
1

The following lecture outline is 
intended for educational 
purposes and is best used in 
combination with the book 
published by Guilford Press. It 
was prepared with support 
from NIMH Grant R25 
MH068298, Fran H. Norris, 
Principal Investigator.

PART V. 
Special Challenges in Disaster 
Research
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Chapter 16:Chapter 16:
Conducting Research with Conducting Research with 
Military and Uniformed Service Military and Uniformed Service 
WorkersWorkers

Carol S. Fullerton, James E. McCarroll, 
and Robert J. Ursano
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Relevant Research QuestionsRelevant Research Questions

How can leadership better prepare soldiers, uniformed 
workers, and families for all phases of deployment (e.g., 
anticipation and preparation pre-deployment, stressors 
during deployment, and readjustment post-deployment)?
What should leaders, soldiers or uniformed workers look 
for following deployment or other high stress duty 
assignment in order to determine whether they should 
seek mental health consultation (e.g., what is the 
“recovery curve” following traumatic events)?
How long after deployment should soldiers or uniformed 
workers be required to return to work (what are the 
indicators that a unit has returned to pre-event 
functioning)?



4

Relevant Research QuestionsRelevant Research Questions

What are the individual (e.g., age, gender, prior experience) 
and unit (e.g., unit cohesion, morale) risk factors for 
problems after duty in high stress environments?
What are the effects of volunteerism vs. mandatory duty 
assignment to high stress/traumatic environments?
What interventions are effective for military and uniformed 
services workers working with the dead following war and 
other traumatic events (e.g., teach not to look at faces and 
hands which promotes identification with the dead)?
In what the ways can leadership assist a military or 
uniformed services unit or military community to recover 
from multiple losses (e.g., “grief leadership”, replacement of 
unit members)?
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Gaining Entry Gaining Entry -- GuidelinesGuidelines

Gaining access to the field is difficult in disaster 
situations involving military and uniformed personnel.  
“Entry portal” -- establish points of contact within the 
organization at different levels within the hierarchy prior 
to arriving on site

after permission is granted a primary working contact could be a
health care facility commander, family services director, or 
chaplain.  
one member of the research team should establish and maintain 
communication with the primary contact person in the 
organization

Understand and follow appropriate organizational 
protocol at all times
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Gaining Entry Gaining Entry -- GuidelinesGuidelines

Research may be request of leadership with an expectation that the 
results will have policy implications or recommendations for 
interventions for various improvements

leaders expect rapid – real time – feedback to inform policy and 
recommendations for intervention programs. 

When a disaster occurs, understanding who is in charge is critical 
and complex
Be aware of and respect jurisdictional boundaries when deployed to 
a disaster site
Define your research team’s role and remain aware of your primary 
goal to establish a research collaboration

avoid conflicting roles on site
defuse suspicions about your motivations
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Gaining Entry Gaining Entry -- GuidelinesGuidelines
Do not raise expectations for assistance

yet, be prepared to respond to appropriate requests for consultation
Do not disrupt the environment or interfere with the mission of the 
organization
Time your arrival and respect the need for rest and respite of 
disaster/rescue workers
Do not make demands of people 

do not ask people to engage in research tasks when they are physically 
and emotionally fatigued

Do not be judgmental
Be seen as someone who cares
Do not overstay your welcome
Plan a follow-up visit to establish closure and reinforce the research 
agenda

respect the time of “first anniversary” as an opportunity for closure 
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Military Cultures and the Research TeamMilitary Cultures and the Research Team

Military culture is deeply rooted in tradition and 
defined by:

rank structure
language
dress
rituals
ceremony

Researched must become familiar with the 
culture, structure, and hierarchy
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Military Cultures and the Research TeamMilitary Cultures and the Research Team

Research teams should be diverse in composition, 
experience, knowledge, and areas of expertise

have at last one uniformed individual on the team
engage people with prior military experience
Include members of different ages, genders, and ethnicity

Observe dress codes
inconspicuous clothing, similar to that worn by the military

Present appropriate (fitting) demeanor and language
Respect rituals, ceremony, and protocols
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Developing the Research PlanDeveloping the Research Plan

Formal research protocol must be submitted to 
participating institutions and IRB
An official letter from leadership requesting that your 
research team conduct research in their organization is 
usually required for research in military and other 
uniformed settings.  

may gain permission for access to “alpha rosters” (military 
personnel lists) to facilitate sampling and documentation of 
participation by rank and demographics

Explain the purpose of the research with key personnel 
and non-commissioned officers

could increase participation in the research
assure success of longitudinal studies
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Volunteerism and ConfidentialityVolunteerism and Confidentiality

Military and other uniformed personnel must 
volunteer in order to participate

they can be ordered to show up to take a survey or 
participate in a research interview but they cannot be 
ordered to volunteer!!
make sure that no explicit or implicit coercion is 
applied

avoid creating feelings of obligation
leaders should not be present during recruitment 
use neutral people (e.g., chaplains)
inform about option to not participate and withdraw without 
consequences
assure that leaders will not be privy to information on who 
participates and who did not
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Volunteerism and ConfidentialityVolunteerism and Confidentiality

Establish incorruptible confidentionality 
procedures

job security
security clearance
concerns about stigmas associated with emotional 
problems and mental health issues

If possible conduct research without any 
identifiers
In longitudinal studies create a unique identifier 
which does not reveal the actual identity of the 
participant
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Comparison groupsComparison groups

An advantage of conducting research in military 
samples is the availability and ease of 
recruitment of comparison groups in contrast to 
other disaster populations
Can match on rank, job/duty assignment, active 
duty vs. reserve, service and location of military 
installation
As in any other disaster research context, 
comparison groups are critical when no baseline 
data are available



14

Example of a study emphasizing the importance of a comparison 
group: Fullerton et al. (2004). Acute stress disorder, posttraumatic 
stress disorder, and depression in disaster or rescue workers. 
American Journal of Psychiatry, 161, 1370-1376.

