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INTRODUCTION

This report 'grows out of a series of studies conducted by
the Traumatic Stress Research Branch of the Walter Reed Army
Institute of Research (WRAIR). These studies focused principally
on how military perscnnel cope with a variety of acute and
chroni¢ stressors. Following the December 12, 1985 military air
disaster in Gander, Newfoundland, a team of researchers from
WRAIR began examining the human response to that event (Wright,
1987); One important discovery was the large number of hidden
victims affected by a traumatic event of this nature. Following
such a disaster, attention is usually focused on immediate
victims, survivors, and family members. But there are other
groups who often experience high stress levels associated with
the disaster. These include body handlers, security police,
chaplains and casualty assistance personnel. Because of their
role in assisting in the management of casualties throughout the
Army community and the high levels of stress associated with the
job, Army casualty workers are of special interest to stress
researchers. This report focuses on one specific group in the

Army casualty and memorial affairs system, casualty operations

workers.
The purpose of the study is to ascertain sources of job E%
0

stress and coping among the Army Casualty Operations Center
staff. Special attention is given to the senior enlisted

soldiers in the ¢ffice called “Notification NCOs." It is'a
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descriptive study that aims to identify key sources of job-»
* related stresses and coping resources. Finally, some tentative
recommendations are provided for reducing stress-related problems

in the work environment.

Theoretical Background

Since Freudenberger (1974) first defined "burnout" over 15
years ago, researchers have tried to identify causes of burnout
in various occupations. By this definition, buénout is
primarily a sense of emotional exhaustion that follows prolonged
exposure to a human sexrvice occupation, where role requirements
involve providing help or assistance to some client population in
need. The literature linking stress and burnout documents this
phenomenon in a wide variety of civilian human service based
organizations in the United States, including policemen (Maslach
and Jackson, 1979), general human services (Cherniss, 1980),
child protective workers (Harrison, 1980), public service workers
(Maslach, 1982), doctors (Mawardi, 1983), public contact workers
(Maslach and Jackson, 1984), female human service workers
(Brookings et al., 1985), occupaticonal therapists (Brollier et
al., 1986), correctional officers (Dignam, Barrera and West,
1986), family counselors (Beck, 1987), care providers (Courage
and Williams, 1987), college resident assistants (Hetherington,

Oliver and Phelps, 1989), teachers (Burke and Greenglass, 1989)
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paramedics (Grigsby and McKnew, 1988), and community development
workers in Israel (Etzion, 1984; Etzion\and Pines, 1986; Etzion,
1988) and Canada (Cruikshank, 1989).

Research on workers whose jobs regularly involve notifying
family members about the death of a loved one has been sparse. A
few researchers have focused on some occupations which require
the making of death notifications, including police officers
(Hall, 1982; Hendricks, 1984; Eth et al., 1987), doctors (Creek,
1980) and clergy (Allen, 1976). A review of these studies
indicates that death notif¥§ation is an unusual and highly
stressful task.

In a military context, researchers often focus on extreme or
traumatic stress, such as combat stress or the stress of handling
dead bodies following a training accident (Belenky, 1987; Wright,
1987; Ursano and McCarroll, 1989). But there are other kinds'of
"Job stressors" that can lead to low morale, stress, burnout, and
even psychiatric iliness. Although generally not perceived as a
human service organization, there are many occupations within the
military similar to human service occupations in the civilian
sector. More obvious ones are military doctors, nurses, police
and chaplains. Somewhat less obvious are Army casualcy

assistance workers.




Army Casualty Assistance

Army casualty assistance operations have evolved over the
years from telegraphic notifications during World War II, to
personal assistance and support extending beyond the immediate
family of a deceased or seriously injured service member
(Bartone, Ender and Dover, 1989a). Workers assigned to the
Department of the Army, Casualty and Memorial Affairs Operation
Center (CAC) are at the epicenter of Army casualty assistance.
Branches within the CAC include Personnel Affairs, Memorial and
Administration Affairs, Mortuary Affairs, POW/MIA Affairg,
Identification Laboratories and Casualty Operations. Although
the American Red Cross has assisted the families in locating
loved ones in the military for years through the Services to the
Armed Forces, Services to Miljitary Families, and veteran programs
(American Red Cross, 1986), there is wvirtually no other civilian

counterpart to the Army’s casualty assistance worker.

