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Mortality trends - deaths of despair
A comparison of data from Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States
Key findings
· In 2021, deaths of despair accounted for 3.4 per cent of all deaths in Australia.

· Suicide is the leading cause of death for Australians aged 15 to 44.

· Historically, male suicide rates have been 3 to 4 times higher than for females.

· Unintentional drug‑induced deaths are the second leading cause of death for Australians aged 25 to 44.

· In Australia, 65 per cent of drug-induced deaths were unintentional in 2021.
 
· In 2021, 91 per cent of alcohol‐induced deaths in Australia were the result of chronic conditions.


	Disclaimer
This document discusses suicide and presents material that some people may find distressing. If this raises any issues for you, these services can help: 
Lifeline 13 11 14 
Suicide Call Back Service 1300 659 467




Introduction
Context
The term “deaths of despair” refers to deaths by suicide and those induced by drug or alcohol consumption, whether accidental or intentional. The term of deaths of despair does not include euthanasia. Deaths of despair have been of recent interest in economic policy, particularly in the United States.1
In 2021, deaths of despair accounted for 3.4 per cent of all deaths in Australia. Research in the United States identified deaths of despair as a phenomenon that had emerged over a number of years, under very specific circumstances.2 
Deaths of despair have also received attention in Australia, as mortality rates for these causes of death have not improved at the same rate as for other causes. There has been growing focus on the interaction between mental health and policy responses to improve outcomes.
scope 
This analysis compares the recent history of such deaths in Australia, the United Kingdom (or parts of)[endnoteRef:2] and the United States, looking at historical trends and the first two years of the COVID-19 pandemic. These countries were selected due to cultural similarities and the availability of comparable data.  [2:  Reporting on suicide and drug-induced death represents only England and Wales, reporting on alcohol-induced deaths represents the whole of the UK. ] 

This analysis uses age-standardised death rates to account for differences in size and age structure of the populations, allowing for the comparison of mortality experiences across time and countries. 
This analysis only considers historical data, which often lag. Lead indicators could provide a more complete picture of deaths of despair, but these are not within the scope of this analysis. The data within this analysis was current as at September 2023.
This analysis looks at trends for the overall population, as well as by age and sex. Underneath the overall trends, there may be differences between people of different characteristics, for example by income, education, race, indigenous status and for the LGBTIQA+ community. 
summary
· United States: there has been a dramatic rise in rates of suicide, and drug‐ and alcohol-induced deaths since the late 1990s. Synthetic opioid use has driven the significant increase in drug‐induced death rates since the 2010s.

· Australia: deaths of despair have been more stable than in the United States, with no evidence of a similar increase in opioid-related deaths, and relatively low rates of alcohol-induced death. While suicide and drug-induced death rates fell in the early 2000s, they have increased in recent years.

· United Kingdom: in England and Wales, suicide rates have fallen over the past 40 years and drug‐related deaths remain lower than in the United States. However, alcohol-induced death rates remain high.

· Age and sex: deaths of despair remain significantly higher for men than women across all three countries. While suicide is a leading cause of death for younger people, rates remain highest for those in middle age.

· The first two years of the pandemic: Long term trends in Australia did not accelerate. The United States and United Kingdom experienced increases in deaths induced by drugs (United States) and alcohol (United States and United Kingdom).


Suicide – recent trends
Australia
Following a peak in the 1990s, suicide rates decreased significantly for all age groups in the early 2000s. Rates rose steadily between 2006 and 2015, at which point they stabilised. 
This rise was relatively consistent across age groups.3 Over the period 2019-2021, suicide was the leading cause of death for Australians aged 15-44.4 
England and Wales
Suicide rates have declined by about 30 per cent over the past 40 years.5 This has almost entirely been driven by large decreases among people aged 65 and over. 
While these age groups had some of the highest suicide rates in the early 1980s, they are now lower than all but the youngest age groups6, 7. 
England and Wales experienced a low in suicide rates in the mid-2000s, with rates only slightly higher in recent years. 
United States
Suicide rates for all age groups have steadily increased from the early 2000s to the late 2010s, except for males aged 75+.8 
This rise has predominantly been driven by a significant increase in rates for the non-Hispanic white population, a group often associated with deaths of despair in academic literature. 9,10,11

