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Coping with the Stress of Isolation 

EDNA J. HUNTER 

Social isolation produces stiess, and although persistence of effects in slimt 
experimental isolations may last only a matter of hours or days, it has been siy 
gested that the psychological disabilities resulting from prolonged extreme strov 
may be permanent. Numerous studies over the past thirty years have presculul 
evidence which supports the hypothesis that there are long-term effects resulting 
from the stresses of wartime captivity.1'*-11''215J0 In a recent long-term follow up 
of World War II and Korean prisoners of war, Beebe1 pointed out that the mill 
tidimcnsional character of the stresses of captivity "severely limits inferences 
about the etiologic role of specific components; e.g., malnutrition, social isolation, 
sensory deprivation, physical punishment, compulsory education, and the like." 

The present study concerned itself primarily with one specific component, 
social' isolation. Suedfcld IT has pointed out that the amount of research on the 
effects of social isolation per se is very small, and that most studies of "social iso- 
lation" deal with psychological rather than physical isolation. Another obvious 
problem with the experimental literature is that isolation and confinement are of 
relatively short durations. 

Most investigators would agree that complete isolation, especially 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 

EDNA ). IIUNTK*. PH.D., is n clinirnl rcctucli psycliologist, Assiitnnt Director fur Adniinistu 
tion, Center fur Pmuncr of War Stiidicj, Naval Rcscatcli Center, San Diego, Calif. 

Source.* Tins research was supported by the Department of the Nan', Hiueau of Medicine 
and Smgeiy, under work older leqnest number lS-75-\VR-OCOO dated July I*)?-! and by the 
Office of the Sutgeon General, Deiurtmenl of the Anny under military interdepartmenMl 
puichase reqiie>t niunber 7-tÜl dated July 1974. 11ie opinions and avterliom contained herein 
arc the private ones of the author ami are not to IK eomtrued us official or as reflecting the 
views of the IXpartment of the Navy or the IVpartment of the Anny. Kascd on a paper 
presented at the Inleinational Cimfeieuec on I'syeiiologial Stiess and Adjustiiieiit ill time of 
War and Peaee, Tel Aviv, Israel, Januaiy 197$. 
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(liiriii", cnrly shigcs of life enn have severe adverse effects. One of the recently 
relc-iscd prisoners from Sontlieasf Asia commenlal that lie felt "i)eriods of iso- 
lation bad a definite eifect on personality traits," and that wliile in isolation 
lie could see tlicse changes and realized he had to do something about tbein." 
Tor the buiiiau organism, there is considerable evidence that "isolation for an 
extended period leads to effects which would normally be considered pathological 
symptoms; hallucinations, delusions, the development of obsessive rituals, periods 
of severe anxiety, feelings of unreality, and the like." " 

Although individuals may vary in their ability to adjust to differing degrees of 
stress, Hocking7 has contended that "subjection to prolonged, extreme stress re- 
sults in the development of 'neurotic' symptoim in virtually every person exposed 
to it" In a study by one of the American prisoners of war recently released from 
North Vietnam,1" an attempt v as made to measure the relative amount of stress 
produced by the various stress situations which the returnees encountered dur- 
ing their captivity. Data for that study were derived from the responses of the 
investigator's fellow prisoners of war (POW's) who were asked to rank order the 
various captivity stresses as to the degree that each was perceived 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 torture during captivity. 

Although there seem to be numerous similarities between the treatment of 
the American POWs in Southeast 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 Vietnam POW experience which distinguished it from that 
encountrred by other American prisoners of past wars were: (1) the longer dura- 
tion of the captivity period, with the majority confined for more than five years 
(some men were captive in excess of eight years); (2) the more highly select 
population with respect to age, rank, educational level, and training (the ma- 
jority were 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 prisoners of war who were returned to the United States 
from Southeast Asia early in 1973 bad experienced varying periods of social isola- 
tion during captivity; these periods of solitary confinement ranged from less than 
one month to almost five yenrs. Thus, these men presented a unique opportunity 
to examine the effects of prolonged social isolation. The present study was a pre- 
liminary piIot-ty|H.' project designed to gain some general 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 set forth was that those prisoners of war who had been 
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subjected to prolonged periods of soeinl isolation during cuptivity would prestnt 
more abnominl psyeliiatric symptoms after release tlinn those with limiiul 
solitary confinement. 

