Consequences of Captivity

Researchers say that hostages
and prisoners of war may
undergo similar psychological
changes. But problems of
methodology limit their findings
and prohibit individual
predictions.

BY BRUCE BOWER

The speculation began long before they
were released. Psychiatrists made state-
ments on television, and newspaper arti-
cles quoted pessimistic reports on Viet-
nam veterans and ex-prisoners of war. By
the time the 52 Americans were freed by
their Iranian captors, much had been said
about how bad the inevitable psychologi-
cal consequences would be. Then, as the
post-release elation faded and yellow rib-
bons disappeared from sight, editorials
began to appear that castigated the media
and the psychological doom-sayers they
gave voice to. On Jan. 24 the American
Psychological Association released a
statement expressing its concern with
“assumptions reported in the media of
deep-seated psychological disturbance
within the returnees.” The situation was,
to say the least, confusing.

Research on stress, captivity and the
medical and psychological consequences
thereof is in its infancy and cannot provide
the answers recently demanded of it. Sci-
entists have made numerous studies of
captive experiences since World War II,
but problems of definition and methodol-
ogy limit the generalizability of their find-
ings. There is little agreement about what
constitutes stress and what instruments
most accurately measure it. “There is a
tension in the literature [on captivity],”
says Robert F. Rich. professor of politics
and public affairs at Princeton University.
“Are there generic effects of captivity, or
are effects particular to the individual?” he
asks. How, for instance, do factors such as
past history and social support upon re-
lease affect readjustment?

Individual variables were not explored
in the first major studies of former cap-
tives. International follow ups of Nazi con-
centration camp survivors after World War
II described generic effects. A Veterans
Administration synthesis of pow studies
published last May reports a high inci-
dence of a psychiatric disorder called the
“K-Z syndrome.” ("K-Z" is taken from the
German word for concentration camp,
“konzentrationslager.”) The syndrome in-
cludes general anxiety and nervousness, a
“startle” reaction to ordinary stimuli, in-
somnia and nightmares, phobias, psycho-
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The first group of released Vietnam Pow’s boards a transport aircraft in 1973.

somatic complaints, memory lapses,
moodiness, inferiority feelings, obsession
with the past, depression, apathy and guilt
about surviving the experience. Results of
long-term follow ups did not appear until
about 15 years after the war ended, and the
findings were similar to observations
made of returned World War Il and Korea
Pow’s. A 1975 National Research Council
follow up revealed significantly higher
psychiatric hospital admissions for these
men, especially those interned by the
Japanese and Koreans. The degree of mal-
nutrition and deprivation during captivity
also was related to later psychological
health. A higher number of deaths due to
trauma and cirrhosis have been linked to
the pow experience, and anxiety reactions
occurred among ex-pow’s significantly
more often than among other veterans.
This held true whether captivity was for a
few days or several years. Family studies
have suggested that ex-row’s find it dif-
ficult to come back and assume a discipli-
narian “father” role.

Many concentration camp inmates and
former pow’s, however, did adjust well and
investigators suggest that devotion to a
cause and the ability to handle the emo-
tional shock of captivity are important
personality factors in these survivors. But
the ability to emerge from captivity un-
scathed is not clearly understood. Con-
tributing to the confusion are methodolog-
ical problems in the studies. Medical and
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psychological histories were not available
for concentration camp survivors, and
data collection did not begin until several
years after their release. Similar problems
exist for pow studies, with the additional
twist that many returning World War 1l
row’s did not receive physical and psy-
chological exams or received inadequate
exams. A K-Z syndrome has been identi-
fied, but causal connections between cap-
tivity and clinical observations remain
tenuous due to the lack of information.

It may be that all or part of the K-Z
syndrome will show up in returned Viet-
nam POW’s, but the evidence is inconclu-
sive so far. A five-year medical and psychi-
atric follow up of 57 Navy flight officers
who had been taken prisoner by the North
Vietnamese and 57 matched controls who
also had flown combat missions over Viet-
nam revealed no significant differences
between the two groups. Anxiety, depres-
sion and other personality disorders were
relatively low, as were systemic diseases
and accidents. Milton Richlin and col-
leagues, who reported the findings in the
August 1980 U.S. Navy MEDICINE, ex-
plained the positive results with the re-
minder that these were older, highly
committed officers who received careful
medical examinations upon their release
in addition to long-term follow ups. Psy-
chiatric and social support was provided
to many men and their families, and all the
officers had received row survival train-
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ing before going overseas. World War Il
pow and concentration camp survivor fol-
low ups indicate that mental and physical
symptoms may not appear until 15 years
or more after release. With an eye to these
findings, the Navy is continuing to monitor
the health of their ex-pow’s.