Table 1: Summary statistics, suicide deaths, 2021
	
	Australia
	England and Wales
	United States

	Age-standardised death rate (per 100,000)
	12.0
	10.7
	14.1

	Number of deaths
	3,144
	5,583
	47,646


Source: ABS 2022, ONS 2022, CDC 2022
First two years of the pandemic
Suicide rates in Australia, England and Wales, and the United States all declined in 2020. However, in Australia the use of mental health services increased in 2020, and there were pressures on mental health over this period.12 
In 2021, suicide rates remained lower in Australia, while there was a slight increase in suicide rates in England and Wales and the United States.
Chart 1: Age-standardised suicides

Source: ABS 2021, ONS 2021, CDC 2022
Suicide – by age and sex
By age
As mortality rates for other causes of death for younger age groups have reduced over time, suicide has emerged as the leading cause of death for Australians aged 15 to 44.17
Historically, those in middle age have had the highest suicide rates, though there are some exceptions. In the late 1990s, Australians aged 20 to 29 were the age group with the highest suicide rates. Highest (26.3)
Lowest (5.7)

Figure 1: Age-specific suicide rates by five-year age groups, Australia 
[image: This chart shows age-specific suicide rates by five year age groups in Australia and how they have changed overtime.

The chart highlights that younger age cohorts in 1997 and 1998 had the highest suicide rates.]
Source: AIHW 2021
By sex
Since the mid-1970s male suicide rates have been 3 to 4 times higher than rates for females.13 
Variations in Australia’s overall rate are largely driven by changes in the male suicide rate, as the rate for females is comparatively stable over the period (although there are signs that it might be increasing for younger females). 
Despite this, ambulance attendance data for suicide attempts suggest females are more likely to attempt suicide than males.14 
The disparity in suicide rates by sex has been observed in many countries, including England and Wales, and the United States15,16.
Drug-induced deaths – recent trends
Australia
Rates for drug-induced deaths declined from the late 1990s through to the mid-2000s. 
This decline was broadly across all classes of drugs, though was predominantly driven by a significant decrease in illicit use opioid-related deaths.18 
Death rates rose from the mid-2000s to around 2017, largely driven by pharmaceutical rather than illicit drug use, after which point they have been gradually decreasing.19
England and Wales
Drug-induced deaths remained stable from the late 1990s to the early 2010s, before increasing. 
This trend has primarily been driven by deaths involving natural opioids and cocaine. Half of all drug-induced deaths involved a natural opioid in 2021, and cocaine-related deaths continued to rise, with a sevenfold increase in the last decade.20
United States
Drug-induced death rates have increased rapidly in recent years, with a fourfold increase over the past 20 years. 
This increase has predominantly been driven by the rise in deaths related to opioid use. 21 Three quarters of drug overdose deaths in 2021 involved opioids.22 
The percentage of all deaths in the United States attributed to overdose has grown from 0.8 per cent in 1999 to 3.2 per cent in 2021. 23,24
Table 2: Summary statistics, drug-induced deaths, 2021
	
	Australia
	England and Wales
	United States

	Age-standardised death rate (per 100,000)
	6.6
	8.4
	33.5

	Number of deaths
	1,704
	4,859
	106,699


Source: ABS 2022, ONS 2022, CDC 2022
First two years of the pandemic
Drug-induced death rates decreased slightly in Australia in 2020 and 2021, while increasing in England and Wales. 
In 2020 and 2021, drug induced deaths increased substantially in the United States. In 2020, the United States experienced the largest single-year increase in drug overdoses on record.25 
This was primarily driven by a 56 per cent increase in the number of deaths at least partially attributable to synthetic opioids.26 27 
The reduction in Australia is likely due to decisions to restrict access to over-the-counter codeine preparations. 28

