
Veterans Day Townhall

November 10, 2021



Today’s Webinar Host: Chris Swonger

President and CEO for 

Responsibility.org and The 

Distilled Spirits Council
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Honoring Those Who Served
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On the eve of Veterans Day,

we honor and thank all those

who have put their lives on 

the line for America’s freedom.

Our gratitude for your service

and sacrifice is deep.



Today’s Moderator: Arnold Punaro

CEO; Maj. Gen. USMC (Ret), 

The Punaro Group, LLC
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According to SAMHSA’s National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 

only 4% of US adults who needed treatment, received it.

Data show that an estimated 10-20% of patients seen in primary 

care or hospital settings have a diagnosable alcohol use disorder.

DISCUSSION POINT: How can we increase screening and 

assessment among physicians and increase access to treatment

including, but not limited to, medication-assisted treatment?

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21761948/


Helping our Veterans in Crisis
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• Alcohol use disorders are the most 

prevalent form of substance abuse 

disorder among military. 

• Between 37 and 50 percent of 

Afghanistan and Iraq War Veterans 

are diagnosed with some form of 

mental health condition (SAMSHA). 

• Co-occurring disorders such as 

PTSD, Substance Abuse Disorders 

(SUD) and trauma (such as traumatic 

brain injury) are on the rise.

https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fmy.responsibility.org%2Fr%3Fu%3DbQGEETKiQSEd8krM--luAWZjB72UltksqThgYs_VvSD01wscVSXXhtIsOczQEldgMBlb3IYpCutREJsIMrSa48aL5cJaDRlOan_jNByO1iyC_zqf0YHl-gvw1PLUQrP6%26e%3D7c050c51f9e041db5bd9f1461c26308c%26utm_source%3Dresponsibility%26utm_medium%3Demail%26utm_campaign%3Dveteransday_webinar%26n%3D4&data=04%7C01%7Cchristiana.falcon%40responsibility.org%7Cc5ebd95660fe44cdba3508d98d80a6c0%7C67bce6b13be648a8a1e5e90aee9716a5%7C0%7C0%7C637696405972183235%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=HxU1KeqosOAOno%2Fp4EDmnBKp27k56quNJTr9hoO9T6k%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fmy.responsibility.org%2Fr%3Fu%3DbQGEETKiQSEd8krM--luAWZjB72UltksqThgYs_VvSD01wscVSXXhtIsOczQEldgMBlb3IYpCutREJsIMrSa48aL5cJaDRlOan_jNByO1iyC_zqf0YHl-gvw1PLUQrP6%26e%3D7c050c51f9e041db5bd9f1461c26308c%26utm_source%3Dresponsibility%26utm_medium%3Demail%26utm_campaign%3Dveteransday_webinar%26n%3D5&data=04%7C01%7Cchristiana.falcon%40responsibility.org%7Cc5ebd95660fe44cdba3508d98d80a6c0%7C67bce6b13be648a8a1e5e90aee9716a5%7C0%7C0%7C637696405972193232%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=GyCEolOWAB%2FJ8kVKqc3OYED8H5M9Jfh5XvxPU0harMk%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fmy.responsibility.org%2Fr%3Fu%3D4bUkNsKET4zA4A9-odreFZQBsD0W4dABXDmWtG3tQAvYsyn23Vh8SNe72tH6UZ-QEro7NfRpCvDuvRflJ5AGn05JkkmHY1qhGeVN1s5llr0%26e%3D7c050c51f9e041db5bd9f1461c26308c%26utm_source%3Dresponsibility%26utm_medium%3Demail%26utm_campaign%3Dveteransday_webinar%26n%3D6&data=04%7C01%7Cchristiana.falcon%40responsibility.org%7Cc5ebd95660fe44cdba3508d98d80a6c0%7C67bce6b13be648a8a1e5e90aee9716a5%7C0%7C0%7C637696405972203223%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=kjvfP7%2BmgY9aj1RC%2BvvwcGQL7i5GqwSevqzD1J%2BaIDk%3D&reserved=0


Prevalence of Co-Occurring Disorders
• More than 2 out of 10 veterans 

have both PTSD and a substance 
use disorder

• One out of three veterans seeking 
treatment for PTSD has a 
substance use disorder

• One out of 10 Iraq and Afghanistan 
veterans have a problem with 
alcohol or drugs

• Combat veterans with PTSD and 
alcohol problems tend to binge 
drink.
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Meeting the Needs of Our Veterans

H. Westley Clark, MD, JD MPH

Dean’s Executive Professor of 

Public Health, Santa Clara 

University

Responsibility.org National 

Advisory Board Member
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Alcohol Use Among Veterans
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SAMHSA, NSDUH 2019



Alcohol Use Disorder Among Veterans
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SAMHSA, NSDUH 2019



Mental Illness and Substance Use Disorders 
Among Veterans (≥ 18 y.o.)
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SAMHSA, NSDUH 2019



The Numbers
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The End of the 20 Year War in Afghanistan
Implications for Veterans Health

• About 980,000 U.S. Afghanistan war 

veterans

• About 20,722 members Afghanistan of US 

Armed forces were injured.

