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On April 28, 2020, the Meadows Mental Health Policy Institute (MMHPI) issued the first in a
series of reports analyzing the mental health impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our initial
report projected the impact of a COVID-induced economic recession (the COVID recession) on
increases in rates of suicide, illicit-drug related deaths, and substance use disorders.1 Our
second report updated the original report with state-level projections.2
For this report, MMHPI has partnered with the Cohen Veterans Network (CVN) to conduct a
similar analysis for United States (U.S.) veterans. Specifically, the present analysis focuses on
how a COVID-19 induced economic recession increases rates of suicide and substance use
disorders (SUD) – with a specific focus on military veterans. Our analysis suggests that as many
as 550 additional U.S. veteran lives could be lost to suicide in the next 12 months and 20,000
additional American veterans could suffer from substance use disorders with every five percent
(5%) increase in unemployment compared to pre-COVID levels.3
In this report, MMHPI and CVN have set out to expand on our initial estimates1 to focus on the
sub-population of veterans, who already have higher than average rates of suicide4 compared
to the general population. Veterans generally have poorer than average mental health and
disproportionately experience homelessness, which may partially explain the higher rates of
substance use disorder among veterans.5,6 These projections are intended to inform health
system planning regarding how this pandemic, and its effects upon the economy, may impact
the needs of veterans.
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The relationships between economic downturns and mental health and substance use
(MHSUD) impacts are relatively well-established. These MHSUD effects are complex and to a
large degree depend on the experience of specific communities related to the pandemic, and
these experiences may be different for veterans.7 Models suggest that mitigation efforts
currently in place are reducing the size of the pandemic;8 however, the “curve flattening”
efforts have prolonged the periods of physical isolation that Americans are experiencing. This
could in turn expand the magnitude of MHSUD impacts related to physical isolation, particularly
for veterans. The unemployment rate continues to rise9 despite states’ attempts to reopen
their economies and individuals living underlying health conditions and older adults are advised
to continue to “shelter in place”.10 Furthermore, given the unpredictable length of the
pandemic, such effects can continue to manifest in MHSUD-related morbidity and mortality for
years.11
Veterans – especially the youngest generation of veterans12 – face unique challenges in finding
employment after separating from the military. Due to the extended duration of the COVID-19
pandemic, unemployment rates in the general population have increased by nearly 10
percentage points (10%) to more than 13 percent (13%) since January 2020.13 The change in the
veteran unemployment rate is comparatively smaller; however, the increase in veteran
unemployment has exceeded a five percentage point (5%) increase from January 2020.14 The
impact of the changes in unemployment is also dependent on its duration, which remains
unpredictable. Recovery is dependent on a host of factors, including the ability to rapidly
contain the virus, as well as the reorganization of disrupted supply chains and effects of federal
and state policies. Changes in business and consumer confidence are also critical, including
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both the perception of unemployed individuals15 and the reality16 as to whether their job loss is
temporary or permanent.
For this briefing, MMHPI and CVN assume that these macroeconomic changes will result in a
mitigation-induced economic recession (COVID recession) and estimate the plausible range of
increased MHSUD needs that are expected for veterans related solely to unemployment. Using
estimates derived from the severe recession of 2007–2009, this analysis focuses on the
association between unemployment and increases in suicide and substance use disorders. The
underlying studies used in these estimates are specific to the U.S. and are relatively recent.17
While we do not yet know the extent of any upcoming recession, the veteran unemployment
rate in May was 9.1 percent (9.1%), up from 3.8 percent (3.8%) in March 2020 and 2.9 percent
(2.9%) for May of 2019, which was among the lowest rates in 19 years.18 While dire, it is not yet
clear how long this period of high unemployment will last. Therefore, in this briefing, we
provide a range of conceivable outcomes, running from a conservative five percentage point
(5%) increase in the unemployment rate to an upper bound of a 20 percentage point (20%)
increase, which approaches the 23 percentage point (23%) increase in unemployment
experienced in the Great Depression. Finally, the goal of this paper is to inform the efforts of
policy makers and health systems charged with caring for our nation’s veteran population to
prepare for increases in veteran needs related to MHSUD, so hopefully mitigation efforts to
reduce these needs — and health system responses when these needs present — will also
result in less morbidity and mortality than in past recessions.
In summary, we project that every five percentage point increase in unemployment among
veterans during the COVID recession per year could result in more than 550 additional
veteran suicides and over 20,000 new veterans with substance use disorders.