The mental condition of returned Air
Force pow’s also has been examined.
Robert J. Ursano, James A. Boydstun and
Richard D. Wheatley report in the March
AMERICAN JOURNAL OF PSYCHIATRY that an
unusually stressful environment, such as
the one pow’s endured, is associated with
an increased incidence of psychiatric ill-
ness. About one-quarter of the 325 repa-
triated Air Force fliers showed some psy-
chiatric problems upon their return in
1973. Follow ups were given to 253 fliers
over a five-year period, and readjustment
problems and psychiatric disturbances
were found to be greatest for men cap-
tured before 1969. No control group was
available for comparison. In an accom-
panying article, Ursano examines pre-
captivity psychiatric profiles for six re-
turned pow’s. Although the sample is
small, the findings indicate that psychiat-
ric problems after repatriation are due to
adaptations to captivity and resulting per-
sonality changes, including withdrawal
from the outside world and preoccupation
with personal goals. Psychiatric disturb-
ances and tendencies before captivity
were neither necessary nor sufficient for
the development of problems later.

This point is reiterated by Charles
Stenger, a psychologist and director of the
American Ex-pow Association. Although a
row may develop adaptive techniques to
survive captivity, he is inevitably changed
by the ordeal. “The damage has been
done;” says Stenger, “to an integrated,
cohesive life style for adapting in the envi-
ronment and reintegrating with adaptive
patterns common in his own society.”

Such statements might also be made
about hostages, but no follow ups compa-
rable to those on row’s have appeared.
The evidence accumulated so far is mostly
anecdotal, not empirical. Martin Symonds,
a psychiatrist at the New York University
School of Medicine, admits that hostage
research has weaknesses, but adds, “I've
seen about 600 victims of crime and cer-
tain patterns do emerge.” He describes
four phases of victim response: shock and
denial, a terror-induced calm he calls “fro-
zen fright,” traumatic depression (the “I
am stupid” phase) and finally, it is hoped, a
resolution of the experience. Victims often
expect emergency personnel and family to
reduce their feelings of dependent help-
lessness. The “second injury” occurs, says
Symonds, when victims perceive rejection
and lack of expected support after their
victimization. They are ashamed of their
behavior and may blame themselves or
others for their unfortunate experience.
Some of this shame may center on the
compassion they developed for their cap-
tors during captivity. For example, two
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bank robbers held four hostages in Stock-
holm’s Kreditbank for nearly six days in
1973. When the incident was over, hos-
tages and captors embraced one another,
and two of the hostages begged police to
go easy on the criminals. This emotional
bond, now called the “Stockholm Syn-
drome,” is forged because many captives
do not dare to be adults. Self-esteem is
destroyed, resulting in what Stenger calls
a “killing of the self.” To top it off, hostages
are used as a leverage on a third party,
such as the police, and in their weakened
state may perceive their captors to be
truly concerned for their safety. The vic-
tims’ wrath is then shifted from captors to
authorities, especially if negotiations for
release are delayed. Patty Hearst'’s hostage
experience is an infamous example of this
reversal of allegiance.

But, as with other reactions to captivity,
the Stockholm Syndrome is not inevitable.
Rona Fields, a psychologist at the Transna-
tional Family Research Institute in Be-
thesda, Md., found no evidence of the reac-
tion among 12 Northern Irish prisoners
and 12 hostages of the 1977 Hanafi Muslim
siege in Washington who were given psy-
chological tests. When the terrorist
humiliates a mature victim and clearly
identifies the victim as a different type of
being from the captor, as occurred in the
two cases she studied, the Stockholm Syn-
drome is unlikely to appear. Periodic shift-
ing of guards also lessens its likelihood.
Still, the Washington hostages were char-
acterized by problems related to sexuality,
sleep and dreams, and memory and work-
ing functions. Within one year nine of them
had sought professional mental health
services, although most had initially de-
nied any adverse effects from the hostage
episode. The more stress a victim previ-
ously has experienced, says Fields, the
greater are the ill effects of subsequent
victimizations. More specific predictions
can be formulated only through system-
atic, large-scale research efforts. “There
are psychological, psychoneurological
and stress tests we can use to collect hard
data from hostages,” she says. “But this
research falls between the cracks of re-
sponsibility. No one agency or organiza-
tion will take the initiative in research.” In

Although some prisoners
of war have weathered
the experience well,
others are profoundly
affected. The combina-
tion of physical depriva-
tion and emotional dis-
tress creates a stark
portrait of this Vietnam
pow who was held for
less than six months.

addition, State Department personnel who
have been hostages rarely are evaluated
outside of the security network. Of about
240 State Department hostages taken be-
fore the Iranian situation, no follow ups
have appeared publicly. (The department,
however, does plan to offer voluntary med-
ical and psychological follow ups to its
employees and to the two civilians taken
hostage by Iran. The military will take care
of its personnel separately.)