Exposed disaster workers (N = 207) and unexposed comparison subjects (N=421) 
were examined at 2, 7, and 13 months after an airplane crash
Exposed disaster workers had significantly higher rates of acute stress disorder, 
PTSD at 13 months, depression at 7 months, and depression at 13 months than 
comparison subjects

those who were younger and single were more likely to develop acute stress disorder. 
exposed disaster workers with acute stress disorder were 3.93 times more likely to be 
depressed at 7 months

Those with high exposure and previous disaster experience or who had acute stress 
disorder were more likely to develop PTSD

similarly, those who were depressed at 7 months were 9.5 times more likely to have PTSD.
those who were depressed at 13 months were 7.96 times more likely to also meet PTSD 
criteria

More exposed disaster workers than comparison subjects obtained medical care for 
emotional problems at 2, 7, and 13 months
Overall, 40.5% of exposed disaster workers versus 20.4% of comparison subjects had 
acute stress disorder, depression at 13 months, or PTSD
Exposed disaster workers are at increased risk of acute stress disorder, depression, 
or PTSD and seek care for emotional problems at an increased rate [based on Authors Abstract]
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Spouse and Family as Research Spouse and Family as Research 
ParticipantsParticipants

Military families provide an important source of support 
before, during, and after disaster work and deployment
Important to remember that spouses experience their 
own stressors and may also experience support 
provision as stressful
If possible, research in disaster worker populations 
should include spouses and other family members

recruitment can be facilitated through the use of military 
sponsored groups and programs such as unit support groups 
and family support services 

Research findings have implications for further 
development of spouse and family support programs
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Example of a study with family as research participants:
Fullerton et al. (1993). Social support for disaster workers after a mass-
casualty disaster: Effects on the support provider. Nordic Journal of 
Psychiatry, 47, 315-324.

Examined social support provided to volunteer disaster mortuary 
workers by their spouse/significant others (SSOs) following a mass-
casualty Naval disaster
41 significant others completed questionnaires assessing reactions 
to the disaster, psychological symptoms, and social support

mostly White, female spouses of enlisted men
80% of them described their usual relationship (i.e., before the
disaster) with their spouse or significant other as extremely 
supportive, open, sharing, and appreciative
Findings support the idea that the role of support provider to those 
working with the dead can be stressful
15% of respondents reported that they experienced above average 
to high stress immediately after the disaster [based on Authors Abstract]
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Example of a study with spouses/partners as participants: 
Pfefferbaum et al. (2002). The impact of the 1995 Oklahoma City 
bombing on the partners of firefighters. Journal of Urban Health, 79, 
364-37

Explored the impact of the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing on the spouses and 
significant others of a volunteer sample of firefighters who participated in the bombing 
rescue effort
27 women partners of Oklahoma City firefighters participated in this study, conducted 
42 to 44 months after the bombing 
The rate of psychiatric disorders in the women following the disaster was 22%, 
essentially unchanged from before the incident

the prevalence of bomb-related PTSD was considerably lower in this sample than in samples 
of individuals more directly exposed to the bombing, although some reported changes in 
relationships and health

Most partners coped by turning to friends or relatives, with less than 10% seeking 
professional help 
Many described symptoms in their firefighter mate

all reported that their mate had been affected by the experience, and one half said their mate 
had fully recovered. 

The results suggest the need for further study of the impact of interpersonal exposure 
in those who provide support for rescue-and-recovery workers in major terrorist 
incidents [based on Authors Abstract]
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Research Participation Benefits, Research Participation Benefits, 
Recognition and AwardsRecognition and Awards

Researchers should make clear to potential research participants
that there are no direct benefits of participation in the study
Yet, research participation does provide a unique opportunity to help 
people in the future deal with similar experiences 

ask participants what advice they would give to others who might
experience similar events
although remembering a disaster experience can stir intense feelings, 
the vast majority of research participants feel that sharing their 
experience either via interviews or surveys provides an opportunity to 
re-evaluate their experience and put closure on the event.

Awards, medals, decorations, and certificates of appreciation are 
traditional ways the military recognizes outstanding performance

a simple “thank-you” from officials in charge and higher level officials is 
very meaningful
occasional presence leaders and officials on site is very meaningful to 
the workers
do not underestimate token gifts as way to recognize research 
participation
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Providing FeedbackProviding Feedback

Rapid reporting of data is a critical component of 
research requested by military leaders or other 
uniformed organizations
Simple quantitative analyses and qualitative data provide 
leadership with valuable insight into how soldiers are 
doing following participation in disaster operations and 
deployments
Instantaneous interventions efforts can be appropriately 
informed and potentially effective in preventing more 
serious issues
Reports of findings can be distributed rapidly as 
technical reports and later combined with other data for 
journal publications
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Final ThoughtsFinal Thoughts
No two situations are identical with uniformed 
populations
Proposed guidelines regarding research with military and 
uniformed service workers must be adapted to the 
situation being studied

the arrival of a researcher with a rigidly structured questionnaire 
in the immediate aftermath of a disaster will cause suspicion and 
concern and interfere with operations and the need for rest and 
respite

It may be necessary for the researcher to develop a 
chameleon-like adaptability – blending into unique 
uniformed cultures and contexts

be familiar with the uniformed culture 
Research with military and uniformed services workers 
has the potential for design and implementation of 
intervention programs as well as policy change
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