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Pre-enlistment Mental Disorders and Suicidality Among New U.S. Army Soldiers 
Study suggests separate kinds of interventions, both clinical and preventative. 
 
FINDINGS 
Two new reports from the Army Study to Assess Risk and Resilience in Servicemembers (Army 
STARRS) showed that new soldiers and civilians do not differ in their probability of having at 
least one lifetime mental disorder but that some mental disorders (generalized anxiety disorder, 
post-traumatic stress disorder, conduct disorder) are more common among new soldiers than 
civilians. A significantly higher proportion of new soldiers than civilians also have a history of 
“high comorbidity”. In addition, the rates of pre-enlistment suicidality among new soldiers are 
comparable to matched civilians.  
 
RELEVANCE 
These results suggest the need for at least two separate kinds of interventions: clinical 
interventions early in the Army career to help new soldiers reduce the chronicity of pre-
enlistment mental disorders, and preventive interventions throughout the Army career to reduce 
onset of post-enlistment suicidality   
 
FUNDING 
The Army Study to Assess Risk and Resilience in Servicemembers (Army STARRS) is a large-
scale epidemiological-neurobiological study of Army suicides and their correlates sponsored by 
the Department of the 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 (NIH/NIMH).   
 
JOURNAL 
Depression & Anxiety  
 
Boston, MA (October 23, 2014) – Two new studies suggest that while individuals enrolling in 
the armed forces do not share the exact psychological profile as socio-demographically 
comparable civilians, they are more similar than previously thought.  
 
The first study found that new soldiers and matched civilians are equally likely to have 
experienced at least one major episode of mental illness in their lifetime (38.7% of new soldiers; 
36.5% of civilians) but that some mental disorders (generalized anxiety disorder, post-traumatic 
stress disorder, conduct disorder) are more common among new soldiers than civilians. What’s 
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more, new soldiers are more likely than civilians to have experienced a combination of 3 or more 
disorders, or comorbidity, prior to enlisting (11.3% vs. 6.5%).  
 
A second study focused on suicide, finding that new soldiers had pre-enlistment rates of suicide 
thoughts and plans at rates roughly the same at matched civilians. However, rates of pre-
enlistment suicidality are higher among soldiers than civilians later in the Army career, implying 
that Army experiences might lead to chronicity of suicidality.   
 
Both studies, published online today in Depression & Anxiety, are the result of a survey of 
38,507 new soldiers reporting for Basic Combat Training in 2011-2012 that was carried out as 
part of the Army Study to Assess Risk and Resilience in Servicemembers (Army STARRS). 
 
Concerns about the rising U.S. Army suicide rate led to Army STARRS, the largest study of 
mental health risk and resilience ever conducted among U.S. Army personnel. Army STARRS is 
funded by the Army through the National Institute of Mental Health. The two papers published 
today focus on the Army STARRS survey of new soldiers about to start Basic Combat Training, 
whereas previous Army STARRS reports presented results from analyses of Army and 
Department of Defense administrative records and from a separate survey of soldiers exclusive 
of those in Basic Combat Training.  
 
“The comparability of overall pre-enlistment rates of mental disorders among new soldiers and 
civilians is striking,” said Ronald Kessler, professor of health care policy at Harvard Medical 
School and one of the senior authors. “This raises the possibility that the high rates of active pre-
enlistment mental disorders reported by soldiers later in their Army careers might be due largely 
to these disorders becoming chronic in the context of Army experiences.”  
 
Anthony Rosellini, Ph.D., the lead author of the first paper and a postdoctoral fellow at Harvard 
Medical School, added “At the same time, evidence exists for selection into Army service on the 
basis of some disorders that can become risk factors for suicidality, suggesting that a 
combination of differential selection and differential chronicity might be involved in accounting 
for the high active pre-enlistment disorder rates later in the Army career.”  
 
The second Army STARRS paper reported that 14.1% of new soldiers had considered suicide at 
some point in their life before enlisting, 2.3% of new soldiers had made a suicide plan, and that 
1.9% of new soldiers previously attempted suicide.   
 