Chart 2: Age-standardised death rates for drug-induced deaths

Source: ABS 2022, ONS 2022, CDC 2022
Drug-induced deaths – by sex, age and drug type
Australia
Over the past 10 years, death rates for drug-induced deaths have been 1.5 to 1.8 times higher for men than women. The difference between men and women is higher for younger age groups (15‐34 years), and close to equal for older age groups (65 years and over).33
In the past 10 years, age-specific drug-induced death rates have been highest for Australians aged 35-54 years, and lowest for those aged 15‐24.34 During this period, drug-induced death rates have been broadly similar in cities and regional or remote areas.29 In Australia, over 70 per cent of drug-induced deaths were unintentional in 2021.35
Over the past 20 years, benzodiazepines have remained the most commonly identified single drug type in drug-induced deaths, and opioids the most common drug class.30 In contrast to England and Wales, Australia had relatively few deaths induced by cocaine use in 2021 (1.5 and 0.3 deaths per 100,000 respectively).31,32
Chart 3: Age-standardised death rates, by drug, Australia
Source: AIHW 2021, AIHW 2023
United States
In the United States the proportion of drug-induced deaths that are unintentional has rapidly increased, from 71 per cent in 1999 to 92 per cent in 2021.36,37 
The rise over the last decade has been predominately driven by a significant increase in deaths involving synthetic opioids, such as fentanyl.38 Fentanyl can be used to adulterate other illicit drugs (such as heroin or cocaine) without the user’s knowledge. As fentanyl is significantly (50-100 times) more potent than other opioids (such as heroin or morphine), it can lead to overdose.39
Chart 4: Age-standardised death rates, synthetic opioid-induced deaths, Australia and the United States

Source: AIHW 2021, NIH 20221
alcohol-induced deaths
Recent trends
Over the past 20 years, mortality rates for alcohol-induced deaths have been stable in Australia and the United Kingdom while in the United States they increased steadily. The United Kingdom has historically had higher rates of alcohol-induced death than Australia and the United States, though they were nearly reached in the United States by 2021. 
First two years of the pandemic
There were large increases in alcohol-induced deaths in the United States and United Kingdom, with a smaller increase in Australia. In Australia, the age‐standardised rate of alcohol-induced deaths increased 4 per cent in 2020, and another 5 per cent in 2021. 
In the United States, these rates increased by 26 and 10 per cent in 2020 and 2021, while in the United Kingdom they increased by 19 and 6 per cent. For both the United States and United Kingdom, these are the highest rates in the period analysed (1999-2021).
Table 3: Summary statistics, alcohol-induced deaths, 2021
	
	Australia
	England and Wales
	United States

	Age-standardised death rate (per 100,000)
	5.4
	14.8
	14.4

	Number of deaths
	1,559
	9,641
	54,258


Source: ABS 2022, ONS 2022, CDC 2021


Trends by age and sex
As with suicide and drug-induced deaths, rates for alcohol-induced deaths have historically been between 2 to 4 times higher for men than women. This has consistently been observed in Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States.40, 41,42 All of the increase in deaths in Australia between 2020 and 2021 was driven by males.43
Alcohol-induced death rates are highest for those in middle age across Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States.44,45,46
In contrast to drug-induced deaths, where most deaths are due to acute toxicity (i.e. overdose), alcohol-induced deaths are predominantly caused by chronic conditions such as alcoholic liver disease.47, 48 In 2021, 91 per cent of alcohol-induced deaths in Australia were due to chronic conditions.49
Chart 5: Age-standardised death rates for alcohol-induced deaths 

Source: AIHW 2021, ONS 2022, CDC 2022



More information
The Centre for Population
Population change affects every aspect of Australians' lives. It is important to understand how Australia’s population is changing and the implications of these changes. The Centre for Population strives to understand and communicate the nuances of population change. The latest data, research and analysis on mortality trends and population change can be found at www.population.gov.au. The Centre for Population produces yearly Population Statements and contributes to Intergenerational Reports released by The Department of the Treasury.
The following resources provide more information on mortality trends. 
Relevant links for deaths of despair in Australia
· Causes of death, Australia – Australian Bureau of Statistics: statistics on the number of deaths, by sex, selected age groups, and cause of death classified to the International Classification of Diseases
· Suicide & self-harm monitoring data – Australian Institute of Health and Welfare: statistical data on suicide and self-harm from multiple national sources.
· Alcohol, tobacco & other drugs in Australia – Australian Institute of Health and Welfare: this report consolidates recent information on the availability and consumption of alcohol, tobacco and other drugs in Australia, and related impacts, harms and treatment.
Relevant links for mental health in Australia
· Mental health – Australian Bureau of Statistics: statistics and information about psychological distress, mental and behavioural conditions and its prevalence in Australia.
Relevant links for deaths of despair in the United Kingdom
· Suicides in England and Wales: 2021 registrations – Office for National Statistics: registered deaths in England and Wales from suicide.
· Deaths related to drug poisoning in England and Wales: 2021 registrations – Office for National Statistics: deaths related to drug poisoning in England and Wales.
· Alcohol-specific deaths in the UK: registered in 2021– Office for National Statistics: deaths in the United Kingdom caused by diseases known to be a direct consequence of alcohol misuse.
Relevant links for deaths of despair in the United States
· Underlying cause of death, 2018-2021, single race – Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: data based on death certificates with single underlying cause of death.
· Underlying cause of death, 1999-2020 – Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: data based on death certificates with single underlying cause of death.
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Appendix – classification for cause of death
The International Classification of Diseases (ICD) is the main basis for health recording and statistics on disease and cause of death. The use of ICD coding allows the comparison of causes of death across countries.
Table 4: ICD codes for suicide and drug- and alcohol-induced deaths 
	Description
	ICD-10 Codes

