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Risk Factors for Army Suicide Attempts in Iraq, Afghanistan Identified
Enlisted Soldiers in First Tour of Duty at Greatest Risk

Bethesda, Md -- Risk factors for regular Army suicide attempts by enlisted soldiers and officers in Irag and
Afghanistan have been identified, and socio-demographic factors, length of service, deployment history,
and the presence and recency of a mental health diagnosis are among the primary predictors, according to a
study published July 8 in JAMA Psychiatry. Enlisted Army service members in their second month of
service were at greatest risk for attempting suicide.

The study, "Suicide Attempts in the U.S. Army during the wars in Afghanistan and Irag, 2004-2009," used
data from the Army Study to Assess Risk and Resilience in Service members (Army STARRS), the largest
study of mental health risk and resilience ever conducted among U.S. Army personnel. From 2004 through
2009, the Army experienced the longest sustained increase in suicide rates relative to the other U.S. military
branches. Rates of non-fatal suicide attempts among soldiers rose sharply during this time in parallel with
the trend in suicide deaths, yet researchers’ understanding of Army suicide attempts remains limited.

Robert J. Ursano, M.D., chair of the Department of Psychiatry and Director of the Center for the Study of
Traumatic Stress at the Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences, Murray B. Stein, M.D.,
M.P.H., professor of Psychiatry and Family and Preventive Medicine at the University of California, San
Diego, both co-principal investigators for Army STARRS, and a team of Army STARRS researchers,
looked at data for more than 1.66 million soldiers who served on active duty from January 1, 2004, to
December 31, 2009, which included 975,057 Regular Army soldiers (i.e., excluding those in the U.S. Army
National Guard and Army Reserve).

The study found that enlisted soldiers accounted for 98.6% of all suicide attempts (377 per 100,000 person-
years) versus 1.4% (27.9 per 100,000 person-years) for officers.

Enlisted soldiers had higher odds for a suicide attempt if they were female, had entered the Army at 25 or
older, were currently 29 or younger, did not complete high school, were in their first four years of service,
and had a mental health diagnosis during the previous month. The risk was highest in the second month of
service and declined as the length of service increased. Black, Hispanic and Asian service members had
lower risk for suicide attempts. Enlisted soldiers who were never deployed or who had previously deployed
were at greater risk for attempting suicide than those who were currently deployed.

Among officers (both commissioned and warrant), who accounted for 141 cases, only socio-demographic
characteristics (female, older age at Army entry, younger current age, and low education) and the presence
and recency of mental health diagnoses were significant. Female officers who entered the Army at age 25
or older and had a mental health diagnosis in the previous month constituted the greatest risk for suicide
attempt. Length of service and deployment status was not associated with suicide attempt among officers.
Researchers also estimate that enlisted women had nearly 13 times the risk of female officers for a suicide
attempt, and enlisted soldiers who entered the Army at 25 years or older had more than 16 times the risk of
officers in the same group for a suicide attempt.


mailto:sharon.holland@usuhs.edu

Learning to Care for Those in Harm’s Way

"Suicide attempts have different predictors than suicide,” said Ursano. "They identify a group for
intervention and preventive care. The ‘who is at risk' and when they are at greatest risk can aid
development of targeted interventions."

The results represent the most comprehensive accounting of U.S. Army suicide attempts to date and reveal
unique risk profiles for enlisted soldiers and officers, and highlights the importance of focusing research
and prevention efforts on enlisted soldiers in their first tour of duty.

* * *

About the Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences:

The Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences (USU), founded by an act of Congress in 1972,
is the academic heart of the Military Health System. USU students are primarily active duty uniformed
officers in the Army, Navy, Air Force and Public Health Service who receive specialized education in
tropical and infectious diseases, TBI and PTSD, disaster response and humanitarian assistance, global
health, and acute trauma care. A large percentage of the university’s more than 5,200 physician and 790
advanced practice nursing alumni are supporting operations around the world, offering their leadership and
expertise. USU also has graduate programs in biomedical sciences and public health committed to
excellence in research, and in oral biology. The University's research program covers a wide range of
clinical and basic science important to both the military and public health. For more information,

visit www.usuhs.edu.

About Army STARRS:

Army STARRS is a large-scale epidemiological and neurobiological study of Army suicides and their
correlates sponsored by the Department of Army and funded under a cooperative agreement with the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, National Institutes of Health, and National Institute of Mental
Health. In addition to study leaders Ursano and Stein, members include site investigators Steven G.
Heeringa, PhD, at the University of Michigan, and Ronald C. Kessler, PhD, at Harvard Medical School
along with NIMH collaborating scientists Michael Schoenbaum, PhD and Lisa J. Colpe, PhD, MPH. The
team brings together international leaders in military health, health and behavior surveys, epidemiology,
suicide, and genetic and neurobiological factors involved in psychological health. For more information on
Army STARRS, please visit: http://www.armystarrs.org/
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Lead author and Army STARRS Co-Principal Investigator Robert J. Ursano, M.D.
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Army STARRS Co-Principal Investigator Murray B. Stein. M.D., M.P.H.
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Commentary on the significance of the Army STARRS reports:

Lieutenant General (USA, Retired) Eric Schoomaker, M.D, former Surgeon General of the United States
Army and former Commanding General, United States Army Medical Command
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