• About 2,455 U.S. Service members were 

killed in the Afghanistan war

The Situation

• Increased risk for depression, PTSD, using 

alcohol or drugs

• Isolation and suicidal ideation
Jim Huylebroek for the New York Times



Beyond Afghanistan
• The VA estimates that approximately 

1.9 million post-9/11 veterans are 
already enrolled in health care in its 
system

• Almost 16% of all veterans who 
deployed to Iraq or Afghanistan 

screen positive for PTSD.

– On the other hand, an estimated 
11% of non-treatment seeking 
veterans have PTSD or 
depression

The VA anticipates that there will be an 
increase in veterans with depression, 
PTSD, and suicide
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Care for Our Veterans
The Veterans Health Administration (VHA)

• The largest integrated health care 
system in the United States

• The VA provide care at 1,293 health 
care facilities, including 

– 171 VA Medical Centers and

– 1,112 outpatient sites of care of varying 
complexity (VHA outpatient clinics). 

Veterans in Care

• Over 9 million Veterans are enrolled 
in the VA health care program.

• The Veterans Health Administration 
(VA) is the largest provider of 
treatment for substance use disorder 
in the U.S. 

• Offers patients suffering from SUD 
and SMI a full range of services, 
including psychopharmacology and 
other services
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VA Behavioral Health Services

VA Support for:

• PTSD

• Anxiety

• Bipolar Affective Disorder

• Depression

• Traumatic Brain Injury

• Military Sexual Trauma

• Schizophrenia

• Alcohol Use Disorders

• Drug Use Disorders

• Suicide Prevention

• Tobacco Use Disorders
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New resource: Computerized Assessment and 
Referral System (CARS)
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Using CARS to Link Assessment to Veterans Services
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“The approach to the tool is user friendly and identifies substance use 

disorders and an array of mental health issues. It is easily used by our 

clinicians and staff members and allows us to populate the tool with 

our community resources. It generates a report to determine the 

linkage to those resources. The screening determines whether the 

participant is a high risk for recidivism and the need for treatment. This is 

vitally essential since we, as a treatment court, need to commence these 

services immediately or determine if residential placement should be the 

first step.”

The Honorable Robert Anchondo, Judge, El Paso County, Criminal Court
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Computerized Assessment and Referral System (CARS)

CARS and Veterans

• Identifying Mental Health issues 

that influence hazardous alcohol 

use 

• Adapted from the Composite 

international diagnostic interview 

(CIDI) and modified for DSM-5

• Can be used by non-clinicians and 

allows peer support specialist 

assessment

Not a traditional Risk/Needs Assessment

• CARS can facilitate identifying 

mental health needs and facilitate 

treatment referral

• CARS comes in three versions: 

(1) Full  for DSM diagnosis and (2) 

Screener for mental health risk 

areas (3) Screener in Spanish

• CARS screener can be done in 15 

to 40 minutes
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Disorders Assessed in CARS
Modules Available in CARS

• PTSD

• Alcohol Use

• DUI

• Drug use

• Tobacco

• Depression

• Mania

• Suicidality

• Gambling Disorder

• Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder

• Generalized Anxiety Disorder

• Panic Disorder

• Psychosis

• Eating Disorders

• Attention/deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

• Social Anxiety Disorder

• Intermittent Explosive Disorder
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Resource Locator
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Nick Livingston, PhD

Research psychologist, National 
Center for PTSD

Assistant professor, Boston 
University School of Medicine

Business owner, VetChange
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VETCHANGE: 

An Evidence-Based Self-Help Tool to Help Veterans Take 

Charge of Their Drinking and PTSD



Clinical Need
• High rates of alcohol use following deployment (Hoge et al, 2004; Seal et al., 2011)

• High rates of AUD and PTSD co-morbidity (Grossbard et al., 2013; Livingston et al., 

2021a; 2021b)

• Veterans not seeking care that is needed

– Stigma, inconvenience, other access barriers (transportation, finances)

• Technology interventions can increase access and circumvent barriers

Barriers to Care





VetChange: Self-management mode

• Public website – accessible to Veterans, 
families, and providers

• Designed for veterans of all generations and 
with all levels of alcohol use

• Flexible - No time limit on use, Veteran sets 
pace and selects modules and order of use

• Web-based, but can be used on computer, 
phone or tablet



VetChange Dashboard
• Self-management tools 

• Assessments with feedback

• Skills-focused modules

• Resource list

• Emails, inspirational and text 
messages

• Daily tips



















VETCHANGE: 
RESEARCH SUPPORT



VetChange: RESEARCH BASE



VetChange: REACH



Get Started Today!

www.VetChange.org

http://www.vetchange.org/


VetChange
Team

VA Boston Healthcare System
- Deborah Brief, Ph.D.

- Scott Litwack, Ph.D.

- Monica Roy, Ph.D. 

- Marika Solhan, Ph.D.

- Justin Enggasser, Ph.D.

- Rebecca Sistad, Ph.D.

- Jack Brooks, MA

National Center for PTSD
- Nick Livingston, Ph.D.

- Terence Keane, Ph.D.

- Noam Newberger, MA

Education Development Center
- Eric Helmuth, MA

BU School of Public Health
- David Rosenbloom, Ph.D.



IAVA’s mission is to connect, unite, and empower 

post-9/11 veterans

Tom Porter, Executive Vice 

President, Government Affairs



#SAVMarch #IAVA #VeteransDay #VetsRising#Veterans



Questions, Answers & Comments
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