
HOW LIKELY ARE VETERANS WHO COMMUNICATE THAT THEY HAVE THOUGHTS  
OF SUICIDE TO ACTUALLY DIE BY SUICIDE IN THE COMING YEAR?

ABOUT 300 PER 100,000 OR 0.3%

Stop Soldier Suicide took two approaches to estimating this risk, both resulting in similar estimates. The first was 
identifying suicide rates that have been published in the literature. We found one article that examined suicide rates 
among Veterans Health Administration patients during the year following a call to the Veterans Crisis Line (VCL).1 
Even though not all VCL callers were actively thinking about suicide, they chose to reach out for support from a 
suicide prevention helpline. This study estimated the likelihood of suicide for this population 
being 298 per 100,000 Veterans.

The second approach combines estimates from different epidemiological studies to estimate the probability of 
suicide among those who have thoughts of suicide. We used Bayes’ theorem2 to estimate this probability using 
information about the probability of suicide in the population, the probability of suicidal thoughts in the population, 
and the probability of known suicidal thoughts among those who died by suicide. Estimates of each of these inputs 
are provided below:

	• Probability of suicide among Veterans in 2019: 32.8 per 100,000 or 0.000328 3

	• Probability of thoughts of suicide in the past year in 2019 among those who have ever served in the 
military: 3.85% or 0.0385 4

	• Probability of a known history of suicidal thoughts among those who served in the military who died 
by suicide in 2019: 33.8% or 0.338 5

Based on Bayes’ theorem and these inputs, the probability of suicide in the next year among Veterans who share that 
they have thoughts of suicide is approximately: 0.338 * 0.000328 / 0.0385 = 0.002879 or 288 per 100,000.

This means that Veterans who share that they have thoughts of suicide are almost 10 times more likely to die 
by suicide in the coming year than Veterans in the general population.

Another key finding from this work is that two-thirds of Veterans who die by suicide did not share with others that 
they were thinking about suicide.

To prevent more suicides, the Veteran serving community needs to do a better job helping those who are 
willing to share that they have thoughts of suicide, changing the culture and reducing stigma so more 
Veterans are willing to share when they are having thoughts of suicide, creating better suicide risk screening 
and assessment tools for those who are not willing to specifically say they are having thoughts of suicide, and 
creating safer environments to prevent impulsive acts of suicide.

If a Veteran tells you that they are having thoughts of suicide, take it seriously and help them  
get extra support.
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