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Mental Health and Substance Use among Veterans  
Prior service in a combat zone is a well-known stressor for 
military veterans.1 This spotlight presents estimates from 
NSDUH for selected mental health and substance use 
measures among veterans aged 18 or older who served or 
did not serve in a military combat zone.2 Estimates are annual 
averages based on pooled data from the 2022, 2023, and 
2024 surveys. 

According to NSDUH data, about 1 in 5 veterans who had ever 
served in a combat zone had any mental illness (AMI) in the 
past year, about 1 in 16 had serious mental illness (SMI), and 
about 1 in 20 seriously thought about suicide in that period. 
About 1 in 4 of these veterans engaged in binge drinking in the 
past month, about 1 in 11 engaged in heavy drinking in that 
period, and about 1 in 8 had an alcohol use disorder (AUD) in 
the past year. These estimates were greater than those among 
veterans who had not served in a combat zone. Percentages 
did not differ significantly among veterans who served or did 
not serve in a combat zone for the other estimates included in 
this spotlight. However, it cannot be determined from NSDUH 
data that conditions in a combat zone were a direct cause of 
these mental health and alcohol use findings. NSDUH also 
did not collect information on whether veterans who served in 
combat zones were in life-threatening situations or saw others 
who were killed or wounded. Nevertheless, these findings 
underscore the potential behavioral health care needs of 
veterans, especially those who served in combat zones.

Mental Illness and Suicidality in the Past Year, Substance Use 
in the Past Month, and Substance Use Disorder in the Past 
Year: Among Veterans Aged 18 or Older; by Service in a Military 
Combat Zone, Annual Averages, 2022-2024

AMI = any mental illness; AUD = alcohol use disorder; DUD = drug use disorder; SMI = serious 
mental illness; SUD = substance use disorder.

NOTE: Veterans with unknown military combat zone data were excluded from the analysis.
* The difference between this estimate and the estimate for veterans who did not serve in a military 

combat zone is statistically significant at the .05 level.
Source: SAMHSA, Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality, National Survey on Drug Use 

and Health, 2022-2024.

Definitions
AMI refers to the presence of a mental, behavioral, or emotional disorder in the past 
year of sufficient duration to meet criteria from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 
of Mental Disorders, 4th edition,3 excluding developmental disorders and substance 
use disorders (SUDs). SMI refers to mental illness that substantially interfered with or 
limited one or more major life activities. AMI and SMI were estimated for adults based 
on a statistical prediction model.4

Binge alcohol use means consumption of four or more drinks on the same occasion 
for females and five or more drinks on the same occasion for males on at least 1 day in 
the past 30 days. Heavy alcohol use means binge drinking on 5 or more days in the 
past 30 days.
SUDs are characterized by impairment caused by the recurrent use of alcohol or 
other drugs (or both), including health problems, disability, and failure to meet major 
responsibilities at work, school, or home. Respondents who used alcohol or drugs in the 
past year were classified as having SUDs in that period if they met criteria specified in 
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th edition.5 Respondents 
who used marijuana, cocaine, heroin, hallucinogens, inhalants, methamphetamine, or 
prescription psychotherapeutic drugs were classified as having a drug use disorder 
(DUD) if they had a disorder related to any of these substances that they used in the 
past year. Respondents who used alcohol in the past year were classified as having an 
AUD if they met criteria for an AUD in the past year. Respondents were classified as 
having an SUD if they had an AUD or a DUD in the past year.
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Data Source 
The National Survey on 
Drug Use and Health 
(NSDUH) is a household survey 
of people aged 12 or older. 
NSDUH collects information on 
substance use, mental health, 
and receipt of substance use 
and mental health treatment 
in the United States. NSDUH 
uses a complex sampling 
method. Interviews are 
conducted in person and via 
the web. Estimates presented 
are weighted to represent the 
noninstitutionalized, civilian 
U.S. population.
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