Army Casualty Assistahce Work

The Department of the Army Casualty Operations Centex (COC)
is the "nerve center" for death and serious injury notification
and assistance within the Army. Today’s peacetime Army still
experiences significant numbers of active duty and reserve
training deaths each year (936 in 1988) in addition to an average

of 12,000 retired Army deaths per year (Washington Headquarters




Sgrvices, 1988) . These figures do not include family members of
active duty members or Department of the Army (DA) civilians and
their family members. Casualty assistance is provided to the
primary (PNOK) and secondary (SNOK) next of kin of active duty
Army soldiers and their family members, Army reservists on
training exercises, Department of the Army civilian workers and
their family members, and retired Army personnel and their family
members.

Three principal Army groups assist bereaved families
following serious injuries and deaths; Notification NCOs,

Casualty Notification Officers and Casualty Assistance Officers

(CAOs) (see APPENDIX #1).

Notification NCOs

Notification NCOs assigned to the COC are at the center

of Army casualty operations. These casualty workers are
'typically male or female non-commissioned officers (NCOs) with
between 5-15 years of Army experience. They rotate on eight hour
work shifts, 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, in the management
of Department of the Army casualties as they occur around the
world. Through telephonic and FAX machine communications of
doctor certified deaths, very serious illnesses or injuries
(VSIs), and serious illnesses or injuries (SIs), Notification
NCOs receive and maintain detailed notes regarding the casualty.

V8Is and SIs require the telephonic notification of primary next




of kin by the Notification NCO. 1In addition to receiving and
disseminating detailed information regarding soldier, civilian
and Department of the Army family member injuries and deaths,
Notification NCOs also make telephonic notification and give
periodic status updates to family members of those personnel who
have been listed as VSI and SI. Notification NCOs may also be
required tc make telephonic death notification in the rare
instance of the mass media inadvertently announcing a death
before official, personal notification has been made. Workers
are sometimes required to make death notification in the event a
VSI or SI person has died as a result of those injuriés or
illnesses. Although the physical separation from the source of
stress is greater in telephonic notification, as compared to the
direct erxperience of body handlers or CAOs, telephone counseling
of clients appears to affect human service workers dramatically
(Baron and Cohen, 1982). Because of the continuous interaction
with aspects of death, serious illness and the families of
sérvice members, it appears the job of Notification NCO could be
an extremely stressful one.

Following a death, the Army must determine the location of
spouses, children, parents, primary next of kin and secondary
next of kin. Next, one of the 42 regional CACs (Casualty Area
Comnands) around the world is given the responsibility of

assigning a Casualty Notification Officer and Casualty Assistance

Officer.



Casualty Notification Officer

Casualty Area Commands assign active duty and retired Army
personnel from the rank of Sergeant Firat Class (SFC) and above,
living or working nearest the soldier’s PNOK and SNOK, to make
the personal notification. Personal notification is served
within 24 hours following deaths, missing persons, and deaths.
involving retired Army members whose PNOK and SNOK are located in
another geographic area. In addition to providing facts ‘
regarding the death or missing status, the Notification Officer
is required to "use good judgment by not passing gory or
embarrassing details," to be "conscious of adverse medical
reactions brought about by notification" and to "clear any
conflicting evidence through the CAC" (Department of the Army,
1989a:3). If the NOK to be notified is not fluent in the English
language, a qualified linguist may be assigned to assist the
Notification Officer.

No direct evidence is available regarding the experience of
the Casualty Notification Officer. Studies of police officers
suggest that notification is indeed stressful and is exacerbated
by; 1) a lack of training in informing survivors, and 2) a
masculine culture that denies sociocemotional aspects of
policework (Hall, 1982; Hendricks, 1984; Etg, 1987). Casualty
Assistance Officers who also served as Casualty Nctification

Cfficers reported high anxiety associated with anticipating and
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actually serving notification to family members (Ender, 1991).
Army Notification NCOs report that notification is the hardest,

most stressful and least liked aspect of their jobs.

