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https://ndarc.med.unsw.edu.au/resource-analytics/trends-drug-induced-deaths-australia-2002-2021
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The issue of drug-induced deaths is complex and 

multifaceted, with factors such as socio-economic 

disadvantage, mental health, and lack of access to 

healthcare and harm reduction services playing a key role. 

Sex 

In 2021, males accounted for 63% (1,120 deaths) of drug-

induced deaths. This profile has been consistent over 

time.  

The drug-induced death rate in the male population was 

8.9 deaths per 100,000 people in 2021, which was lower 

compared to the rate in 2020 (10 deaths per 100,000 

people). The rate in the male population was two times 

higher than the rate in females (5.0 deaths per 100,000 

people in 2021). The rate among females in 2021 was 

relatively stable as compared to 2020 (5.2 deaths per 

100,000 people).   

Age 

In 2021, a greater proportion of drug-induced deaths 

occurred among those aged 45-54 (26%, 460 deaths) and 

35-44 (24%, 434 deaths), which represents a shift 

compared to 2020, when deaths were most common 

among the 35-44 age group.  

The rate of drug-induced deaths among the 35-44 age 

declined by 14% from 14 in 2020 to 12 deaths per 100,000 

people in 2021. The 2021 rate was also lower in the 15-24 

age group as compared to 2020 (3.0 versus 3.9 deaths per 

100,000 people).  

Although the number of deaths remained lowest for those 

aged 85 and over and the statistical comparison between 

2020 and 2021 estimates did not identify significant 

differences, it is noticeable that the population rate was 

higher than in previous year for the last two consecutive 

years: 

 6.3 deaths per 100,000 people in 2019, 

 8.9 deaths per 100,000 people in 2020, and  

 11 deaths per 100,000 people in 2021.  

The 2020 and 2021 estimates are likely to further increase 

with the data revision. 

Remoteness Area of Usual 

Residence 

As in previous years, the greatest proportion of drug-

induced deaths in 2021 occurred in major city areas (73%, 

1,314 deaths), followed by inner regional (15%, 296 

deaths), outer regional (7.1%, 127 deaths), and 

remote/very remote (1.5%, 27 deaths) areas.  

After adjusting for population size, the rate of drug-

induced deaths in 2021 was also highest among people 

from major city areas (7.0 deaths per 100,000 people), 

followed by the inner regional areas (6.4 deaths per 

100,000 people), and lowest in remote/very remote areas 

(5.7 deaths per 100,000 people).  

The only statistically significant difference in rate in 2021 

versus 2020 was observed for major city areas, with an 

7.8% reduction in the rate of drug-induced deaths (7.0 in 

2021 versus 7.6 deaths per 100,000 people in 2020). 
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Psychosocial Risk Factors 

Between 2017 and 2021, two-in-five (40%, 5,813 deaths) 

drug-induced deaths had at least one psychosocial risk 

factor coded.  Over half (65%) of the identified risk factors 

were related to socioeconomic and psychosocial 

circumstances (in particular, problems related to primary 

support group). 

In 2021, personal history of self-harm was the most 

frequently identified psychosocial risk factor (12%, 206 

deaths). It was more common in deaths involving females 

than males. It was also the most frequently identified 

psychosocial risk factors across all age groups, with the 

exception of those aged 75 and over, for whom limitation 

of activities due to disability was the most common 

psychosocial risk factor.  

Place of Occurrence 

In 2021, the most common location of the incident 

underlying the drug overdose death was home (76%, 

1,324 deaths). This has been consistent over time. The 

location was coded as home for a larger proportion of 

intentional (84%, 865 deaths) than unintentional (73%, 

391 deaths) deaths. 

Drug Involvement 

Similar to previous years, opioids (such as heroin and 

pharmaceutical opioids) were the most commonly 

involved drug class in drug overdose deaths in 2021 (58%, 

1,008 deaths), followed by antiepileptic, sedative-
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people was recorded in 2020. The estimated rate in 2021 

was lower (1.8 deaths per 100,000 people). 

Drug Overdose Deaths Involving Cocaine 

There were 82 drug overdose deaths involving cocaine 

among Australians in 2021 (4.7% of overdose deaths).5f overd cocaine 

https://ndarc.med.unsw.edu.au/resource-analytics/trends-drug-induced-deaths-australia-2002-2021
https://ndarc.med.unsw.edu.au/resource-analytics/trends-drug-induced-deaths-australia-2002-2021
http://doi.org/10.26190/m2gs-z325

