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Vietnam War
Post-traumatic Stress 
Disorder

■ 1975 Fall of Saigon

■ 1988 1st epidemiologic studies of PTSD in VN veterans 
begin

■ 2007-13 2nd wave of epidemiologic studies of PTSD in VN 
veterans

– VA CSP 569 A Twin Study of the Course & 
Consequences of PTSD in Vietnam Era Veterans

– VA CSP 579 Determining the Physical & Mental 
Health Status of Women Vietnam Veterans

■ 1980 DSM III recognizes PTSD

■ 1987 DSM III-R significantly revises PTSD criteria

■ 1994 DSM IV more PTSD revisions

■ 2013 DSM V more PTSD revisions

■ 2022 DSM V-TR more PTSD revisions

Vietnam & PTSD



Women Serving in Vietnam

■ >265,000 women served during 
the Vietnam Era

– Nurses

– Intelligence analysts

– Communication specialists

■ ~11,000 served in Vietnam

– 90% were nurses

– Usually served 1 year tours

– All were volunteers
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Study Design
■ Mail and telephone survey 

– Structured psychiatric interview to determine current and lifetime 

PTSD (CIDI)

– Wartime stressors

– Other health problems (e.g., diabetes)

– Service areas: Vietnam, near Vietnam, US

■ Used identical instruments in both studies to compare VN veteran 

women’s and men’s health

■ Response

– 4219 complete (both mail and telephone)

– 1045 partial



PTSD Prevalence* -- Women

Vietnam Near VN US

% 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI

Lifetime 20.1 18.3, 21.8 11.5 9.1, 13.9 14.1 12.4, 15.8

Current 15.9 14.3, 17.5 8.1 6.0, 10.2 9.1 7.7, 10.5

* Weighted using 2 tiered propensity cell method by locatability and response status

Magruder, Serpi, Kimerling, Kilbourne, Collins, Cypel, Frayne, Furey, Huang, Gleason, Reinhard, Spiro, & 

Kang, 2015



PTSD Prevalence* -- Women and Men

♀ Vietnam Near VN US

% 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI

Lifetime 20.1 18.3, 21.8 11.5 9.1, 13.9 14.1 12.4, 15.8

Current 15.9 14.3, 17.5 8.1 6.0, 10.2 9.1 7.7, 10.5

* Weighted using 2 tiered propensity cell method by locatability and response status

♂ Vietnam Non-Vietnam

Lifetime 17.6% (14.8-20.8) 8.9 (7.8-10.2)

Current 12.8 (10.2-16.0) 5.6 (4.7-6.8)



PTSD Prevalence by Onset Time:
Women VN Veterans

Vietnam Near VN US

Lifetime PTSD % 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI

Pre-military onset 2.9 2.2, 3.7 2.9 1.7, 4.2 5.0 3.9, 6.1

Military or post-

military onset

16.9 15.3, 18.6 8.5 6.4, 10.7 8.9 7.5, 10.3

Current PTSD

Pre-military onset 2.2 1.6, 2.9 2.2 1.2, 3.4 2.9 2.1, 3.8

Military or post

military onset

13.5 12.0, 15.0 5.8 3.9, 7.6 6.1 4.9, 7.3



Sexual discrimination and 
harrassment Triage or death

■ How often did you feel extremely isolated by virtue of being a 

woman?

■ How often did you encounter unfair treatment because of your 

gender?

■ Did you encounter disturbing or threatening comments of a sexual 

nature?

■ Did you experience unwanted sexual touching or fondling?

■ Did you have a sexual experience that was unwanted and involved 

the use or threat of force by someone you knew?

■ Did you have a sexual experience that was unwanted and involved 

the use or threat of force by someone you did not know?

■ Did you have intimate relationships that turned out to be deceiving?

■ How often were you involved in the post-mortem preparation 
and/or evacuation of bodies?

■ How often did you assist someone in their request to die?

■ How often did you sit with someone who was dying?

■ How often did you have to decide who would receive 
lifesaving care?

■ How often did you feel responsible for making the decision 
to allow someone to die?

■ During the Vietnam era, how many men and women that 
you were close to were killed, wounded or listed as 
POW/MIA?

Selected Subscales of Women’s 
Wartime Exposure Scale (WWES)



Women’s Wartime Exposure Scale -
Revised

 Vietnam Near Vietnam US 

Women’s Wartime 
Exposure Scale – Revised 
(WWES-R) Scores 

Mean 95%CI Mean 95%CI Mean 95%CI 

Sexual 
Discrimination/harassment 

50.6* 50.1 – 51.0 50.2+ 49.4 – 51.0 48.6 48.2 – 49.1 

Casualties/Environmental-
related stress 

57.0* 56.6 – 57.5 45.2+ 44.6 – 45.7 43.2 43.0 – 43.5 

Performance Pressure 52.5* 52.0 – 53.0 47.9 47.1 – 48.6 47.1 46.7 – 47.5 

Triage/Death 52.7* 52.2 – 53.2 47.1 46.5 – 47.7 47.2 46.9 – 47.6 

Danger/threat 55.0* 54.5 – 55.5  46.7+ 46.1 – 47.2 45.4 45.2 – 45.7 

Overwork 54.0* 53.6 – 54.5 48.9+ 48.2 – 49.7 45.6 45.2 – 46.0 

 

Magruder, Serpi, Kimerling, Kilbourne, Collins, Cypel, Frayne, Furey, Huang, Gleason, Reinhard, Spiro, & Kang, 2015



PTSD Summary

■ PTSD prevalence for both women and 
men who served in VN was higher than 
for those who served elsewhere

■ PTSD prevalence (current and LT) for 
women was higher than for males in the 
VN and nonVN strata

■ The elevated prevalence for women 
veterans serving in VN was not due to 
pre-military PTSD

■ Wartime exposure to sexual 
discrimination/harassment, 
performance pressure, and 
triage/death contributed to elevated 
prevalence for those women in VN



40+ years later
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