Ilirce factors should perhaps be noted, however, that might cause one In 
make a prediction that there would be only minimal abnormal psychiatric- SMIIJI 

tomatology at the time of repatriation: (1) the euphoria among the prisonux 
noted at the time of homecoming probably had a "masking effect," and eu-ti 
where problems were observed by the psychiatrist, he may have tended to wiilc 
them off as mciely sitnational; (2) these men were a highly select group as to 
age, intelligence, and training even before capture and even more select at ie 
lease, because had they not been better than average in physical constitution and 
emotional stability they would never have survived; and (c) studies of prisonciv 
of past wars indicate a belated onset of psychiatric symptomatology. 

THE SAMPLE 

'liiere were 164 Navy and Marine returnees,* but because some men had experi 
enccd relatively brief captivity periods and because postrepatriation reports In 
the prisoners indicated that captor treatment improved substantially subsequent 
to 1969, only those men who had been held captive for at least five years were 
selected. 'Hie sample for this particular study was comprised of all Navy and 
Nfarinc Corps returned prisoners of war who had spent sixty months or more 
as captives in Southeast Asia (N = 100). 

METHOD 

Each of the prisoners of war released from Southeast Asia in 1973 was given a 
thorough medical evaluation according to a carefully planned computer-analy/- 
able schedule. The Initial Medical Ewlvalion Form (IMF.F).t Evaluations of 
the relcasecs were begun at Clark Air Force Base in the Philippine Islands and 
were completed during the weeks immediately subsequent to release 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 1MF.F: 
(a) Form VI: The Psychiatrie Questionnaire, and (b) Form VII: the Psychi- 
atric Examination. Hoth sections were completed by the particular psychiatrist 
assigned to evaluate the mental status of the man at the time of return. The 
Psychiatric Examination was divided into three major subsections that consisted 
of (1) a mental status examination; (2) a narrative summary of the captivity his- 

• In aJditiun to the 164 Navy and Marine rclunuvs, Ihctc MM 77 Army, J25 Air Foriv, 
and 25 civilian I'UW» released in February and Maieh 1973. 
f Hie IMF.F was drawn up tlitoucli the rmudinated efforts of all hianehe« of the military 
service, in liaison with the medical staff of the Center fur Prisoner of War Studie* in San 
Diego, California. 
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ton- of the man, pmonnl and family liislory, and Ins rnrrcnt level of fnnetiüiiing; 
and (5) a subsection that included a problem list, treatment plans, diagnoses, 
and prognosis. The I'syehiatrie Questionnaire covered aspects of the captivity 
experience that could perhaps, in some way, contribute to a fuller mulerstanding 
of the range and magnitude of the stresses of each man's individual captivity ex- 
perience and the various mechanisms, such as denial, ratioiuili/ation, intellectnal- 
iAition, etc., u'ili/ed by the man in order to cope with those stresses. 

Dividing 'he total sample in half, it was found that fifty of the men had 
evperienced social isolation lasting seven months or less, and this group was desig- 
nated as the Lo Solo (Jronp. The remaining fifty men who had been snbjettecl 
to more than SLVCII months" social i. "lation were in the Hi Solo Croup. Using the 
2x2 chi stpiare test or the t tcV for iirleixndeiit means, comparisons were made 
between the two groups for all ilnns contained in the Psychiatric r.xamination 
and Psychiatric Qucstionnairc.* Ibe degree of social isolation, that is, the 
amount of time spent in solitary confinement, was based upon the psychiatrist's 
response to the cjuestion: "1 low much of the period of captivity was spent alone, 
by himself?" It should l)e noted that spending time "alone" did not necessarily 
mean that the man was totally isolated from other prisoners, as he was often still 
able to comnumicate through tap codes or other means, even though in a cell by 
himself. It has been shown by othei investigators1" that there is a high correlation 
between stress and condition of communications while in solitary. Therefore, it 
is unfortunate that information on the actual amount of comnmnication possible 
while in isolation for each man was not available from data sources used for this 
study. 

RESULTS 

Mean Captivity and Solo Tim« 
On the average, the 100 Navy and Marine POWs in the total sample had 

experienced 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 Croup. Ouring 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 neeessarilv endured in 
one inercment) for the Lo Solo Group was 3.3 months, for the Hi Solo Group, 
21.2 months. 

