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Article 26 The Prisoner of War

Coping with the Stress of Isolation

EDNA J. HUNTER

”

Social isolation produces stiess, and although persistence of effects in shart
experimental isolations may last only a matter of hours or days, it has been suy
gested that the psychological disabilities resulting from prolonged extreme stres
may be permancnt. Nuincrous studies over the past thirty years have presented
evidence which supports the hypothesis that there are long-term cffects resulting
from the stresses of wartime captivity.)-511:1215.38 | 3 recent long-term follow-up
of World War I1 and Korcan prisoners of war, Beebe! pointed ont that the mul
tidimensional character of the stresses of captivity “severcly limits inferences
about the ctiologic role of specific components; ¢.g., malnutrition, social isolation.
sensory deprivation, physical punishment, compulsory cducation, and the like.”

The present study concerned itsclf primarily with onc specific component.
social isolation. Sucdfcld *7 has pointed out that the amount of rescarch on the
effects of social isolation per se is very small, and that most studics of “social iso-
lation” deal with psychological rather than physical isolation. Another obvious
problem with the experimental literaturc is that isolation and confinement arc of
relatively short durations.

Most investigators would agree that complete isolation, cspecially when
prolonged, is to some degree stress-provoking for most individuals, and, further,
that any particular stressor affects different individuals to varying degrees. Cer-
tainly work with infra-human organisms has demonstrated that social isolation

Epbna J. Huntex, PuD,, is a clinical research psvehologist, Assistant Dircetor for Administra
tion, Center for Piisoner of \Var Studics, Naval Rescarch Center, San Dicgo, Calif.

Source: This rescarch was supported by the Department of the Navy, Burcan of Medicine
and Surgery, under work order tequest number 18-75-\WR-0C00 dated July 1974 and by the
Office of the Surgeon General, Depastient of the Anny under military  interdepartmental
pwichase request number 7401 dated July 1974, The opinions and.assertions contained herein
arc the private ones of the anthor and are not to be construed as official or as reflecting the
views of the Departinent of the Navy or the Departinent of the Arny. Based on 3 papet
(wscnlcd at the Intemational Conference on Psychologi-al Stress and Adjustment in time of
Var and Peace, Tel Aviv, Israed, Janvary 1975,
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during carly stages of lifc can have severe adverse effects. One of the recently
rcleased prisoncrs from Southeast Asia commentad that he felt “periods of iso-
lation had a dcfinite cifeet on personality traits,” and that while in isolation
he could sce these changes and realized he had to do somcthing about them.'*
For the human organism, there is considerable cvidence that “isolation for an
extended period leads to cffects which would normally be considered pathological
symptoms; hallucinations, delusions, the development of obscssive rituals, periods
of severe anxiety, feelings of unrcality, and the like.,” ¥

Although individuals may vary in their ability to adjust to differing degrees of
stress, Hocking? has contended that “subjection to prolonged, extreme stress re-
sults in the development of ‘neurotic’ symptoms in virtually every person exposed
to it.” In a study by onc of the American prisoncrs of war recently relcased from
North Victnam,'® an attempt v as made to measure the relative amount of stress
produced by the various stress situations which the retumecs encountered dur-
ing their captivity. Data for that study were derived from the responses of the
investigator's fcllow prisoncrs of war (POWSs) who were asked to rank-order the
various captivity stresses as to the degree that cach was perecived as stress-
provoking. Social isolation ranked as the third most important stress of captiv-
ity, exceeded only by the stresses produced by: (1) the event of the capture itself,
and (2) physical torturc during captivity.

Although there scem to be numcerous similarities between the treatment of
thc American PO\Vs in Southcast Asia and the treatment of the POWs of the
Korean War and those involved in the Pueblo incident, the experience of this
more recent group of POWs was, in a number of ways, highly unique. The four
major aspects of the Victnain POW experience which distinguished it from that
encountered by other Amcerican prisoncrs of past wars were: (1) the longer dura-
tion of the captivity period, with the majority confined for more than five years
(somc men were captive in cxcess of eight years); (2) the more highly select
population with respect to age, rank, cducational level, and training (the ma-
jority werc officers and flyers); (3) the greater psychological stresses used by the
captor; and (4) the extended periods of social isolation for the majority of the
POWs (for some up to as much as five years spent alone in a cell).