	Suicide deaths

	Terrorism international (suicide)
	U03

	Intentional self-harm
	X60-X84

	Sequelae of intentional self-harm
	Y87.0

	Drug-induced deaths

	Mental and behavioural disorders due to drug use (excluding alcohol and tobacco)
	F11–F16, F18–F19

	Accidental poisoning by drugs, medicaments and biological substances
	X40–X44

	Intentional self-poisoning by drugs, medicaments and biological substances
	X60–X64

	Assault by drugs, medicaments and biological substances
	X85

	Poisoning by drugs, medicaments and biological substances, undetermined intent
	Y10–Y14

	Alcohol-induced deaths

	Alcohol-induced pseudo-Cushing's syndrome
	E24.4

	Mental and behavioural disorders due to use of alcohol
	F10

	Degeneration of nervous system due to alcohol
	G31.2

	Alcoholic polyneuropathy
	G62.1

	Alcoholic myopathy
	G72.1

	Alcoholic cardiomyopathy
	I42.6

	Alcoholic gastritis
	K29.2

	Alcoholic liver disease
	K70

	Alcohol-induced acute pancreatitis
	K85.2

	Alcohol-induced chronic pancreatitis
	K86.0

	Fetal induced alcohol syndrome (dysmorphic)
	Q86.0

	Excess alcohol blood levels
	R78.0

	Accidental poisoning by and exposure to alcohol
	X45

	Intentional self-poisoning by and exposure to alcohol
	X65

	Poisoning by and exposure to alcohol, undetermined intent
	Y15


Source: ICD 2022
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Opioids	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	6.5163992642000004	5.5108234409000003	2.6256517092	2.4850677248999999	2.3052267631999999	2.2911441545	2.4913492613999999	2.1559536616999999	2.865337609	3.5459279672999999	3.9523715887000002	4.0157077057999997	4.0375097135000004	3.9477112333000002	3.8941524645999999	4.7509165475000001	5.0176571993000003	5.3325904740999999	5.7563319783000004	5.5268023587000004	5.0016992119000001	4.3253396194000002	3.7737859148999999	Depressants	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2.8568630219000002	2.2535620615999998	1.4475691961999999	1.4852124149999999	1.2584173376000001	1.1819527578	1.3504711124	1.4148747101000001	1.8867777026999999	2.1191267186	2.5525207431000001	2.7457860494999999	2.6831765081999999	2.9455642363000001	2.7803151585000001	3.3861448167999999	3.3881659286999999	3.8176227210999998	4.8031796781000002	4.9520162886000003	4.2713176927000003	3.8552859451999999	3.4780539082000002	Antidepressants	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	1.5895021215	1.4061383168999999	1.0063229941	1.2756723824	0.77386170860000003	0.93034791760000002	0.98574765789999996	1.2947822680000001	1.2764733500000001	1.4572002834	1.6958280047000001	1.5144036444	1.4794771569	1.6870928162000001	1.6330673573000001	2.0225147782000001	2.1014538170999999	2.1393323157999999	2.8780489673999998	2.8746498147000001	2.5269132390000002	2.1440705127999999	1.9811236066	Stimulants	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	0.39373824909999999	0.54054872099999995	0.3063384099	0.31988659850000001	0.1733263588	0.306272139	0.40252760139999999	0.43003977059999998	0.45300088910000003	0.52761447309999998	0.47983687190000002	0.49793316570000001	0.48348834219999998	0.74339455109999997	0.74447086630000003	1.1527835892	1.2806232524000001	1.8425037181999999	1.9481695346000001	2.0648742564	2.1394375460999999	2.1455198996	1.7604135173	Antipsychotics	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	0.48405615790000001	0.4792778318	