Guidance and Support

For Families of Captured U.S. Service members
Being affiliated with the United States military – whether as a service member or a loved one -- means you are a part of an extended family. When something tragic happens in the line of duty, know that the military is doing everything in its power to find them and to bring them home.

Dealing with the captivity of a loved can be traumatic and stressful. Underneath the emotional strain, family and friends know the most important issue is to do what’s best for your loved one who is held prisoner of war (POW).  Too much information can be harmful to them.  

BE AWARE:

Our enemies are attempting to exploit service members for information of any type and from any source, personal or military, that can be used against your loved ones.  Under the military Code of Conduct, members attempt to resist the enemy’s efforts to learn more than is required.  It’s not easy, even in the best circumstances. To help, family members should do everything in their power to support these efforts.

DEALING WITH THE MEDIA: 

One of the hardest challenges facing families is media interaction.  Freedom of speech is a right granted under the U.S. Constitution.  It’s these rights our military members have historically fought to maintain.  Within this inherent right, family members must be mindful of what is said to the media.  Enemies will use information to exploit their agenda.  To help protect your loved one, Public Affairs Office assistance is available. 

The following is a recommended list of Dos and Don’ts to prevent the service member (and you) from exploitation. Remember: Speaking to the press is optional.

DO:

1. Control your emotions. Video family members displaying strong emotions in the hands of a good interrogator will be difficult for a captive to handle

2. Ask for assistance from the local Public Affairs Office. The nearest military base will support your request. As part of the military’s family, they represent your interests.

3. Develop a plan or prepared statement and stick to it. 

· Express your expectation that all prisoners will be treated in accordance with the Geneva Conventions.

· Profess your love for them and pride in their service to the nation.

· Declare your faith in their ability to endure captivity and return home with honor.

· Convey your thoughts and prayers for them.

· Communicate your gratitude for the thoughts and prayers of the nation for your loved one and family.

4. Inform other family members of your wishes as soon as possible.

DON’T

1. Don’t say more than you intend. Your situation is a private matter. You do not owe the media or the public anything.  You can always choose to say nothing.

2. Don’t provide information on your loved one’s military jobs, experience, or training.

3. Don’t give personal information about your loved one, such as hobbies, schooling, likes, and dislikes.  It can be used against them.

4. Don’t reveal family information, such as: health or financial problems, level of grief or fear, or other military family members in the theater of operations.

Remember, your family is a critical part of a team making every effort to safely return all military members back home.


Defense Officials Offer Advice to POWs' Families

By Kathleen T. Rhem
American Forces Press Service 

WASHINGTON, March 31, 2003 -- Defense officials want to make families of prisoners of war aware that what they say may hurt their loved ones. 

Statements made to the media containing personal information about prisoners of war could be used by enemy interrogators to make life harder for POWs, said Air Force Col. John Atkins, deputy commander of the Joint Personnel Recovery Agency, at Fort Belvoir, Va. 

"There's an old adage with interrogators, that to know you is to exploit you," Atkins said during an interview with the American Forces Radio and Television Service. "If the enemy knows things about the POW, they can and will use that against them." 

This includes seemingly innocuous information such as family members' names, hometowns or interests, he explained. 

Immediate family members of POWs are assigned military casualty assistance officers to help them through this trying period. These officers and senior noncommissioned officers can offer advice on dealing with the media or help arrange assistance through military public affairs offices. 

However, extended family members, friends and acquaintances don't have the benefit of this counsel unless they seek it out. They may make statements to the media that could come back to haunt someone in captivity. 

Service members who are prisoners of war are only required to provide their name, rank, service number and date of birth. The U.S. military's Code of Conduct instructs POWs to resist providing any additional information to the best of their abilities. 

Additionally, televised statements can be taken out of context or electronically edited to twist things around. "Any outbursts of emotion can be manipulated by the … captor against the POW," Atkins said. 

He noted there is evidence that the Iraqis used these techniques during the 1991 Gulf War. 

The colonel also cautioned families against releasing information about family problems to the media. The information could get channeled to the POW and cause even more distress. "The POW is in captivity. There's nothing he can do about those things, so that only adds to his frustration and stress," Atkins said. 

He stressed that Americans' right of free speech doesn't go away when a loved one is captured by an enemy and that the military can't prevent anyone from speaking to the media, but added that families and military officials all want the same result -- the safe return of POWs. 

"With that freedom (of speech) comes responsibility, and it behooves all of us to know what our responsibilities are to the folks who are POWs now," he said. 