Demographic Ditlererrc« 
No statistically siynifu.mt betvveen-group differences were found with respect 

to race, branch of service, or years of formal education. (Both groups showed an 
average of slightly more than fifteen years of formal schooling.) 'liiere were, how- 

• Data •tialvM'S wire cairicü mit by Oaiy U-ilct of the Data Analysis Hwnch of the Center 
for POW Sfudi«. 
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ever, sfnlisticallv significint belweeugrouj) differences for ccrtnin other dcnio 
graphic variables. 'Ilie Hi Solo men were older and of higher rank at time of 
capture. Mean pay grade was 3.6 for Hi Solos and 2.7 for Lo Solos. Mean ME 

at liiuc of casualty for men with limited solo time was 28.9 years; for those willi 
prolonged solo time, 31.9 years. As might be expected, along with higher mean 
age, a higher percentage of the Hi Solo Group was married (76.0 percent lo 
68.0 percent for the Lo Solo Croup) and had more children, 'lliese findings 
would seem to corrohorate retumces' reports that the older, higher-ranking men 
were often separated from the other prisoners. 

Social Isolation Effects as Reflected In Psychiatric Rating» 
Between group comparisons were made on the basis of the presence or ah 

sence of an abnormal rating on items contained in the thirteen categories of the 
Psychiatric lüxamination. Many differences were found between the Hi Solo and 
Lo Solo Croups, but only those i(.twcen-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 Croup was found to have more 
abnormal ratings than the Lo Solo Croup. 

For example, those with prolonged solitary demonstrated significantly more 
guilt than those in the Lo Solo Croup. 'Ilic Hi Solo Croup also received more 
frequent abnormal ratings on suggestibility and rate of speech. Moreover, the Hi 
Solo Croup received significantly more abnormal ratings on overdeveloped super- 
ego, unrealistically high need for achievement, and the need for achievement not 
commensurate with the man's abilities (soc Table 1). 

Tabli 1. PSYCHIATRIC RATINGS: Belweer ip OIKfrencei for Returned Navy and 
Marine POWt Who Experienced Prolonged Captivity and Solitary Confinement' 
and Those with Limited Social Isolation3 during Captivity 

Ptychmtric Rating 

Lo Solo Croup Hi Solo Croup x* 
(N = 50) (N = S0) (df=J) 

% % 

Presence of guilt feelings 
Abnormal suggestibility 
Abnormal rate of speech 
Superego overdevclopttl 
Unrealistically liigh need/achievement 
Nccd/achicvement not cuimuensuratc with 

abilities 

1 All Navy and Marine returners who were captive 60 months or more and who spent niore 
than seven months in solitary eonfineinent. 
'All Navy and Marine retmnees who were captive 60 months or more and who spent seven 
months or less in solitary. 
• P < .0$ 
♦ p<.oi 

16.3 41.7 7.58« 
16.0 40.8 7.511 
16.0 34.0 4.32* 
10.0 34.7 8.731 
2.0 17.0 4.83* 

4.0 21.3 6.67* 

I • 
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Age or Social Isolation Edccls? 
Since fiiulings sltovml tlml tlic men in llie Hi Solo Gtonp were, on flic aver- 

age, older and of liiglier r.mk, wc nnist question wliclher the statistically sig- 
nificnnt betwcLii group ilifTeaiicis witli mpCCl to posttepatriation psychiatric rat- 
ings arc merely a fimction of age, rather than related to time spent in solitary 
confinement, 'lliereforc, another comparison was made using only those re- 
turnees who «ere thiMy years of age or older at the time of capture. Within the 
original sample of a hundred men who had been held captive for five years or 
loogc«-, thirty three men in the ili Solo Croup had attained that age at time 
of capture, and twenlyone men in the I^o Solo Croup were that age or older. 
When between-group compaiisons of these older subsainples were made for all 
postrepatriation psychiatric ratings, statistically significant dilTereiices were very 
much evident, indicating that perhaps social isolation, and not mere age alone, 
is at least, in part, related to the psychiatric difTcrences noted at the time VI 
release (see Table 2). 