I. Projected Increases in Deaths from Suicide
Using data from many countries and different recessionary periods, researchers have
consistently found that reduced per capita gross domestic product (GDP) and associated rises in
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unemployment are directly associated with increases in suicide.19, 20 Based on U.S. state-level
data from 1997 to 2010, which includes the 2007–2009 recession, each percentage point
increase in the unemployment rate results in a 1.6 percent (1.6%) increase in the suicide rate.21
According to our models,22 with each additional percentage point increase in the rate of
unemployment, more than one hundred additional veterans would be lost to suicide. At the
current unemployment rate as of May 2020 (an increase of just six percentage points [6%]),
nearly seven hundred additional veteran suicides would occur because of increases in
unemployment alone. And, if the unemployment rate were to increase by 20 percent (20%),
just exceeding the 23 percent (23%) unemployment rate during the Great Depression, MMHPI
estimates that more than 2,500 more veterans could die from suicide. These projected
increases, when added to the numbers of suicides that were expected to occur under the
January 2020 unemployment rate, are depicted in the figure below.
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Projected U.S. Veteran Lives Lost to Suicide with Increases in the
Unemployment Rate
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II. Projected Increase in Substance Use Disorders
There is a well-established relationship between substance use and efforts to cope with stress
more broadly, and unemployment is strongly associated with increases in substance use
disorders (SUD).23 Accordingly, MMHPI also estimated the increase in the prevalence rate of
SUD by comparing prior data on SUD in unemployed versus unemployed veterans. Using data
from the National Survey on Drug Use and Health,24 we estimated that five percent (5%) of
unemployed veterans have a SUD involving an illicit drug (including opioid use disorders), while
the rate for adult veterans who are employed is two percent (2%). Using this difference in
prevalence rates, we projected the number of new adult veterans who may develop SUD with
increasing unemployment rates.
An increase of five percent (5%) in unemployment among veterans is projected to result in
more than 20,000 additional cases of SUD per year nationwide. The figure below illustrates the
additional U.S. veterans who will suffer substance use disorders each year if unemployment
worsens.
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Projected Increase in Cases of Illicit Drug-Related SUD with Increased
Unemployment Rates Among U.S. Veterans
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III. Context and Additional Considerations
Readers should be mindful that this briefing presents estimates of the potential range of lives
lost to suicide and substance use disorder, and the actual effects are subject to many more
variables. First, our projections are built on an inflated suicide rate from 2017, the latest data
available from the U.S. Department of Veteran’s Affairs.25 Further, suicide rates were on the
rise with (or without) COVID-19. Therefore, increases in unemployment related to the COVID
recession will occur in the context of an increasing risk for suicide across the United States, and
the directionality of that context is unclear. In addition, international studies tell us that the
greatest increases in suicide occur when unemployment rates are low.26 When the COVID-19
pandemic began, the United States achieved historical low unemployment, including among
veterans.27 Therefore, it is possible that we are conservatively estimating the number of U.S.
veterans who die from unemployment-related suicide in this report. Conversely, models
suggest that mitigation efforts currently in place for COVID-19 are reducing the scope of the
pandemic, which could in turn also reduce the size of some MHSUD impacts.
Other factors that could affect our projections include micro-level correlates associated with
disparities for subsets of the population, including age disparities (i.e., veterans are generally
younger than the general population and more likely to have mental or physical health
25
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condition and are therefore at greater risk for unemployment as a result). These micro-level
experiences are essential in understanding the scope of how the pandemic will affect veterans
given that there is no real comparison to serve as a proxy for the COVID-19 related social
isolation, loneliness, psychological distress,28 substance use, and fear that has broadly impacted
the U.S. population.29, 30 Future modeling could employ these micro-level data to refine
projections.
There are also notable statistical considerations underlying these projections that are likely to
vary from actual experience. For example, the studies underlying our projections are not
veteran-specific and as a result, our model applies trends in general population suicide rates to
veterans nationwide. This assumption may miss finer distinctions in anticipated increases, as
suicide rates vary substantially across various subpopulations.31 Further, COVID-19 has
impacted all Americans in a novel way that transcends insights available from studies of prior
events. To explore this in our estimates, we calculated confidence intervals that show the range
of likely deaths due to unemployment. These confidence intervals, which were based on the
published data from which our projections were generated, were quite small and led to a
margin of error of only one or two deaths per one percent (1%) increase in unemployment.
Therefore, given the uncertainty associated with projecting suicide into the future, we elected
to present our projections as estimates only and discuss the caveats that should be used when
interpreting our projections.
It is also important to keep in mind that for every person who dies from suicide, many more
experience suicidal thoughts and even more experience MHSUD associated with suicide,
especially depression.32 As a result of their military experience, most veterans tend to be
resilient, having developed a variety of coping skills.33 In order to attenuate the increase in
28
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suicides among veterans it will be important to enable veterans and those who support
veterans to tap into these coping skills.
Broadly speaking, the effects described in this report are complex and to a large degree depend
on the pandemic-related unemployment experienced in veteran communities, other factors
that impact veterans but were not incorporated into the projection model, and potential
reductions in MHSUD morbidity and mortality due to mitigation efforts to reduce these needs,
and health system responses when these needs present.