“These results are quite similar to those found in our survey of soldiers who were later in their 
Army careers and these, in turn, were similar to the rates found among matched civilians,” noted 
the lead author of the paper, Robert Ursano, M.D., Chairman of the Department of Psychiatry at 
the Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences and one of the two Army STARRS 
Co-Principal Investigators. “This means that new soldiers do not come into the Army with higher 
rates of suicidality than comparable civilians. And this, in turn, means that the high rates of 
suicidality seen later in the Army career are likely associated with experiences that happen after 
enlistment rather than before enlistment.”  
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“Taken together, these results suggest the need for at least two separate kinds of interventions: 
clinical interventions early in the Army career to help new soldiers reduce the chronicity of pre-
enlistment mental disorders and suicidality; and preventive interventions throughout the Army 
career to reduce onset of post-enlistment disorders and suicidality,” said Matthew Nock, Ph.D., 
Professor of Psychology at Harvard University and a site Co-Principal Investigator of the Army 
STARRS team at Harvard Medical School.  
 
 
The Army Study to Assess Risk and Resilience in Servicemembers (Army STARRS) is funded 
by the U.S. Army and the National Institute of Mental Health. The study is led by co-principal 
investigators Robert J. Ursano, M.D. (Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences) 
and Murray B. Stein, M.D., M.P.H. (University of California, San Diego), with site investigators 
Steven G. Heeringa, Ph.D. (University of Michigan) and Ronald C. Kessler, Ph.D. (Harvard 
Medical School) and with collaborating scientists Lisa J. Colpe, Ph.D., M.P.H. (NIMH), and 
Michael Schoenbaum, Ph.D. (NIMH), all of whom can be contacted through 
http://www.armystarrs.org/media_room 
 
ADDITIONAL CONTACT INFORMATION  
 
Lead author and Army STARRS Co-Principal Investigator Robert J. Ursano, M.D. 
Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences: 
Contact: Sharon Willis, 301-295-3578, sharon.willis@usuhs.edu 
 
Lead author and Army STARRS Postdoctoral Fellow Anthony Rosellini, Ph.D.  
Harvard Medical School  
Contact: David Cameron, (617) 432-0441, david_cameron@hms.harvard.edu 
 
Army STARRS Co-Principal Investigator Murray B. Stein. M.D., M.P.H. 
University of California, San Diego: 
Contact: Debra Kain, 619-543-6202, DDKain@ucsd.edu 
 
Army STARRS HMS Site Principal Investigator Ronald C. Kessler, Ph.D. 
Harvard Medical School: 
Contact: David Cameron, (617) 432-0441, david_cameron@hms.harvard.edu 
 
Army STARRS HMS Site Co-Principal Investigator Matthew Nock, Ph.D.  
Harvard University: 
Contact: Peter Reuell, (617) 495-1585, preuell@harvard.edu 
 
 
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 Commanding General, United States Army Medical Command 
Contact: Sharon Holland, (301) 295-3578, sharon.holland@usuhs.edu 
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Terry Keane, Ph.D. U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs National Center for PTSD 
Contact: Pallas Wahl, (774) 826-2005, pallas.wahl@va.gov 
 
Kerry Ressler, M.D., Ph.D. Professor of Psychiatry and Behavioral Science, Emory University 
School of Medicine; Chair of the Scientific Council, Anxiety and Depression Association of 
America 
Contact: Holly Korschun, (404) 727-390, hkorsch@emory.edu 
 
Alies Muskin, Executive Director, Anxiety and Depression Association of America 
Contact: Jean Teichroew, (240) 485-1016, jteichroew@adaa.org 
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A complete list of Army STARRS publications can be found at http://www.ARMYSTARRS.org.  
 
Harvard Medical School (hms.harvard.edu) has more than 7,500 full-time faculty working in 11 
academic departments located at the School’s Boston campus or in one of 47 hospital-based 
clinical departments at 16 Harvard-affiliated teaching hospitals and research institutes. Those 
affiliates include Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, Brigham and Women’s Hospital, 
Cambridge Health Alliance, Boston Children’s Hospital, Dana-Farber Cancer Institute, Harvard 
Pilgrim Health Care, Hebrew Senior Life, Joslin Diabetes Center, Judge Baker Children’s 
Center, Massachusetts Eye and Ear Infirmary, Massachusetts General Hospital, McLean 
Hospital, Mount Auburn Hospital, Schepens Eye Research Institute, Spaulding Rehabilitation 
Hospital and VA Boston Healthcare System.  