0.19705284300000001	0.190175391	0.1470421884	8.5399044800000004E-2	0.1870043938	0.34728186160000002	0.33497570599999998	0.42140367150000002	0.41084163550000002	0.61646511150000005	0.48816425120000001	0.32869478260000001	0.27179565119999999	0.42263488830000001	0.9760210856	1.4188050761	1.8847163294	1.9344307330999999	1.6450272105999999	1.2272814849	1.3457701092000001	Non-opioid analgesics	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	0.64582037920000002	0.60481845720000005	0.51354284959999996	0.55813018680000004	0.3909869164	0.27319903340000001	0.4315233899	0.65926709510000003	0.63512104899999999	0.60825519189999999	0.85988708189999996	0.82948274470000005	0.71862624880000003	0.74696642280000003	0.57588627910000001	0.86260484039999996	0.91216787889999995	0.98464140450000004	1.4471050617000001	1.5330545699	1.2417237702999999	0.76518483020000005	0.75298503979999998	Cocaine	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	0.13115509759999999	0.1409786445	0.1557128757	6.7586511500000002E-2	5.1305290099999998E-2	7.5763930399999999E-2	8.6025306999999995E-2	8.0030842399999996E-2	8.9877253099999999E-2	0.11740836189999999	0.13954818999999999	7.5042308500000002E-2	7.36225613E-2	0.1165894136	9.4545672900000002E-2	6.8747689000000001E-2	0.2063047351	0.14636242150000001	0.21900832449999999	0.29134766499999998	0.3821657946	0.34532918400000001	0.3250874836	Cannabinoids	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	0.20473554930000001	0.25560795359999999	0.14541891370000001	0.1190622819	5.6699044699999999E-2	6.1912813400000002E-2	0.10029986840000001	0.18077652459999999	0.18825188509999999	0.25293374759999998	0.30008002830000002	0.32712476870000001	0.39123568019999999	0.40156743950000001	0.24496852760000001	0.51155921419999995	0.60317134589999999	0.78706856859999996	1.1795314914999999	1.3609218447	0.87031510670000001	0.44367700450000003	0.31211420239999998	DUMMY	1	0	



Australia	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	0.35804454390000001	0.22600853930000001	0.14008319459999999	9.7820722499999999E-2	0.1117548751	5.59695318E-2	0.1143428175	9.0601875299999995E-2	9.0858218800000001E-2	0.1449480182	0.14829786549999999	0.2593100062	0.34193026650000002	0.55272643430000001	0.76736537910000002	0.88977777120000001	1.1374258286000001	1.1450431887000001	1.2729546868999999	1.1877546938000001	0.92972972239999996	0.85675488799999999	0.66912984880000004	US	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	0.3	0.3	0.3	0.4	0.5	0.6	0.6	0.9	0.7	0.8	1	1	0.8	0.8	1	1.8	3.1	6.2	9	9.9	11.4	17.8	21.8	DUMMY	0	
Deaths per 100,000


Deaths per 100,000




Australia	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	5.9593021331999996	5.4038447715000002	5.3567069526999997	5.8471527925000002	5.3763695549000001	5.2448864097000003	5.2812993640999997	5.2441387375000001	5.1638237874000001	5.3585829440000001	5.0842514006000004	5.0114821361999997	4.7086665056000001	4.5	4.9000000000000004	5	5.2	4.8	5.3	4.7	4.9000000000000004	5.0999999999999996	5.4	US	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	7.1	7	7	6.9	7	7	7	7	7.2	7.4	7.4	7.6	7.7	8	8.1999999999999993	8.5	9.1	9.5	9.6	10	10.4	13.1	14.4	UK	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	0	10.9	11.4	11.5	11.8	12.3	12.2	12.7	11.8	12	12	11.1	11.2	11.4	11.3	11.7	12.2	11.9	11.8	14	14.8	DUMMY	0	
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