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Suicides are a major public health problem in the United States. From 2015 to 2019, 
close to 232,180 people died of suicide in the country.1 Firearms play a major role 
in these deaths. During that same period, half of people who died by suicide used a 
gun, putting firearms as the main mechanism of suicide deaths in the country.2 

One group that presents a unique risk is former and current military members. As 
with the overall population, suicides among current and former members of the 
military are far more likely to involve a firearm than any other means. 

This summary examines key challenges and policy solutions that can help prevent 
gun suicides among military members.

By the numbers: Former or current military members  
and gun suicide 
	■ In 2019, 4,332 former or current military members died by suicide.3

	■ Current or former military members represent 1 in every 6 gun suicides among 
young Americans.

	■ An analysis of gun suicide data from 41 states and the District of Columbia found 
that former or current military members accounted for roughly 23 percent of gun 
suicide deaths in 2019.4

Risk factors and circumstances surrounding gun suicides  
among current or former military members 
	■ Higher levels of gun ownership tend to present higher rates of gun suicide.5

	■ Nearly 50 percent of current or former military members own a gun,6 compared 
with about 22 percent for the rest of the population.7

	■ In 2019, close to 72 percent of suicides among current or former military members 
were perpetrated with a gun.8

	■ Other factors, such as physical health problems, are also associated with gun 
suicides among military members. 
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Policy recommendations
	■ Increase public awareness about the role of firearms: Many veterans are 
unaware that having a gun in the home is a suicide risk factor. It is fundamental to 
increase public awareness about this risk.

	■ Prioritize timely physical and mental health services: Veterans’ injuries can have 
lasting, adverse effects on their mental health. Both physical and mental health 
services are necessary to ensure that veterans are safe and healthy. 

	■ Disrupt access to guns for those in crisis by facilitating voluntary 

relinquishment of firearms and encouraging safe storage practices among 

veterans: It is important to encourage and allow at-risk veterans to temporarily 
transfer or store their firearms away from home in moments of crisis. 

	■ Pass laws that allow extreme risk protection orders (ERPOs): These laws are 
effective at preventing gun suicides; research shows that for every 10 to 20 ERPOs 
issued, a life is saved.9

	■ Pass waiting period laws: Waiting periods can help reduce the risk of gun suicide 
by requiring a certain period of time to pass between the purchase of a gun and the 
actual acquisition of the firearm.
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