Table 2. PSYCHIATRIC RATINGS: Belween-Group Differences (or Older' Returned POW* 
Who Experienced Prolonged Solitary Conlinement and Older Men with limited 
Solo Tim« 

Older Older 
l,o Solo Croup Hi Solo Croup x" 

(N.z2J) (N = 33) (d/=J) 
Pjycfiuhic Rating % % 

Does not appear stated age 4.8 39.4 8.011 
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 superego 14.3 40.6 4.20» 
Unrealistically high need for 

achievement level 0.0 19.4 4.60* 
Apprehensive during psychiatric 

interview 81.0 54.6 3.92» 

1 All Navy and Marine Returnees who were held captive in excess of 60 months and who were 
30 yean of age or older at time of rapture (N = 54). 

• p < .05 
t p < .01 

In comparing the older Hi Solo Croup (N = 33) with the older Lo Solo 
Croup (N - 21), with only one cxccplioi. the Hi Solo Croup received more fre- 
quent abnoimal psvehi^tric ratings. Again, the men who experienced prolonged 
solitary confinements were rated as having higher levels of guilt and more frequent 
ratings of abnormal suggestibility (usually significantly leas suggestible than the Lo 
Solos) and unrealistically high need for achievement. In addition, the Hi Solo 
Croup showed significantly more ambivalence and were more often judged as 
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not appearing their slated ages, usually in tlic dircetion of appearing ohkr tli.in 
actual chronological age. 

'Flic one area where the older Lo Solo Croup leceivcd more abnormal rating 
than those men who experienced prolonged solitary confinement was in appe.ii 
ing overly apprehensive during the psychiatric interview. 

Severity of Treatment by the Captor 
Wc still must ask one further tpiestion: Can these differences be accountal 

for wholly by time s|K'nt in social isolation, or were there also between group dif 
ferences with respect to the severity of tieatment by the captor which conKl 
perhaps account for the abnormal psychiatric ratings at time of release? Weic 
the men who exj licnccd excessive solo time also the ones who received the 
harshest treatmem during captivity? In an attempt to answer that question, the 
older Hi Solo (N ■ 33) and Lo Solo Croups (N = 21) were compared on all as 
peels of their treatment by their captor; and statistically significant between 
group differences were found for three items (see Table 3). 'Hie men who were 

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

Caplor Trc.idiicnl as Indicated 
on Psychiatric Qiicstionnairr 

Older Older 
Lo Solo Croup Hi Solo Croup x 

(N = 21) (N=33) (d/=ll 
% % 

Use of torture devices or procedures 
(such as "the ropes," etc.) 28.6 

Lack of adequate shelter or clothing 47.6 
Withdrawal or diminishing food or 

water 9.S 

60.6 
75.0 

35.5 

5.28» 
4.15* 

4.50* 

' All K.vy and Marine I'OWs who were held captive in excess of 60 monllis and who were 
30 yean of age or older at the time of capture (N = 54). 
* Solitary confiiKinait in excess of seven months. 
* Solitary eonlineinent for seven months or lets. 
•p<.0S. 

subjected to the longest periods of social isolation were also the ones who ap- 
peared to have received the harshest treatment from the cuptor. Seventy-five per- 
cent of the Hi Solo Croup reported lack of adequate shelter or clothing as com- 
pared to 47.6 percent of the Lo Solo Croup. Withdrawal or diminishing the 
ration of food or water as a means of punishment or coercion was also reported 
more frequently by the men who experienced prolonged periods of solitary. Ad- 
ditionally, actual physical punishment in the form of torture devices or proce- 
dures such as "the ropes" were used on the Hi Solo group more often than on 
the Lo Solo Croup. 
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DISCUSSION 

TIic iiiajor li\potlitsis tlut tlusc prisoiurs «f \v.ir wlio had cx|K'riciicc(l pnilongcd 
piriods uf social isolation dining captivity would present more abnormal psyclii- 
atiic symptoms after release tlian those with limited solitary confinement appears 
to be cünfiriiud by the findings of this stndy. Between group comparisons of the 
Hi Solo and \x) Solo Gronps showed the Hi Solo Croup members receiving sig- 
nificantly more abnormal ratings for presence of feelings of gnilt and am- 
bivalence. 'Ulis group was also more apt to have other tban 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. However, it was the older man who experienced 
UmitcJ solo time who appeared more apprehensive during tire psychiatric in- 
terview. What do these differences really indicate? 

