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Sue Mueller, Contributor, Family Grave, presented a program entitled “The Anatomy of a Death Certificate.” She provided the SIG members with a handout, “Find Death Certificates Online (Free).” It is included, with Sue’s permission, at the end of this meeting’s summary. 
Sue explained that the new death certificates don’t have as much information on them as the old ones. However, since it is 50 years before you can obtain death certificates that are available to the public, most of the ones we see will be very interesting because they are older.
Different states handle death certificates differently, but in Pennsylvania, you can get them free. Overall, the best site to use for various states, is the one listed second on the handout sheet. When you have to pay a fee for a death certificate, the best site is the one listed last on the handout sheet.

On a death certificate, you can get death facts, personal facts, genealogical information, what happens to the body, medical and health information such as the cause of death, and what contributed to the death and how long it had been going on. 
Concerning death facts, those who are using either Family Tree Maker or Ancestry.com, not all the information on the death certificate is merged into those programs. There is some good information that doesn’t get merged. The the only things that are merged are the name, the city or town and county of birth and  the death. The only thing you are guaranteed to get accurately is where the person died. 
On a death certificate, the parents’ names will be there, including the mother’s maiden name, if the informant providing the information knows it. Sometimes they write “unk” for unknown. What is merged into Family Tree Maker is how it is indexed. Death facts include the deceased’s name, where he/she died, the specific location of death, such as a hospital, state hospital or alms house. If a person dies in a hospital, state hospital or alms house, some information may not be accurate, because the informant may not be knowledgeable, but in these cases, the medical information and cause of death are likely to be accurate. 
You also get personal information on a death certificate. If the deceased is a family member, the live people, if they are family giving the information, are upset, so if they know the information, they may not get it right, or they may not even know the information, in which case they have no hope of getting it right. For example, they may not know the state in which the person was born.
Sue said she will sometimes check the census data to check whether the person was born in Ohio or Pennsylvania, for example. The personal information also includes whether the person was married, divorced, single or widowed, place of residence and occupation. Social Security numbers didn’t come into play until the late 1930’s, so someone born after that may have a number listed. It is usually asked if the person served in the military. Since many of these facts would not be merged into Family Tree Maker or Ancestry.com, one would have to enter them manually into Facts in their program.
What kind of genealogical information can you get on a death certificate? Included is the father’s name and sometime where he was born, and sometimes the town or city, not just the state. The mother’s name and maiden name is asked for, and often where she was born. The full name of the spouse, and if the spouse is still living, is asked for; this can be important for searching for more information. It is not asked whether or how the informant is related to the deceased. 
The death certificate is created right away. The funeral home obtains the number of copies of the death certificate that will be required. The certificate will also have the place of burial and sometimes the name of the cemetery. It will tell whether the dispersal of the body is by cremation or burial. It is noted if the body is taken out of state. The funeral home will be listed as well as the coroner. 
With regard to medical and health information, the death certificate will give the cause of death, contributory causes, how long the person was sick, name of the attending doctor and the name of the doctor who pronounced the death. 
Concerning the cause of death, in addition to what is written on the death certificate, there is an ICD code (International Classification of Diseases) which identifies the cause of death. It is maintained and updated by the World Health Organization regularly. It was developed in the late 1880’s. We started using it in 1898. One should always check out the revision to the ICD code right before the death date to be sure to get the most updated information. If the written cause of death is difficult to read, one should go with the ICD code given on  the death  certificate. The address for the ICD information is:
http://www.wolfbane.com/icd/index.html. The information is free and is intended to be used universally.
For those using Ancestry.com and Family tree Maker, there are some facts that will not be merged into Family Tree Maker, such as the name of the informant, the deceased’s occupation and the cause of death. Where the burial is will be noted, but not the name of the cemetery. The name of parents may be given, if still living; this information could be important for genealogical purposes. Facts that are not merged into Family Tree Maker will have to be put into FTM by hand, using the FTM protocol for adding facts.   
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Generally accepted standard
for release of vital records to public:
Birth - 105 years; Census - 72 years; Death - 50 years

Vital Records, http://vitalrec.com/: a comprehensive resource
for locating vital records

https://www.deathindexes.com/: death records listed by state

Cyndi's List Death Records: http://www.cyndislist.com/death/

National Archives: https://www.archives.gov/research/vital-
records

Family Search: https://familysearch.org. Step=by-step wiki:
https://www.archives.gov/research/vital-records

Death resources, by state:
http://publicrecords.onlinesearches.com/Death-
Records.htm

Genealogy bank, free SSDI search:
https://www.genealogybank.com/explore/ssdi/all

CDC Vital records: https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/w2w/index.htm

Free access to Pennsylvania death certificates for PA residents
who are not ancestry subscribers. How to register on this
site: http://www.phmc.pa.gov/Archives/Research-
Online/Pages/Ancestry-PA.aspx#.V1V8k-SgSaQ

Pennsylvania death certificates for ancestry subscribers
http://search.ancestry.com/search/db.aspx?dbid=5164

State by state death certificate ordering information ($ fee)
https://www.everplans.com/articles/state-by-state-death-
certificate-ordering-information