Casualty Assistance Officers (CAOs)

One important duty within the Army Casualty Operations
Center (COC) branch of the CaAC that is cleafly a human service
occupation is that of Casualty Assistance Officers (CAOs). CAOQs
are the agents of intervention providing direct personal
administrative and emotional support services to bereaved family
members and othefs designated by soldiers on their Record of
Emergency Data card (Department of Defense, 1975). Soldiers are
required to list next of kin (NOK), beneficiary(ies) and
financial allotment designee(s) in the event of death, very
serious illness or injury (VSI), serious illness or injury (SI)
or missing statuses. The CAO’s duty is often a temporary, full
time job involving a aumber of responsibilities. In addition to
handling the multitude of administrative duties involving
financial and burial matters, the CAO must also process a host of
questions and information and interact with a number ¢f bereaved
family members who wmay or may not be receptive to the CAO’s
presence. Depending on the nature of the death or missing
status, the CAO’s duty cah be performed in addition to or in
place of normal job duties for as long as six months. For

example, media attention increases the number of interactions a



CAO must accommodate. If it is a mass casualty event, local and
national reporters want to interview family members. The CAO is
occasionally requested to act as the spokesperson for the family
as well as the military.

Navy Casualty Assistance Calls Officers (CACO) and Air Force
Casualty Assistance Representatives (CAR) have not been studied
like the Army CAOs (Barﬁone et al., 1989a; Ender, 1991). The
Army studies have found-that the CAO’s role is indeed strained
and the special stressors experienced by CAOs place them at
increased risk for psychiatric symptoms for up to two years afﬁer
the experience. Especially stressful features of the job are the
exposure to the intense emotions of grieving family members, a
sense of isolation, helplessness, bureaucratic confusion and
delays.

Virtually all Army Notification Officers and CAOs fill this
rcle as temporary duty without any special training. But there
are many military, as well as civilian, personnel within the Army
casualty operations system who work with casualty issues every

day.

CAOs and Notification NCOs

The notification and resulting grieving of family members
appears to be highly stressful for those delivering the news.

However, after delivering the news, the Notification Officer’s
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only remaining duty is to brief the assigned CAO. Because the
CAOs remain throughout the casualty assistance process, their
experienae is more similar to that of the Notification NCO’s in a
number of ways.

First, media events and continuous contact appear to
decrease the social distance between Notification NCOs and
bereaved family members. The intense emotions of grieving family
members become more pronounced for workers when casualty
situations are televised. A family member’s voice over a
telephone can later be a face on the six o’clock news. For
example, the faces, names and hometowns of soldiers killed in the
U.S. invasion of Panama (December, 1990) and interviews with
their recently notified and grieving families were televised
within minutes of the official announcement of death. Moreover,
the need for assistance to family members may continue over many
days, weeks and months depending on the nature of the casualty
gituation.

Secondly, beth the CAO and Notification NCO maintain daily
centact with family members. Both are required at the very least
to lend a sympathetic ear in addition té their casualty tasks,
One does.it face-to-face, and the other over the phone. However,
unlike the CAOs, who experience perhaps one or two CAO duties in
a 20 year military career, the Notification NCO is required to
handle a number of casualty cases on a daily basis for a period

of years,
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CAOs often expressed a sense of isolation and helpleésness
while assisting families. The helplessness appears to stem from
a lack of experience in assisting the bereaved, an inability to
know and share all the facts surrounding a death and a sense of
isolation in that they are performing their duty alone. The
Notification NCO shares the helplessness of the CAO regarding the
bereaved, but the Notification NCO experiences that helplessness
while confronting a grieving family member over a telephone. The
face-to-face presence of a CAO with a notified family offers more
control than a telephone situation. Although heart attacks and
other medical reactions associated with receiving bad news occur
infrequently, such situations are extremely difficult to manage
over the telephone. As importantly, the perceived potential of
adversé medical reactions resulting frcq notification is always
present for the Notification NCO. Thus, the Notification NCO’s
helplessness due to distance parallels the CAO’s isolation and
lack of a sense of control because of inexperience in the duty.