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The Navy and Marine prisoncrs of war who were returned to the United States -

from Southcast Asia carly in 1973 had cxperienced varying periods of social isola-
tion during captivity; these periods of solitary confincment ranged from less than
onc month to almost five years. Thus, these men presented a unique opportunity
to examine the cffccts of prolonged social isolation. The present study was a pre-
liminary pilot-type project designed to gain some genceral insights into psychiatric
residuals of prolonged social isolation through looking only at the group extremes
with respect to both time spent in captivity and time in solitary confinement.
The major hypothesis sct forth was that those prisoners of war who had been

o -
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subjected to prolonged periods of social isolation during captivity would presen
wmorc abnormal psychiatric symptoms after release than those with it
solitary confincment.

Three factors should perhaps be noted, however, that might cause one 0
make a prediction that there would be only minimal abnormal psychiatric sy
tomatology at the time of repatriation: (1) the cuphoria among the prisoness
noted at the time of homecoming probably had a “masking cffcet,” and cven
where problems were observed by the psychiatrist, he may have tended to write
them off as meicly situational; (2) these men were a highly sclect group as to
age, intclligence, and training cven before capture and even more sclect at e
lcase, because had they not been better than average in physical constitution ad
cmotional stability they would never have survived; and (c¢) studics of prisoners
of past wars indicate a belated onsct of psychiatric symptomatology.

THE SAMPLE

There were 164 Navy and Marine rcturnees,® but because some men had experi-
enced rclatively bricf captivity periods and becanse postrepatriation reports by
the prisoncrs indicated that captor treatment improved substantially subsequent
to 1969, only thosc men who had been held captive for at least five vears were
selccted. ‘The sample for this particular studv was compriscd of all Navy and
Marine Corps returncd prisoners of war who had spent sixty months or more
as captives in Southcast Asia (N = 100).

METHOD

Each of the prisoners of war relcased from Southeast Asia in 1973 was given a
thorough ncdical cvaluation according to a carcfully planned computer-analyz-
able schedule, The Initial Medical Evaluation Form (INMFEF).t Evaluations of
the releasecs were begun at Clark Air Force Base in the Philippine Islands and
were completed during the weeks immediately subsequent to relcase at hospitals
within the continental United States that were located near the men’s homes.

Data for this study were derived primarily from two sections of the INIFL:
(a) Form VI: The Psychiatric Questionnaire, and (b) Form VII: the Psychi-
atric Examination. Both scctions were completed by the particular psychiatrist
assigned to cvaluate the mental status of the man at the time of retum. The
Psychiatric Examination was divided into three major subscctions that consisted
of (1) a mental status examination; (2) a narrative summary of the captivity his-

¢ In addition to the 164 Navy and Marine retumes, there wore 77 Amny, 325 Air Foree,
and 25 civilian POVs released in February and March 1973,
1 The IMEF was drawn up throngh the comdinated cfforts of all hranches of the military

scrvice, in liaison with the medical staff of the Center for Prisoner of War Studics in San
Dicgo, Califoruia.
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tory of the man, personal and family history, and his current level of functioning;
and (3) a subscction that included a problem list, treatment plans, diagnoscs,
and prognosis. ‘The Psychiatric Questionnaire covered aspects of the captivity
experience that conld perhaps, in some way, contribute to a fuller understanding
of the range and magnitude of the stresses of cach man's individual captivity ex-
perience and the various mechanisins, such as denial, rationalization, intellectual-
ization, cte., wtilized by the man in order to cope with those stresses.

Dividing the total sample in half, it was found that ffty of the men had
experienced social isolation lasting seven months or less, and this group was desig-
nated as the Lo Solo Group. ‘The remaining fifty men who had been subjected
to morc than scven months” social 1. Mation were in the Hi Solo Group. Using the
2 x 2 chi square test or the t test for in-lependent means, comparisons were made
hetween the two groups for all items contained in the Psychiatric Fxamination
and Psychiatric Questionnaire.* 'Ie degree of social isolation, that is, the
amount of time spent in solitary confinement, was based upon the psychiatrist’s
responsc to the question: “How much of the period of captivity was spent alone,
by himsclf?” It should be noted that spending time “alone” did not necessarily
mean that the man was totally isolated from other prisoners, as hc was often still
able to communicate throngh tap codes or other means, even though in a ccll by
himsclf. It has been shown by other investigators'® that there is a high corrclation
between stress and condition of communications while in solitary. Thercfore, it
is unfortunate that information on the actual amount of communication possible
while in isolation for cach man was not available from data sources used for this

study. .

