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The Nat iona l  Death Index (NDI) is  a 
c e n t r a l ,  computerized index of  dea th  record  
informat ion  compiled from magnetic tapes  
submitted under c o n t r a c t u a l  arrangements to 
NCHS by S t a t e  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  o f f i c e s .  
These tapes  (beginning with  deaths  occur r ing  
in 1979) con ta in  a s tandard  se t  of 
i d e n t i f y i n g  data  for  each decedent .  The data  
are used in searches  of the NDI to i d e n t i f y  
and loca te  death  records  f i l e d  in  the S t a t e  
o f f i c e s .  The NDI enables  i n v e s t i g a t o r s  
conduct ing s t a t i s t i c a l  s t ud i e s  to determine 
i f  persons  in  t h e i r  s tud i e s  may have d ied;  i f  
so,  the Index provides  the names of the 
S t a t e s  where the deaths  occurred,  the  
corresponding death c e r t i f i c a t e  numbers, and 
the da tes  of dea th .  The NDI user  can then 
make the necessa ry  arrangements with the 
a p p r o p r i a t e  S t a t e  o f f i c e s  to  procure  copies  
of death  c e r t i f i c a t e s  or s p e c i f i c  s t a t i s t i c a l  
in format ion  such as cause of death .  

The NDI c u r r e n t l y  f a c i l i t a t e s  p r o s p e c t i v e  
s tud i e s  in medical  and h e a l t h  r e sea rch ;  
however ,  as more years  of death  a re  added to 
the f i l e ,  t h i s  new se rv i ce  a l so  w i l l  be of  
tremendous b e n e f i t  to r e t r o s p e c t i v e  s t u d i e s .  
I n v e s t i g a t o r s  have expressed g rea t  enthusiasm 
for  the es tab l i shment  and cont inued ope ra t ion  
of the  NDI program because i t  reduces the  
t ime,  expense,  and e f f o r t  involved in  S t a t e  
f i l e  sea rches .  In the p a s t ,  i n v e s t i g a t o r s  
conduct ing both p r o s p e c t i v e  and r e t r o s p e c t i v e  
s t ud i e s  have o f t en  found i t  necessa ry  to  
con tac t  a l l  or most S t a t e  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  
o f f i c e s ,  asking each to search i t s  f i l e s  to  
see i f  a dea th  record may have been f i l e d  for  
any ind iv idua l  in  the e n t i r e  s tudy group. 
Such s t u d i e s  f r e q u e n t l y  include thousands of  
sub j ec t s  and cover long pe r iods  of time 
because the case f a t a l i t y  r a t e s  may be small 
and because the  l a t e n t  pe r iod  between 
exposure and onset  of d i sease  may be long.  
Furthermore,  S t a t e  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  o f f i c e s  
cannot always promptly under take l a rge  f i l e  
searches  because of s t a f f  l i m i t a t i o n s .  

NCHS wi l l  provide  the NDI user  with an 
i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  a p a r t i c u l a r  i nd iv idua l  in 
the u s e r s ' s  f i l e  has been involved in  a 
p o s s i b l e  match with one or more records  in 
the NDI f i l e .  I t is  the  user  ' s 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to (a) a ssess  the q u a l i t y  of 
each p o s s i b l e  NDI record  match t ha t  occurs ,  
(b) determine which of the NDI records  
appears most l i k e l y  to be a s soc i a t ed  with the 
person under i n v e s t i g a t i o n  when t h e r e  is  more 
than one p o s s i b l e  match, and (c)  ob t a in  
copies  of r e l e v a n t  death c e r t i f i c a t e s  or 
s p e c i f i c  death  record informat ion  from the 
app ro p r i a t e  S t a t e  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  o f f i c e s .  

Death r e g i s t r a t i o n  i s  a S t a t e  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ;  death  c e r t i f i c a t e s  are  f i l e d  
in  the S t a t e s  in which the deaths  occur.  
Each S t a t e  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  o f f i c e  r e t a i n s  
the a u t h o r i t y  to f u rn i sh  NDI users  with 
copies  of  death  c e r t i f i c a t e s  or s t a t i s t i c a l  
da ta  from death  c e r t i f i c a t e s  in accordance 

with i t s  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  r e g u l a t i o n s ,  and 
p o l i c i e s .  