Another similar responsibility of CAOs and Notification NCOs
is the accommodation of "official representatives" and the media.
In casualty situatiohs, especially mass casualties, high ranking
military officials, congress people, media personnel and other
representatives of families often make direct demands on CAOs and
Notification NCOs. The Army has aestablished guidelines which
regulate how and what iaformation should be trausmitted in

sengitive situvations. High officials are-often over-demanding



and sometimes make threats (for exampie, negative reports to
superiors and rank reductions) on CAO3 and casualty workers for
information that they cannot or are not obliged to deliver. The
casualty workers may find themselves powerless and/or unprepared
to handle these situations. Often times such situations become
demeaning for the casualty assistance worker.

Other features which parallel both CAO and Notifications NCO
duty are task responsibility and the lack of subordinate
assistance. There have been eleven editions of Pergonal Affairs:
A Guide for the Survivors of Deceaged Army Members over the past
40 years (Department of the Army, 1989b). A review of the table
of contents of each edition indicates a significant increase in
the number of services provided to survivors. The burgeoning
services reflect an %ncrease in the responsibilities required of
casualty assistance workers. Furthermore, it appears training
and resources have not kept pace with the increase. Unlike
military chaplains, who have chaplain assistants, CAOs and
Notification NCOs do not have assistants to whom they can
delegate some responsibilities. Both groups are completely
aécountable for accomplishing the tasks irrespective of the
significant leadership experience gained at the present point in
their military career’s. Thus, the work load is high and
attention to detail is essential.

Many of the stressors aassociated with CAO and Notification

NCO duty can be found in other military and civilian contexts.
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As discussed earli;r, the similarities to CAO duties, civilian
related occupations and preliminary observational and interview
data suggest that the job of Notification NCO is highly demanding
and draining. Many indiwviduals do in fact ask for transfers
following brief exposure periods, and look forward to a Permanent

Change of Station (PCS) and retirement.

Army Casualty Assistance Workers, Job Stress and Coping

This report documents a study aimed at evaluating stress
factors, coping and burnout among Department of the Army,
Casualty Affairs and Operations Center workers. Rather than
measure events at one point in time, a prospective design was
implemented. Respondents were given the first take-home survey
in May (TIME #1) and mailed a second survey six months later in
October (TIME #2). The current study outlines the descriptive
data that were uncovered. The investigation methods, including
taped oral histories, formal and informal interviews, participant
observation, surveys, and various stress measures, were utilized
to allow any unique or outstanding patterns to emerge among a
sample of Notification NCOs. The primary purposes were to: 1)
describe the key activities and characteristics of Army CAC; 2)
identify the nature and sources of job stress related to the COC;
3) identify structural, social and individual worker copiné
strategies.

This research is exploratory in nature. The area of

13



casualty operations is an unexplored research area even on a
descriptive level. Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD),
casualty counts in Vietnam, the effects of father’s death on
children of soldiers and bereavement in wartime scenarios are a
few areas which have had some extensive coverage. These studies
focus principally on single traumatic events and their impact

on individuals or groups. The trauma research touches only
lightly on even the descriptive level CAC issues. This study
takes the research on traumatic events to a new ground; to
examine those behind the scene of traumatic events. It examines
a special group of people believed to be indirectly affected by

traumatic events--the support providers.

METHODS
Sample

The sample for this study consists of 23 Department of the
Army, Casualty Operations Center workers. It includes 14
Notifications NCOs, four leaders and five civilian support staff
members. The COC office comes under the Department of the Army,
Casualty and Memorial Affairs Operations Center (CAC) command
structure. The office is one among eleven comprising the command
(APPENDIX #2). The bulk of the paper focuses on the Notification
NCO experience, measured at two time periods. TIME #1 had a 100%

response rate (Nwl4) with a six month follow-up response rate of
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71% (N=10). Two Notification NCOs retired and two had Permanent

Change of Stations (PCS8) during the gix month interval.

Measures

Data collection methods at TIME #1 included participant
observation, interview surveys, detailed oral histories from
several key individuals in the COC work unit and a number of

instrument measures and social demographic information at both

TIME #1 and TIME #2.