RESULTS

Mean Caplivity and Solo Time

On the average, the 100 Navy and Marine POWs in the total sample had
expericnced exceptionally long periods of captivity, with a mean captivity of 73.9
months for the total sample, 72.5 months for the Lo Solo Group, and 75.3 for
the Hi Solo Group. During the captivity period, without exception, all men ex-
perienced some period of time alone, but the amount of time varied consider-
ably from man to man. Mean duration of solo time (not necessarily endured in
onc increment) for the Lo Solo Group was 3.3 months, for the 11i Solo Group,
2]1.2 months.

Demographic Diflererces

No statistically significant between-group differences were found with respect
to race, branch of service, or years of formal cducation. (Both groups showed an
average of slightly more than fifteen years of formal schooling.) ‘Ihere werc, how-

* Data sualyses were cantied out by Gary Laster of the Data Analysis Branch of the Center
for POW Studics.
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cver, statistically significant between-group diffcrences for certain other demo
graphic variables. The 11i Solo men were older and of higher rank at time of
capture. Mcan pay grade was 3.6 for Hi Solos and 2.7 for Lo Solos. Mcan age
at time of casualty for men with limited solo time was 289 ycars; for those witly
prolonged solo time, 31.9 vears. As might be expected, along with higher mean
age, a higher percentage of the 11i Solo Group was married (76.0 percent to
68.0 percent for the Lo Solo Group) and had more childien. ‘These findings
would scem to corroborate retureces’ reports that the older, higher-ranking men
werc often scparated from the other prisoners.

Social Isolation Effects as Reflected In Psychiatric Ratings

Between-group comparisons were made on the basis of the presence or ab-
sence of an abnormal rating on items contained in the thirtcen categories of the
Psychiatric l2xamination. Many diffcrences were found between the Hi Solo and
Lo Solo Groups, but only thosc sctween-group differences which were statistically
significant (p < .05) will be presented and discussed here. For all differences dis-
cussed, the direction was that the Hi Solo Group was found to have morc
abnormal ratings than the Lo Solo Group.

For example, those with prolonged solitary demonstrated significantly morc
guilt than thosc in the Lo Solo Group. The Hi Solo Group also received morc
frequent abnormal ratings on suggestibility and rate of speech. Morcover, the i
Solo Group rcccived significantly more abnormal ratings on overdeveloped super-
cgo, unrcalistically high nced for achicvement, and the need for achicvement not
commensurate with the man’s abilities (s@e Table 1).

Table 1. PSYCHIATRIC RATINGS: Belweer -:p Differences for Returned Navy and
Marine POWs Who Experienced Proionged Captivity and Solitary Confinement'
and Those with Limited Social Isolation® during Captivity :

Lo Sulo Gtou;; Hi Solo Group X

3 (N = 50) (N=50) (df=1)
Psychiatric Rating % %

Presence of guilt feclings 163 41.7 7.581
Abnormal suggstibility 16.0 40.8 7514
Abnormal rate of speech 16.0 34.0 4.32¢
Superego overdeveloped 10.0 34.7 8.734
Unrcahlistically high need/achicvement 20 17.0 4.83°
Nced/achicvement not commensurate with

abilitics 4.0 213 6.67¢

Y All Navy and Marine returnees who were captive 60 months or more and who spent more
than scven months in solitary confincient,
* All Navy and Marine seturnees who were captive 60 months or more and who spent seven
months or kess in solitary,

‘p< 05

tp<.0l R

E=5



.

The Prisoner of War
Age or Soclal Isolation Efiects?

Since findings showed that the men in the 11i Solo Group were, on the aver-
age, older and of higher rank, we must question whether the statistically sig-
nificant between-group differences with respect to postiepatriation psychiatric rat-
ings arc merely a function of age, rather than related to time spent in solitary
confincment. ‘Therefore, another comparison was made using only those re-
turnces who were thirty years of age or older at the time of capture. Within the
original samplc of a hundred men who had been held captive for five years or
longer, thirty-thrice men in the Hi Solo Group had attained that age at time
of capturc, and twenty-onc men in the Lo Solo Group were that age or older.
When between-group comparisons of these older subsaimples were made for all
postrepatriation psychiatric ratings, statistically significant differences were very
much cvident, indicating that perhaps social isolation, and not mere age alone,
is at lcast, in part, rclated to the psychiatric differences noted at the time of
relcase (sec Table 2).

