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What you need to know about...

Tobacco Use and Veterans

Addressing tobacco use in the United States’
veteran population is a major public health
challenge.

There are alarming facts on tobacco use and
veterans in the United States:

e Cigarette smoking is the leading cause of
preventable death in the United States,
accounting for approximately one in five
deaths annually.:

e In 2008, rates of tobacco use among
active-duty military personnel (31 percent)
and veterans (22 percent) were higher
than the general population and were
steady since 2002, despite earlier
declines.?

¢ The Committee on Smoking Cessation in
Military and Veteran Populations,
convened by the Institute of Medicine,
found the rate of men and women who
have tried tobacco in their lifetimes to be
74.2 percent in veterans and 48.4 percent
in non-veterans.?

e Studies have indicated higher rates of
lung cancer incidence and mortality
among veterans than non-veterans.*

Why such high rates among veterans?
Many people initiate tobacco use while in the
military as a coping strategy for dealing with
separation from loved ones, high levels of stress
alternating with periods of boredom, peer
influence and the absence of healthier coping
strategies.® In addition, prior to 1976, cigarettes
were routinely sold as part of K-rations and C-
rations, and cigarettes continue to be sold at
discounted prices at some military
commissaries.®

Tobacco and Mental Health

Studies show that as many as 75 percent or
more of individuals with serious mental illnesses
or addictions smoke cigarettes.” An increase in
mental health and substance abuse disorders in
the veteran population may also contribute to an
increase in tobacco use, resulting in higher rates
of tobacco-related illness and death.

In the VA system, which enrolls more than 1.5
million veterans with mental illness, including
more than 400,000 with post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD), the majority of veterans who
smoke reported they did not receive tobacco
cessation treatment during the prior year.®

A study of veterans recently printed in the
Journal of the American Medical Association
indicated that for smokers with military-related
PTSD, integrating smoking cessation treatment
into mental health care results in greater
prolonged abstinence than referral to separate,
specialized treatment.®

For more information, please contact Anne Dienethal, Policy
Coordinator for the Chicago Tobacco Prevention Project, at
(312) 628-0199 or by email at adienethal@lungchicago.org.
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