Pagsive Participant Obgervation

Participant observation is based on the Becker and Geer
(1957:25) definition in which "the observer participates in the
daily life of the people under study...listening to what is said,
and questioning people, over some lengfh of time." This study
implemented what Spradley (1980) calls "passive participation."”
This type of observation requires limited interaction between
ocbservers and respondents under study. The passive participant
occupies the role of "bystander" or "spectator" in the social
situation under study. Due to the sensitivity of the casualty
operations mission, this method seemed most appropriate in order
not to interfere with operations. The method also facilitated a
more in depth examination of complex social relationships among

Notification NCOs, leadership, support staff, clients and
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significant others. Another advantage was the making of
observations over time. Such a method is especially important as
particular stressors may not be apparent at a given point in
time. The participant observation method allows for a more
naturalistic picture of particular situations and events, often
allowing for full analysis frqm the onset of an event to its
conclusion. Observations were supplemented with informal
questions and an individual interview with each Notification NCO.

Participant observation visits were conducted by two teams
of two researchers each, over a2 six month period from January to
June 1989, The teams logged a total of 272 observation hours.
All three eight hour shifts were covered. Some visits were
designed to extend over the changing of shifts. The majority of
observation hours (165) were conducted during day shift (0730 -
1530) working hours. The high number of day shift hours is due
to more staff people to cover, a larger number of telephonic
interaction and an overall high level of business activity. The
afternoon (1530 - 2330) and night shift (2330-0730) had fewer
observations hours (107).

Observation notes were transcribed and collated according to
dates. A content analysis of the observational data was
conducted to highlight salient sources of casualty work, job

stress and coping resources.
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interviews

During the participant observation visits to the CoOC,
Notification NCOs were asked to volunteer to be individually
interviewed utilizing an open and closed ended questionnaire (see
APPENDIX #3). This strategy yielded a 100% response rate.
Individual ‘interviews were conducted, averaging one hour in
length. Carxe was taken to insure an agqual number of male and
female interviewers to avoid possible gender bias. Interviews
were sought at the beginning of an observational visit for two
reasons; 1) as a method of reducing any potential anxiety
associated with anticipating an interview, and 2) to assure the
obtaining of an interview before any work obligations took
precedence and postponed an interview. Interviews targeted
simple demographic characteristics of respondents and specific
questions about the experience of working in the COC. These
questions were based primarily on some prior knowledge of stress
and burnout in human service occupations, as well as insights

gained from participant observations.

Oral Historjes

Oral histories were conducted with the CAC leadership in the
spirit of the oral histories of the Chief Master Sergeants of the
Air Force (Neufeld & Hasdorff, 1986:116). The positions of

leaders are thought to provide a unique perspective. CAC leaders
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were asked to reminisce on their experience in the Army in
general and working in the COC specifically. Like the Air Force
data, it was thought that the oral histories would add "...a
richness, color and candor..," and reinforce the qualitative
observations.

Using a team of two interviewers, the COC leaders were
interviewed at their convenience, usually in their office during
regular duty hours. All interviews were audio taped and later
transcribed and c¢nllated. Respondents were asked to elaborate on
their career background before coming to the COC and their
current leadership role at the COC. Because of its impact on
casualty operations, the day-by-day events surrounding the Gander
disaster (briefly noted in introduction; see Wright, 1987 for
background) were also covered. Other descriptions of working at
the COC i.e. role of Notification NCOs, secretaries, leaders,

policies, duties, regulations and recommendations were also

solicited.

Instrument Measures

Notification NCOs were given a variety of scales at both
TIME #1 and #2 to measure job stress, coping and burnout in
casualty work. Included at TIME #1 was a 55 item scale designed
to indicate the extent of work stresses experienced in the last
few weeks (Muldary, 1983); a 10 item scale which measures both

18



positive and negative affect, or psychological well-being
(Bradburn, 1969); a modified 25 item scale targeted at potential
re. Jés and reactions to stresgssful events (Folkman & Lazarus,
19: ,, a modified 10 item measure of general well being (Costa et
al., 1987); a 118 item scale on work related hassles (Kanner et
al., 1981); and finally a 45 item personal hardiness scale
(Bartone "¢t al., 1989). This scale was originally developed for
use with executives (Kobasa, 1979), and later modified for blue-
collar workers (Bartone, 1984). Hardiness includes three related
tendencies: a) commitment, a sense of meaning and purpose imputed
to one’s existence, encompassing self, others, and work; b)
control, a sense of autonomy and ability to influence one’s own
destihy; and c¢) challegge, a kind of zest for life and living
that. leads oné to perceive changes as exciting and as
opportunities for growth rather than threats to security or
survival (Maddi and Kobasa, 1984; Bartone et al., 1989b).

