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Disposition at Death, 1990 - 2006 
 
Over the last few decades, cremation has been increasingly chosen as the method of disposition after a 
death in Minnesota. This issue of Vital Signs will look at this trend from 1990, the earliest year for which 
data on method of disposition is available; through 2006, the last completed year of data. Data were 
compiled from Minnesota resident death certificates.  
 
 
Method of Disposition 
 
Distribution of Methods of Disposition 
 
Since 1990, the number of cremations has steadily increased. In 1990, 15.6 percent of decedents were 
cremated. By 2006, this number had risen to 40.0 percent. Burials have correspondingly decreased from 
81.6 percent of deaths in 1990 to 56.6 percent in 2006. Other methods of disposition, which include 
donation, transfer to another jurisdiction and entombment, have remained fairly stable and account for 
approximately two to three percent of deaths each year. While donations and transfers ultimately are 
buried, cremated or entombed, Minnesota’s statistical death databases only record the immediate 
disposition, thus these deaths are included in the ‘Other/Unknown’ counts (Figure 1). This trend has also 
been noted nationally. U.S. cremation percentages have risen from 17.1% in 1990 to an estimated 33.5% 
in 2006 according to data from the Cremation Association of North America.  
 
 
 

Figure 1: Method of Disposition at Death
Minnesota Residents, 1990 - 2006
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Burial vs. Cremation 
 
 
By Age Group 
 
While the percent of decedents who are cremated 
has increased across all age groups, some 
differences are apparent (Table 1). From 1990 to 
2006 the percent of cremations has roughly 
doubled for those under age 45 and those age 65 
and over, while the percent for those age 45-64 
has nearly tripled. For decedents age 25-44, the 
percent of burials and cremations in 2006 is 
nearly equal. However, for decedents age 45-64 in 
2006, cremations exceed burials by approximately 
30 percent.  
 
 
 

Table 1: Percent Burial vs. Cremation by  
Age at Death  

Minnesota Residents, 1990 and 2006 
     
  <25 25-44 45-64 65+ 
1990         

Burial 81.3 69.4 76.3 83.2
Cremation 15.2 25.4 20.6 14.2
          
2006         

Burial 58.8 47.7 39.7 60.5
Cremation 36.9 47.1 56.7 36.3
          
     

 
 
 
 
 
By Area of Residence 
 
 
Although a larger percentage of decedents who 
resided in the 7-county Twin Cities metro area 
are cremated than are those who resided out-
state, increases have occurred for both groups. In 
fact, the increase is larger for out-state residents 
where the 2006 percent is slightly more than 
triple that of 1990, while the metro-area percent 
approximately doubled (Table 2).  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2: Percent Burial vs. Cremation by 
Residence of Decedent 

Minnesota Residents, 1990 and 2006 
     

   Metro 
Non-
Metro  

 1990      
 Burial 75.2 86.4  
 Cremation 21.8 10.8  
        
 2006      
 Burial 49.9 61.9  
 Cremation 47.2 34.3  
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By Race/Ethnicity 
 
Over the 17 year period from 1990 through 2006 cremation has increased among all racial/ethnic groups. 
Because the number of deaths is fairly small for persons of color - African American, American Indian, 
Asian and Hispanic - as compared to whites, the data presented here (Table 3) compares the percentages 
of burials and cremations for two three-year periods: 1990-1992 and 2004-2006.  The percentage of white 
and Hispanic decedents who are cremated slightly more than doubled between the two time periods, while 
for African American and Asian decedents the percentage only increased by a small amount. However, for 
American Indian decedents, cremation percents increased nearly three and a half times from 7.7 percent to 
26.5 percent of deaths.   
 
 

Table 3: Percent Burial vs. Cremation by  
Race/Ethnicity of Decedent 

Minnesota Residents, 1990-1992 and 2004-2006 
      

    African American     
  White  American  Indian Asian Hispanic 
1990-1992           

Burial 80.8 65.3 89.9 70.2 78.1 
Cremation 16.9 26.2 7.7 27.9 16.0 

            
2004-2006           

Burial 58.8 60.8 67.9 59.9 53.0 
Cremation 38.2 32.0 26.5 37.1 36.4 

            
 
 

 
By Marital Status 
 
 
In both 1990 and 2006, the percent of 
cremations are slightly lower and the 
percent of burials slightly higher for not 
married than for married decedents (Table 
4). Larger differences appear when looking 
at the various groups of unmarried 
decedents. In both years the percent of 
divorced decedents who are cremated is 
much higher than for those who are 
widowed or never married. For widowed vs. 
divorced decedents, this may be related to 
the age of the decedent – the widowed 
population is generally older than the 
divorced population which is more likely to 
fall into middle-age ranges. (See Table 2). 
 
 
 

Table 4: Percent Burial vs. Cremation 
by Marital Status of Decedent 

Minnesota Residents, 1990 and 2006 
   
  Burial Cremation
1990     
Married 80.6 16.3 
Not Married 84.6 13.1 
   Never 89.0 9.3
   Widowed 85.3 12.2
   Divorced 67.5 29.6
      
2006     
Married 53.8 42.6 
Not Married 58.3 38.4 
   Never 54.6 41.4
   Widowed 65.4 31.4
   Divorced 38.0 59.0
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