We have already mentioned the more severe treatment that appeared con- 
comitant with high solitary time, which points up again the difficulty mentioned 
by 1^1^'' of making inferences about the etiologic role of specific components 
of the captivity experience. 

Lazurns1' mentioned four factors within the psychological structure that in- 
fluence one's coping with stress: (I) patterns of motivation, (2) ego resources, (3) 
defensive dispositions, and (4) general beliefs about the environment and one's 
resources. He further pointed out that "stress cannot be defined exclusively by 
situations because the capacity of any situation to produce stress reactions de- 
pends on characteristics of the individual." 

Reactions of the prisoner of war run the entire gamut of human coping 
mechanisms. Ford and Spaulding" enumerated the wide variety of ego-defense 
mechanisms used in coping, such as faith, reality testing, denial, rationalization, 
and humor, and pointed out that those prisoners who handled stress poorly were 
those who appeared to be passive-dependent personality types and were more 
limited in the number of egodefense mechanisms utilized. Sncdfeld17 has stated 
that "the optimal adjustment to isolation and to sensory deprivation is apparently 
midc by those subjects who are able to relax and enjoy the flow of fantasy," and 
that "the less information is available, the more the individual attends to and 
elaborates residual stimuli, whether internal or external." 

As one former POW put it: "Beyond their bodies, they kept their minds 
occupied by similar mental gymnastics. They built bouses, roads, and bridges; 
they drilled oil wells; they dreamed and fantasized; they thought of families and 
classmates and friends; they did physics and math problems to several decimal 
places in their bends; they calculated money saved; and they looked inward at 
self."" 

Prisoners often spend hours on end contemplating what they have done 
with their lives and what they intend to do with them if they are lucky enough 
to survive their imprisonment, 'lliis type of contemplation often results in very 
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positive pliilusopliicnl dnwgW in a man's attitude, value svstcm, and plnliiMm!! 
oflifc.,u 

A physician who snivixed liis Southeast Asian captivity experience expus,,,' 
tlic Ix'lief fliat in order to survive, niciitnl strcngtli was infniitdv more iinpoii.n.; 
than pliysical stitiigth. and found tliat accepting isolation year after year icipnu.i 
ultimate mental discipline. 'Hie lesson he learned was that one can rise ahnw 
the isolation environmenl; that "man is an adaptive animal .. .and tliuu^h h. 
is a product of his environment, and may be subjugated and dcslroml 1;\ .1 
strange one, lie must constantly attempt to work within it, to mold it, and to n* 
above it. it it the key to surrival." • 

In attempting to interpret the findings of this study, we are forced to pnvi 
the question as to whether personality factors were at least partially respomiliii 
for particular individuals' being subjected to extended periods of solitary, as will 
as asking whether prolonged social isolation resulted in the types of bctwciii 
group differences which were found. It may be that these differences existed IK- 

tween these particular men even prior to captivity. 'Hie more rigid men with 
overdeveloped superegos and unrcalistieally high need for achievement miglil In 
less pliant and more resistive in their interactions with the captor, and theribv 
more apt to ant.igoni/c the captor into subjecting them to harsher treatineut, 
including longer periods of solitary confinement. RntledgeH pointed out that 
"often (but not always) FOW conduct in the face of captor demands was 
directly responsible for his solitary confinement." 

Note further that it was the men with onlv limited amounts of solitarv con- 
fincincnt who appeared more apprehensive at the time of release. Apprehensive 
ncss as a typical response mode could perhaps also explain those individuals' 
shorter periods of social isolation. 

CONCLUSION 

Although a number of statistically significant between-group differences on post- 
repatriation psychiatric ratings were found for prisoners of war who experienced 
prolonged social isolation and those who experienced limited solitary confine 
nients during captivity, no definitive statement can be made on the basis of 
these data as to the specific effects of social isolation per se. 
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unique opportunity to study the psychiatric\residuals of social isolation» 
one specific component of the POW experience.^The 100 POWs in this study 
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captive in Southeast Asia for at least five years or longer. The purpose of 
thW study w*s^td examinedlthe relationship between the returnees' degree of 
social isolation during captivity and their mental status at the time of re- 
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