The response rate to the mailed surveys at TIME #1 was 100%.
Notification NCOs failing to respond after one montn were first
mailed a follow=-up survey and cover letter, followed by a
telephone call. Failure to comply with this method was proceeded
by personal visits to the worksite.

The second phase of the study (TIME #2) was conducted six
months after TIME #1, using a mailed survey package. 1Included in
the package was a cover letter, a number of forced response

gocial demographic and scale measures and a return envelope.
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Also included was a job related burnout inventory, modified'from
the original (Golembiewski et al., 1986) and brought more in
accord with the U.S. Army’s casualty work experience. As'with
the original, burnout is measured through 22 overall items
including three subscalesz of Emotional Exhaustion (EE), which:-
implies an inability to give of the self at the psychclogical
level; Depersonalization (DP), which refers to dealing with
clients as negative objects; and Personal Accomplishment (PA),
the degree of positive self-evaluation regarding one’s job. A
20-~item symptoms checklist of recent illnesses was also included.
Based on a sacale by Stouffer and colleagues (1950), this
checklist was later modified for use with Army Casualty
Assistance Officers (Bartone et al., 1989). The Bradburn (1969)
psychological well-being scale used at TIME #1 was used again at
TIME #2.

The Institutional/Occupational scale is an exploratory
measure used to indicate the organizational commitment of the
respondent. The items are intended to elicit institutional or
occupational leanings of active duty soldiers (Moskos and Wood,
1988) . Institutional motivations reflect a "calling" to military
service in terma of serving the country. Occupational
motivations reflect the military as a "job" in the civilian
career sense. Finally, a short form of the Social Support
Questionnaire (SSQ) was included (Sarason et al., 1987).

Simple demographics are solicited at TIME #2 to account for

20



any background changes of Notification ﬁCOs which may had
occcurred in the last six months.

The response rate for Notification NCOs at TIME #2 was 71%
(N=10) . Two respondents retired and two had Permanent Change of
Stations (PCS) to overseas assignments. Although forwarding

addresses were available, none of the departed responded after

two follow=-up letters.

RESULTS

The results presented here are descriptive in respect to the
overall design of the study. TIME #1 data consists of social
demographics of the sample, participant observations, interview
and oral history generalizations as well as scale measure mean
scores. TIME #2 data are principally scale measure mean results.

Results are organized in three descriptive sections and
focus on three salient areas; 1) worker characteristics and scale
measures, 2) sources and nature of job stress, and 3) coping

resources.

Worker Characteristics

Personal and family characteristics were obtained from
Notification NCOs and other CAC workers. Common characteristics
of Notification NCOs will be presented first, followed by more

unique demographics of this group. Absolute numbers and means
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presented here were méasured in order to have a clear description
of "Who are Notification NCOs?"

Notification NCOs are all career sergeants and in
administrative Military Occupational Specialties (MOSs). They
all have completed some' college courses, and are between 26 and
39 years of age, with a mean of 32 years. Tablé #1 gives
absolute numbers by gender, race and rank. Blacks and females

are overrepresented in terms of overall military demographics.

TABLE #1:
Gender and Race by Military Rank Percentages

of Notification NCOs
(N=14)

Male (N=9) Female (N=5)

SGT 21% 0 0 | 7% 0 0 | 28%
SSG 14% 7% 7% | 14% 0 7% |  49%
SFC T% 7% 0 | 7% 0 0 | 21%
Total 42% 148 7% | 28% o 7%+ | 1008

Notification NCOs come from a range of previous Army duty
assignments both in and outside the continental United States.
Previous job assignments ranged from postal clerk to publication
specialist to international security worker. The mean length of
time at the current duty station for all Notification NCOs is two

years and five months, with six months representing the shortest
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and six years, nine months being the longest stay.
The family life of Notification NCOs shows that most are

'currently or previously married (N=11) and have one (N=4) or two

‘(N=§) children. Of those married, the majority respo