A more consistent provision of aftercare
to hostages is offerred in Holland, where
statistical studies have been carried out
by the Dutch Ministry of Public Health. A
review of literature on 283 Dutch hostages
taken between 1974 and 1977 was recently
completed by Robert Hauben, assistant
medical director for mental health at the
State Department. He also interviewed
ex-hostages, Dutch therapists and
negotiators. In his unpublished paper he
cites a study of 168 of the hostages. Effects
appearing within four weeks of release,
including tenseness, insomnia, fears and
phobias, were found in all ex-hostages.
After four weeks two-thirds of the group
still displayed symptoms. These included
the previous effects along with fluctua-
tions in moods, vague physical com-
plaints, feeling threatened and misun-
derstood and being preoccupied with the
hostage experience. Positive effects also
were observed: 40 percent of the ex-
hostages reported them shortly after their
release and 45 percent reported such
effects six months later. The ability to
see things more relatively, feelings of
well-being and better interpersonal rela-
tionships and being more emotionally in-
volved with others were among the posi-
tive reports. While there are lessons to be
learned from the Dutch experiences,
Hauben warns that they cannot be literally
translated into an American equivalent. In
describing his research, he says, “It
amazed me to find out just how little is
known about the effects of stress and cap-
tivity on hostages.”

The paucity of knowledge was brought
home when U.S. hostages were taken in
Iran. Mental health professionals were un-
certain as to how hostages and their
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... Hostages

families would handle the crisis, but data
now are being collected through mailed
surveys by the Michigan Department of
Mental Health. “Our initial motivation for
the research was to obtain information
from past hostages in order to help fam-
ilies of the Iranian hostages,” says special
assistant to the director Rick Spates. The
survey has been endorsed by the State
Department, the American Psychiatric As-
sociation task force on terrorism and
other organizations. Of the three hostage
groups sent surveys, responses have been
received so far from Hanafi and Entebbe
victims. The 41 percent response rate is
fairly low, and Spates says many ex-
hostages refuse to reply because they
want to forget about the experience. The
significance of these preliminary findings
has not been established, but there are
indications among the respondents that
high levels of stress during captivity were
related to an increased incidence of blam-
ing authorities for post-captivity prob-
lems. A major drawback to research, says
Spates, is that hostages are not part of a
broad population phenomenon. There is
no random distribution of ex-hostages,
which limits the potential to make gen-
eralizations from research results. “It will
take a few years and a few more hostage
situations before any definitive state-
ments can be made.” he adds.

Investigators studying children’s re-
sponses to captivity also are looking to the
future. Children may differ in important
ways from adults in their reactions to hos-
tage experiences (SN: 1/24/81, p. 54). Le-
nore Terr, who studied children kidnapped
while riding a school bus in Chowchilla,
Calif., stresses the need for further re-
search on the effects of trauma at different
developmental stages.

Research on captivity is going through
its own developmental stages, but most
investigators insist that treatment options
exist. Of prime importance is building a
sensitivity among professionals and fam-
ily members to the subtle needs of victims
who often experience a “second injury”
after their initial ordeal. Keeping medical
and psychological services available
without implying that the ex-victim is
“sick” or “mentally scarred” is necessary
also. But making predictions about indi-
vidual responses to captivity is another
matter. Julius Segal, director of Scientific
and Public Information at the National In-
stitute of Mental Health and a member of
the medical team that met the 52 Ameri-
cans released by Iran, puts the matter in
perspective in the Feb. 20 ADAMHA NEws.
“Despite the fact that common threads
may exist, we cannot make predictions
about individuals,” he says. “We should
not fall prey to the assumption that the
returnees are like blank tablets being writ-
ten on for the first time, that captivity had
no context, that their lives previously were
neuter and that whatever happens is a
consequence of captivity.” a
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THE AMATEUR ARCHAEOLOGIST'S
HANDBOOK — Maurice Robbins with Mary B.
Irving. A practical guide to archaeological methods
for the general reader. This third edition has been
prepared to help the amateur archaeologist keep
abreast of the latest developments in the field. New
and exciting discoveries have greatly expanded the
potential of the data obtained in field work. Har-
Row, 3rd ed., 198I, 306 p., illus., $12.95.

THE BRAINS OF MEN AND MACHINES—
Ernest W. Kent. A physiological psychologist tells, in
terms of computer concepts, how the brain works.
Essentially a consideration of the brain’s input, out-
put, logical and motivational mechanisms. The au-
thor feels that a knowledge of brain function may aid
those interested in designing machinery to handle
tasks that currently can only be handled by brains.
McGraw, 198, 286 p., illus., $15.95.

