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Health Indicators
Mental Health and Substance Abuse

Mental health is “a state 
of well-being in which the 
individual realizes his or her 
own abilities, can cope with the 
normal stresses of life, can work 
productively and fruitfully, and 
is able to make a contribution to 
his or her community.”1 There is 
emerging evidence that positive 
mental health is associated with 
improved health outcomes. 

Mental illness is defined as 
“collectively all diagnosable 
mental disorders” or 
“health conditions that are 
characterized by alterations in 
thinking, mood, or behavior 
(or some combination thereof) 
associated with distress and/
or impaired functioning.”2 
Depression is the most common 
type of mental illness, affecting 
more than 26 percent of the 

United States adult population.3

Evidence has shown that 
mental disorders, especially 
depression, are strongly related 
to the occurrence, successful 
treatment, and course of many 
chronic diseases including 
diabetes, cancer, cardiovascular 
disease, asthma, and obesity.4,5 
Poor mental health also impacts 
risk behaviors for chronic 
disease, such as physical 
inactivity, smoking, excessive 
drinking, and insufficient sleep.

Substance abuse or misuse is 
the consumption of mind—and 
behavior—altering substances 
that have negative behavioral 
and health outcomes.6 
Substance abuse may involve 
alcohol, tobacco, or illicit drugs 
such as marijuana, cocaine, 

heroin, and methamphetamine. 
Substance abuse includes the 
over-consumption of alcohol 
(e.g., binge drinking) as well 
as the misuse of prescription 
drugs for purposes other than 
prescribed. Mental disorders 
and substance abuse have 
substantial co-morbidity, 
meaning people can suffer from 
both conditions at the same 
time. 

How is it measured? 
Mental health and substance 
use are commonly measured 
through the Behavioral Risk 
Factor Surveillance System, a 
state-based survey of adults. 
Adolescent data is obtained 
from the Youth Risk Behavior 
Survey, a state-based survey 
among high school students that 
measures behaviors related to 

Figure 1. Rate of suicide attempts resulting in hospitalization, by age and sex, 
El Paso County 2008 to 2010
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sexual activity, injury, tobacco 
and substance abuse, diet, 
and physical activity; data are 
available at the state level only. 
Hospitalization and death data 
are used to describe the severity 
of mental health and substance 
abuse. Additionally, national 
surveys conducted by the 
Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA) provide 
supplemental information on 
substance abuse at the state 
level. 

How are we doing in El 
Paso County? 
In El Paso County between 
2009 and 2010, 14.1 percent 
of adults 18 years and older 
reported having poor mental 
health for more than a week 
within the past month, a finding 
similar to the Colorado average 
(12.7 percent).7 For depression 
specifically, 8.2 percent of El 
Paso County adults reported 
symptoms meeting criteria 
for being currently depressed 
(2008 data).8 Mental health 
data for Colorado adolescents 
shows that 25.4 percent of 
high school students describe 

having depression symptoms in 
the previous year (2009 data); 
these findings were significantly 
more common among females 
(31.7 percent) than males (19.3 
percent).9 

Severe, untreated depression 
may lead people to contemplate 
suicide, attempt suicide, or die 
from suicide. In El Paso County, 
higher rates of hospitalization 
due to suicide attempts are 
found for females and among 
people between 15 to 44 years of 
age (Figure 1).10 The number of 
suicide deaths in El Paso County 
has ranged from 69 to 131 per 
year between 2006 and 2010. 
Adjusted for population size, the 
suicide rate in 2009 to 2010 was 
19.7 per 100,000 population in 
El Paso County, as compared 
to the Colorado average of 18.1 
per 100,000 population.11 Males 
have higher suicide death rates 
across all age groups (Figure 2). 

SAMHSA surveys from 2008 
and 2009 indicate that illicit 
drug use is significantly higher 
among adults ages 18 to 25 
years than any other age 
group (Table 1). Marijuana 
use is two to three times more 

common than other illicit 
drug use in every age category 
and is used significantly more 
often in Colorado than for the 
United States as a whole.12 
Among Colorado high school 
students, in 2009, about one 
in four students reported binge 
drinking (consuming five or 
more alcoholic drinks within a 
few hours), and 24.8 percent 
stated having used marijuana in 
the previous month.9 Between 
3 and 4 percent of students 
reported usage of either heroin 
or methamphetamine in their 
lifetime.  

Depressed mood among 
adolescents impacts other risk 
behaviors in this age group. As 
shown in Figure 3, substance 
abuse, tobacco use, and sexual 
activity are significantly more 
common among high school 
students who also report having 
symptoms of depression; these 
students are also ten times 
more likely to contemplate 
suicide.13 In contrast, students 
without significant depression 
symptoms are more likely to 
engage in some form of physical 
activity. ■

Figure 2. Suicide death rate, by age 
and sex, El Paso County 
2008 to 2010
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Age

12-17 years 18-25 years
26 years and 

older
Illicit drugs *

(other than 
marijuana) 

Colorado 
4.3%

(3.3-5.5)
9.9%

(7.7-12.5)
2.5%

(1.7-3.7)

United States 
4.5%

(4.2-4.7)
8.1%

(7.7-8.5)
2.6%

(2.5-2.8)
Marijuana 

Colorado 
10.2%

(8.2-12.6)
24.3%

(20.9-28.1)
7.4%

(5.6-9.6)

United States 
7.0%

(6.7-7.3)
17.3%

(16.8-17.9)
4.4%

(4.2-4.7)

Table 1. Percent of population who report using illicit drugs in past 30 days, by age,
Colorado 2008 to 2009

Figure 3. Correlation between symptoms of depression and other behaviors among 
Colorado students in ninth through twelfth grades, 2009
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Note: Error bars represent the 95% margin of error for each value.

*Includes cocaine, heroin, hallucinogens, inhalants, and nonmedical use of prescription-type pain relievers, 
tranquilizers, stimulants, and sedatives.

Note: Numbers in parentheses represent the 95% margin of error for each value.
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