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Serious Psychological Distress
and Substance Use Disorder
among Veterans

E

very year, thousands of troops depart
from military service and rejoin their
families and civilian communities. Given
the demanding environments of the military
and traumatizing experiences of combat, many
veterans experience psychological distress that

In Brief
l Combined data from 2004 to 2006 indicate

that an annual average of 7.0 percent of
veterans aged 18 or older experienced
past year serious psychological distress
(SPD), 7.1 percent met the criteria for a
past year substance use disorder (SUD),
and 1.5 percent had co-occurring SPD and
SUD
l Veterans aged 18 to 25 were more likely

than older veterans to have higher rates of
past year SPD, SUD, and co-occurring
SPD and SUD
l Veterans with family incomes of less than

$20,000 per year were more likely than
veterans with higher family incomes to
have had SPD, SUD, and co-occurring
SPD and SUD in the past year

can be further complicated by substance use and
related disorders. Research indicates that male
veterans in the general U.S. population are at
an elevated risk of suicide.1 In addition, among
veterans of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan
who received care from the Department of
Veterans Affairs between 2001 and 2005, nearly
one third were diagnosed with mental health
and/or psychosocial problems and one fifth were
diagnosed with a substance use disorder (SUD).2
The National Survey on Drug Use and
Health (NSDUH) includes questions to assess
serious psychological distress (SPD) and
substance use disorders. SPD is an overall
indicator of nonspecific psychological distress.
NSDUH measures past year SPD using the K6
distress questions.3,4 The K6 questions measure
symptoms of psychological distress during the 1
month in the past 12 months when respondents
were at their worst emotionally. NSDUH also
asks respondents to report on their use of illicit
drugs5 and alcohol, as well as symptoms of
substance dependence or abuse during the past
year. NSDUH defines dependence on or abuse
of alcohol or illicit drugs using criteria specified
in the American Psychiatric Association’s
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
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Figure 1. Prevalence of Serious Psychological Distress (SPD), Substance
Use Disorder (SUD), and Co-Occurring SPD and SUD in the Past Year among
Veterans: 2004 to 2006
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Source: SAMHSA, 2004, 2005, and 2006 NSDUHs.

Figure 2. Prevalence of Serious Psychological Distress (SPD), Substance
Use Disorder (SUD), and Co-Occurring SPD and SUD in the Past Year among
Veterans, by Age: 2004 to 2006
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Source: SAMHSA, 2004, 2005, and 2006 NSDUHs.

Disorders (DSM-IV).6 Substance
dependence or abuse includes such
symptoms as withdrawal, tolerance,
use in dangerous situations, trouble
with the law, and interference in major
obligations at work, school, or home
during the past year. Individuals who

Combined data from 2004 to 2006
indicate that an annual average of 7.0
percent of veterans aged 18 or older (an
estimated 1.8 million persons annually)
experienced SPD in the past year
(Figure 1). Veterans aged 18 to 25 were
more likely to have had SPD (20.9
percent) than veterans aged 26 to 54
(11.2 percent) or those aged 55 or older
(4.3 percent) (Figure 2). Female veterans
were twice as likely as male veterans to
have had SPD in the past year (14.5 vs.
6.5 percent) (Figure 3). Veterans with
family incomes of less than $20,000
per year were more likely to have had
SPD in the past year than veterans with
higher family incomes (Figure 4).
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currently serving in the military.
This report examines past year
SPD, SUD, and co-occurring SPD and
SUD among veterans aged 18 or older
by demographic characteristics.7 For
the purpose of this report, individuals
with both SPD and SUD in the past
year are said to have co-occurring SPD
and SUD. All findings presented in this
report are based on combined 2004,
2005, and 2006 NSDUH data. According to NSDUH estimates, 25.9 million
military veterans were living in the
United States during this 3-year period.
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meet the criteria for either dependence
or abuse are said to have an SUD.
NSDUH respondents also are
asked about their military veteran
status. A veteran is defined as an
individual who has served in any of
the U.S. Armed Forces but who is not

Combined data from 2004 to 2006
indicate that an annual average of 7.1
percent of veterans aged 18 or older
(an estimated 1.8 million persons) met
the criteria for SUD in the past year
(Figure 1). One quarter of veterans
aged 18 to 25 met the criteria for SUD
in the past year compared with 11.3
percent of veterans aged 26 to 54 and
4.4 percent of veterans aged 55 or
older (Figure 2). There was no difference in SUD between male and female
veterans (7.2 vs. 5.8 percent) (Figure 3).
Veterans with a family income of less
than $20,000 per year (10.8 percent)
were more likely to have met the
criteria for SUD in the past year than
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veterans with a family income of
$20,000 to $49,999 (6.6 percent),
$50,000 to $74,999 (6.3 percent), or
$75,000 or more (6.7 percent) (Figure 4).

Figure 3. Prevalence of Serious Psychological Distress (SPD), Substance
Use Disorder (SUD), and Co-Occurring SPD and SUD in the Past Year among
Veterans, by Gender: 2004 to 2006
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From 2004 to 2006, approximately 1.5
percent of veterans aged 18 or older
(an estimated 395,000 persons) had
co-occurring SPD and SUD (Figure 1).
Increasing age was associated with lower
rates of past year co-occurring SPD
and SUD, with veterans aged 18 to 25
having the highest rate (8.4 percent) and
veterans aged 55 or older having the
lowest rate (0.7 percent) (Figure 2).
There was no significant difference
in co-occurring disorders among
males and females (1.5 vs. 2.0 percent,
respectively) (Figure 3). Veterans with
family incomes of less than $20,000
per year were more likely to have had
co-occurring SPD and SUD in the past
year than veterans with higher family
incomes (Figure 4).

14.5

Males
Females

10%
7.2

6.5

5.8

5%

1.5

2.0

0%
SPD

SUD

Co-Occurring
SPD and SUD

Source: SAMHSA, 2004, 2005, and 2006 NSDUHs.

Figure 4. Prevalence of Serious Psychological Distress (SPD), Substance
Use Disorder (SUD), and Co-Occurring SPD and SUD in the Past Year
among Veterans, by Family Income: 2004 to 2006
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Research findings from the SAMHSA 2004, 2005, and 2006 National Surveys on Drug Use and Health (NSDUHs)
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Veterans

The National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) is an annual survey
sponsored by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration
(SAMHSA). The 2004 data are based on information obtained from 67,760
persons aged 12 or older, including 45,459 persons aged 18 or older and 2,816
veterans. The 2005 data are based on information obtained from 68,308 persons
aged 12 or older, including 45,774 persons aged 18 or older and 2,884 veterans.
The 2006 data are based on information obtained from 67,802 persons aged
12 or older, including 44,931 persons aged 18 or older and 2,808 veterans. The
survey collects data by administering questionnaires to a representative sample
of the population through face-to-face interviews at their place of residence.
The NSDUH Report is prepared by the Office of Applied Studies (OAS),
SAMHSA, and by RTI International in Research Triangle Park, North Carolina.
(RTI International is a trade name of Research Triangle Institute.)
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an annual average of 7.0 percent of veterans
aged 18 or older experienced past year serious
psychological distress (SPD), 7.1 percent met the
criteria for a past year substance use disorder
(SUD), and 1.5 percent had co-occurring SPD
and SUD
l Veterans aged 18 to 25 were more likely than

older veterans to have higher rates of past year
SPD, SUD, and co-occurring SPD and SUD
l Veterans with family incomes of less than $20,000

per year were more likely than veterans with
higher family incomes to have had SPD, SUD,
and co-occurring SPD and SUD in the past year
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