EARTHLY PLEASURES: Tales from a
Biologist’s Garden—Roger B. Swain. A delight-
ful collection of essays about maple sugar cooking,
the perils of road salt, tree bark, the ripening of a
tomato and other pleasures of the woods and gar-
den. Scribner, 1981, 198 p., illus. by Laszlo Kubinyi,
$10.95.

EARTH’S ENERGY AND MINERAL RE-
SOURCES: Readings from American Scientist
—Brian J. Skinner, Ed. Explores the problems of our
earth’s dwindling nonrenewable resources, the
feasibility of synthetic fuels, the risk and advantages
of nuclear power and the long-range prospects for
solar power and geothermal systems. W Kaufmann,
1980, 196 p., color/b&w illus., paper, $8.95.

GENERATIONS APART: Adult Hostility to
Youth— Leon Shaskolsky Sheleff. A new look at an
age-old problem, intergenerational conflict. Focuses
on the problem of parental and adult hostility to-
ward the young. McGraw, 1981, 35! p., $18.95.

HEARTLAND OF CITIES: Surveys of An-
cient Settlement and Land Use on the Cen-
tral Floodplain of the Euphrates — Robert
McC. Adams. These surveys give the original geo-
graphic setting within which the ancient Mesopota-
mian history evolved, trace the ancient water-
courses on which all communication moved and
along which all settlements were found. They throw
light on the rise of the earliest cities in human
history and the shifting density of population
through the millennia. U of Chicago Pr, 1981, 362 p.,
illus., $35.

THE HEYDAY OF NATURAL HISTORY
1820-1870 — Lynn Barber. Tells of the constant
enthusiasm for natural history that gathered
strength in British society from the 1820s through
the 1860s and that touched every section of that
society from the aristocrats to the artisans. The
author then traces the relationship between this
natural history craze and the belief that the study of
nature led to spiritual enlightenment, and discusses
the impact of Darwin’s theories on the popular
interest in natural history. Doubleday, 1980, 320 p.,
color/b&w illus., $17.95.

INSIDE COMPUTER UNDERSTANDING:
Five Programs Plus Miniatures — Roger C.
Schank and Christopher K. Riesback, Eds. Intended
to give the person interested in artificial intelligence
alook at how some natural language comprehensive
programs work from the inside. Consists of detailed
descriptions of five such programs. L. Erlbaum, 1981,
386 p., $29.95.

MAN 12,000 YEARS UNDER THE SEA: A
Story of Underwater Archaeology — Robert
F. Burgess. A book on the history and techniques of
underwater archaeology that brings alive such ex-
peditions as the search for the Monitor and the Loch
Ness monster. Dodd, 1980, 331 p,, illus., $12.95.

THE RANDOM HOUSE GUIDE TO NAT-
URAL AREAS OF THE EASTERN UNITED
STATES — John Perry and Jane Greverus Perry. To
encourage the discovery and appreciation of “the
quiet places, where plants grow, birds sing and ar-
tifacts are few.” A guide to over 800 sites in the
Atlantic Coast states for those who love the out-
doors — the naturalist, camper, canoeist and fisher-
man. Each of the |7 states constitutes a chapter,
beginning with a summary of the state’s natural
characteristics and a map locating each site. Entries
on individual sites include a topographical descrip-
tion and special features, description of flora and
fauna, activities and sources for supplementary in-
formation. Random, 1980, 835 p., paper, $11.95.

VIKINGS! — Magnus Magnusson. Details the
emergence of a culture rich with art, religion, law
and spirit. Takes the reader beyond the popular
vision of Vikings as ruthless invaders and reveals a
picture of artisans and architects, explorers and
traders, and a people concerned with order and
history. Written by the writer/narrator of the 88C/
PBs television series on the Vikings. Dutton, 1980,
320 p., color/b&w illus., $22.95.

WORLD ATLAS OF GEOLOGY AND MIN-
ERAL DEPOSITS—Duncan R. Derry. A guide to
the earth’s outer crusts and the distribution of useful
minerals in them. Includes for the general reader a
section on the composition and history of the earth.
The atlas consists of ten colored map sheets cover-
ing the land areas of the world. Each map is accom-
panied by a summary of the geological history of that
particular part of the earth’s crust. Wiley, 1980, 110
p., color/b&w illus., $61.95.

—Laughing matter.

Treat yourself to STAN McDOU-
GAL'S giant new collection of global
golf gags—more than 180 pages of
the world's merriest jokes, stories,
cartoons and anecdotes . . . about
the world’s most serious game.
“THE WORLD'S GREATEST GOLF
JOKES' ($9.95) is on sale at all
major booksellers. Or send $11.00
(includes postage & handling) to
CITADEL PRESS, 120 Enterprise
Avenue, Secaucus,
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