Beginning with dea ths  occur r ing  in 1979, 
the  NDI f i l e  con ta ins  death  record  
in fo rma t ion  for  a l l  50 S t a t e s ,  the D i s t r i c t  
of Columbia, Puer to  Rico,  and the Vi rg in  
I s l ands .  The da ta  base management system in  
which the  data  are s to red  is  updated 
annual ly .  Approximately 2 m i l l i o n  death  
records  are  added to the NDI f i l e  each year .  
All  S t a t e  data  for  a given ca lendar  year  are 
expected to be r ece ived ,  p rocessed ,  and added 
to the n a t i o n a l  f i l e  approximate ly  12 to 15 
months a f t e r  the  end of the ca lendar  yea r .  
Death records  for  1979, 1980 and 1981 are  
c u r r e n t l y  a v a i l a b l e  for  searches .  Records 
for  1982 should be a v a i l a b l e  in  the f i r s t  
q u a r t e r  of 1984. 

I n v e s t i g a t o r s  i n t e r e s t e d  in  using the NDI 
are  encouraged to make every e f f o r t  to  
c o l l e c t  as many of the NDI da ta  items as 
p o s s i b l e .  The fol lowing group of  da ta  items 
is  most impor rant  because va r ious  
combinations of these  i t e n s  are  used fo r  
sea rch ing  the NDI f i l e  to  determine p o s s i b l e  
matches: f i r s t  and l a s t  name, f a t h e r '  s 
surname, s o c i a l  s e c u r i t y  number, and month 
and year  of b i r t h .  As a minimum, each 
reques t  must inc lude  the p e r s o n ' s  f i r s t  and 
l a s t  name and e i t h e r  the  p e r s o n ' s  s o c i a l  
s e c u r i t y  num-b-~ or month and year  of b i r t h .  
A second group of  data  items is  used to  
a s s i s t  the i n v e s t i g a t o r  in  a s s e s s i n g  the 
q u a l i t y  of  p o s s i b l e  matches t h a t  occur:  
middle i n i t i a l ,  day of  b i r t h ,  s t a t e  of b i r t h ,  
s t a t e  of r e s idence ,  sex,  race ,  m a r i t a l  
s t a t u s ,  and age a t  death  ( ac tua l  or 
e s t i m a t e d ) .  

The NDI may only be used for  s t a t i s t i c a l  
purposes in medical and h e a l t h  r e sea rch .  In 
order  to use the NDI, an i n v e s t i g a t o r  must 
submit a completed a p p l i c a t i o n  form to  NCHS. 
Af ter  being n o t i f i e d  t ha t  the reques t  has 
been approved, the  i n v e s t i g a t o r  then p repa re s  
and submits the names (and r e l a t e d  da ta)  to  
be used fo r  a search  of the  NDI f i l e .  Fees 
for  t h i s  s e rv i ce  c o n s i s t  of  a bas ic  s e r v i c e  
charge of  $100 p lus  a 10 cents  per  record  
charge for  each record  submit ted to NCHS on 
magnetic  tape .  

The NDI U s e r ' s  Manual exp la ins  how the NDI 
func t i ons ,  the  r e s t r i c t i o n s  on the use of  the  
NDI, how a p p l i c a t i o n s  fo r  use of  the s e r v i c e  
are  submit ted to NCHS, how 1 i s t s  of  
i n d i v i d u a l s  are submit ted for searches  of the 
NDI f i l e ,  the  r e s u l t s  users  can expect  to  
r e c e i v e ,  and NCKS charges  for  NDI s e r v i c e s .  
To r ece ive  copies  of the  manual and 
a p p l i c a t i o n  form con tac t :  

Nat ional  Death Index 
Div is ion  of V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s  
Nat ional  Center  fo r  Heal th  S t a t i s t i c s  
Room 1-44, Center Bui ld ing 
5700 East-West Highway 
H y a t t s v i l l e ,  Maryland 20782 
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