Table 2. PSYCHIATRIC RATINGS: Belween-Group Differences for Older' Returned POWs
Who Experienced Prolonged Solitary Confinement and Older Men with « imited

Solo Time
Oldcr Older
Lo Solo Group Hi Solo Group e
. (N:=21) (N = 33) (df=1)
Psychiatric Rating % %
Docs not appcar stated age 4.8 394 8.01t
Feelings of guilt 10.0 43.8 6.58¢
Abnormal suggestibility 19.1 46.9 4.30*
Ambivalence 5.0 28.1 4.24¢
Overdeveloped supcrego 14.3 40.6 4.20*
Unrealistically hig?lcnccd for
achicvement level 0.0 194 4.60*
Apprchensive during psychiatric
interview - 81.0 54.6 3.92¢

' All Navy and Marine Retumnces who were held captive in excess of 60 inonths and who were
30 years of age or older at time of capture (N = 54).

*p< .05
tp<g .0l g

In comparing the older Hi Solo Group (N = 33) with thc older Lo Solo
Group (N = 21), with only onc cxception the Hi Solo Group reccived more fre-
quent abnormal psyvchictric miings. Again, the men who experienced prolonged
solitary confincments were rated as having higher levels of guilt and more frequent
ratings of abnormal suggestibility (usually significantly less suggestible than the Lo
Solos) and unrcalistically high need for achicvement. In addition, the 11i Solo
Group showed significantly morc ambivalence and were more often judged as

27
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not appcaring their stated ages, usually in the direction of appearing older thy,
actual chronological age.

‘The onc arca where the older Lo Solo Group 1eceived more abnormal rating,
than those men who experienced prolonged solitary confinement was in appea
ing overly apprchensive during the psychiatric interview.

Severity of Treatment by the Captor
We still must ask onc further question: Can these differences be accounted

for wholly by timc spent in social isolation, or were there also between-group dlif
ferences with respect to the severity of ticatment by the captor which could
perhaps account for the abnommal psychiatric ratings at time of releasc? Weie
the men who experienced excessive sole time also the ones who reccived the
harshest treatment during captivity? In an attempt to answer that question, the
older Hi Solo (N = 33) and Lo Solo Groups (N = 21) werc compared on all as
pects of their trcatment by their captor; and statistically significant between-
group diffcrences were found for thrce items (see Table 3). The men who were

Table 3. SEVERITY OF TREATMENT BY CAPTOR: Betlween-Group Differences for Older'
Returned POWs Who Experienced Prolonged Solitary Confinement® and Older
Men with Limited Solo Time®

Older Older
Lo Solo Group  1li Svlo Group

Captor Treatment as Indicated (N=21) (N =33) (dt= 1)
on Psychiatric Questionnaire ; o
Use of torture devices or procedures

{such as “thc ropes,” ctc.) 28.6 60.6 5.28¢
Lack of adequate shelter or clothing 47.6 750 4.15°¢
Withdrawal or diminishing food or

water 9.5 35.5 4.50°

! All Navy and Marine POWs who were held captive in excess of 60 months and who were
30 ycars of age or older at the time of capture (N == 54).

¢ Solitary confincment in excess of scven months.

* Solitary confinement for seven months or less.

*p<.05.

subjected to the longest periods of social isolation were also the oncs who ap-

red to have received the harshest trcatment from the captor. Scventy-five per-
cent of the Hi Solo Group reported lack of adequate shelter or clothing as com-
pared to 47.6 percent of the Lo Solo Group. Withdrawal or diminishing the
ration of food or water as a means of punishment or cocrcion was also reported
morc frequently by the men who experienced prolonged periods of solitary, Ad-
ditionally, actual physical punishinent in the form of torture deviees or proces
durcs such as “the ropes” were used on the Hi Solo group more often than on

the Lo Solo Group.
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DISCUSSION

‘I'he major hypothesis that these prisoners of war who had esperienced prolonged
periods of social isolation during captivity would present more abnormal psychi-
atric symptoms after selease than those with limited solitary confincment appears
to be confirmed by the findings of this study. Between-group comparisons of the
11i Solo and Lo Solo Groups showed the 1i Solo Group members recciving sig-
pificantly more abnonnal ratings for presence of feclings of guilt and am-
bivalence. ‘Ihis group was also more apt to have other than average ratings on
suggestibility, superego development, and need for achievement. Physiologically,
the men who spent extensive periods in solitary tended to appear older than
actual chronological age. Towever, it was the older man who cxperienced
limited solo time who appeared more apprehensive during the psychiatric in-
terview. What do these diffcrences really indicate?

We have alrcady mentioned the more severe treatment that appeared con-
comitant with high solitary time, which points up again the difficulty mentioned
by Beebe® of making inferences about the ctiologic role of specific componcents
of the captivity expericnee.

Lazurus® mentioned four factors within the psychological structure that in-
fAlucnce onc’s coping with stress: (1) patterns of motivation, (2) cgo resources, (3)
defensive dispositions, and (4) general beliefs about the environment and one’s
resources. e further pointed out that “stress cannot be defined exclusively by
situations because the capacity of any situation to produce stress reactions de-
pends on charactceristics of the individual.”

Reactions of the prisoner of war run the entire gamut of human coping
mechanisms. Ford and Spaulding® cnumcrated the wide varicty of cgo-defense
mechanisms used in coping, such as faith, reality testing, denial, rationalization,

and humor, and pointcd out that those prisoncrs who handled stress poorly were

thosc who appcared to be passive-dependent personality types and were more
limited in the number of cgo-defense mechanisis utilized. Sucdfeld!? has stated
that “the optimal adjustment to isolation and to scnsory deprivation is apparently
madc by thosc subjccts who arc able to relax and enjoy the flow of fantasy,” and
that “the less infonmation is available, the morc the individual attends to and
claborates residual stimali, whether intemal or oxternal.”

As onc former POW put it: “Bevond their bodics, they kept their minds
occupicd by similar mental gymmastics. They built houses, roads, and bridges;
they drilled oil wells; they dreamed and fantasized; they thought of familics and
classmates and friends; they did physics and math problems to several decimal
places in their heads; they calculated moncey saved; and they looked inward at
sclf.” 14

Prisoncrs often spend hours on end contemplating what they have done
with their lives and what they intend to do with them if they are ucky enough
to survive their imprisomment. ‘This type of contemplation often results in very
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positive philosophical changes in a man's attitude, valuc system, and philosopt,,
of lifc.?®

A physician who swivived his Southeast Asian captivity expericnce expres..
the belicf that in order to survive, mental strength was infinitely more importa::
than physical striength, and found that accepting isolation year after year requind
ultimate mental discipline. ‘The lesson he leamed was that one can rise abon,
the isolation cuvironment; that “man’is an adaptive animal . .. and though I
is a product of his covironment, and may be subjugated and destroyed by 4
strange one, he must constantly attempt to work within it, to mold it, and to nx
abovce it. It is the key to survival” ®

In attempting to interpret the findings of this study, we are forced to pow
the question as to whether persondlity factors were at least partially responsible
for particular individuals’ being subjected to extended periods of solitary, as wll
as asking whether prolonged social isolation resulted in the types of between
group differences which were found. It may be that these differences existed -
tween these particular men cven prior to captivity. ‘The more rigid men with
overdeveloped superegos and unrealistically high need for achicvement might be
less pliant and morc resistive in their interactions with the captor, and therehy
more apt to antagonize the captor into subjecting them to harsher treatment.
including longer periods of solitary confinement. Rutledge' pointed out that
“often (but not always) POW conduct in the face of captor demands was
dircctly responsible for his solitary confincment.”

Notc further that it was the men with only limited amounts of solitary cou-
finement who appeared more apprehensive at the time of relcase. Apprehensive:
ness as a typical response mode could perhaps also explain those individualy’
shorter periods of social isolation.

CONCLUSION

Although a number of statistically significant between-group differences on post-
rcpatriation psychiatric ratings were found for prisoncrs of war who experieneed
prolonged social isolation and those who experienced limited solitary confine-
ments during captivity, no dcfinitive statement can be made on the basis of
these data as to the specific cffects of social isolation per se.
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