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Mental Health Effects of OIF

150,000 soldiers deployed per year in Iraq and 
Afghanistan as part of Operation Iraqi Freedom 
and Operation Enduring Freedom (OIF/OEF).
13,000 soldiers returning to Georgia each year 
Many returning soldiers afflicted with a wide 
range of physical and mental health complaints, 
including posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 
depression, substance abuse, and physical 
problems such as increased risk for heart 
disease. 

Hoge et al (2004). Combat duty in Iraq and Afghanistan, mental health problems, and barriers to care.
New England Journal of Medicine 351, 13-22.  
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Mental Health Effects of OIF

15% of Vietnam combat veterans developed chronic 
PTSD.
Thus of the 2,594,000 veterans who served in Vietnam, 
389,100 developed chronic PTSD.
A recent survey of OIF veterans showed rates of PTSD 
of 12%; 
less than 40% of these veterans spontaneously sought 
treatment for their disorders. 
Veterans with PTSD suffer from loss of work productivity, 
but also use more health care resources and have 
higher rates of disease.

Hoge et al (2004). Combat duty in Iraq and Afghanistan, mental health problems, and barriers to care.
New England Journal of Medicine 351, 13-22.  
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Slide 4  Effects of Combat-related PTSD 
on Couples

Jordan et al., 1992, J Consult Clin Psychol
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Slide 5  Effects of Combat-related PTSD 
on Family Adjustment

Jordan et al., 1992, J Consult Clin Psychol
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…more problems adjusting in the family as a whole…
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Slide 6  Effects of Combat-related PTSD 
on Parenting

Jordan et al., 1992, J Consult Clin Psychol
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Slide 7  Effects of Combat-related PTSD 
on Children

Jordan et al., 1992, J Consult Clin Psychol
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Slide 8  Increased Unemployment in 
PTSD Affected Veterans

Jordan et al., 1992, J Consult Clin Psychol
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The Costs of Doing Nothing

3 million soldiers in Vietnam, average salary of 
$30,000 per year over 40 years is $684 billion
2008 RAND report two year cost for Iraq and 
Afghanistan for treatment and lost productivity 
$4-6.2 billion
Iraq/Afghanistan PTSD 2 year cost $10,298 per 
person, depression $25,757
Iraq/Afghanistan $1.7 billion could be saved by 
treating all service members
Iraq/Afghanistan $40 billion saved over next 40 
years

Eibner C. The Invisible Wounds of War: Quantifying the Societal Costs of Psychological and Cognitive Injuries
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Effects of Combat Stress

Increased arousal is a normal and adaptive response to 
being in a combat zone
Adrenaline and cortisol help with the fight or flight 
response
Coming home, it may be difficult to “turn off” the combat 
mode state of mind
Soldiers may stay at home to avoid things that trigger 
memories of combat
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Slide 11  Mental Health Effects of 
Combat Stress-Intrusive 

Memories
Threat to your life and self integrity, accompanied by 
intense fear, horror or helplessness, associated with
Recurrent intrusive memories
Nightmares
Feeling as if the combat event were recurring
Feeling a lot worse with reminders of combat
Having increased physiological reactivity with reminders 
of combat
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Slide 12  Mental Health Effects of 
Combat Stress-Intrusive 

Memories

A drive to the grocery store 
made difficult by seeing a bag 
of garbage along the side of the 
road
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Slide 13  Mental Health Effects of OIF-
Avoidance 

Avoiding things that would remind you of combat
Trying to avoid thinking about combat and 
Iraq/Afghanistan
Having trouble remembering an important aspect of a 
combat event
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Slide 14  Mental Health Effects of OIF-
Avoidance 

Decreased interest in things you used to like to do 
(e.g. don’t like to play sports, don’t want to go out 
to the movies, etc.)
Feeling detached or cut off from others
Feeling emotionally numb
Sense of foreshortened future.
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Slide 15  Mental Health Effects of OIF-
Avoidance 

Returning soldiers often feel uncomfortable in crowds
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Slide 16  Mental Health Effects of 
Combat Stress-Hyperarousal

Trouble falling or staying asleep
Irritability
Outbursts of anger
Difficulty concentrating
Hyper-vigilance
Exaggerated startle response
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Stress results in decreased dendritic branching of neurons in the CA3 
region of the hippocampus (Woolley et al. 1990)

Non-Stressed Stressed

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

Slide 18  Stress Results in Decreased
Hippocampal Neurogenesis

Gould et al, 2002.
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Antidepressant Treatments Promote 

Hippocampal Neurogenesis

Duman et al, 2002.
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CRF and Stress

CRF plays an important role in the stress 
response
Stress exposure is associated with increases 
in CRF
Central CRF administration is associated 
with fear related behaviors (decreased 
exploration, increased startle, decreased 
grooming)
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Controls 
(N=17)

PTSD  
(N=11)

*

*P<.05.
Bremner et al. Am J Psychiatry. 1997;154:624-629.

Elevated CSF Concentrations Of 
Corticotropin Releasing Factor In 

Combat-Related PTSD
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Slide 22  Fear Conditining and 
Extinction in PTSD

Pairing of light and shock leads to fear 
responses to light alone (fear conditioning)—
this is mediated by the amygdala
With exposure to light alone there is a 
gradual decrease in fear responding 
(“extinction to fear”)
Reexposure to light-shock at later time point 
results in rapid return of fear responding
Prefrontal Cortical inhibition of amygdala 
represents neural mechanism of extinction to 
fear responding
Conditioning and extinction relevant to PTSD  
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Hippocampal Volume Reduction in 

PTSD

NORMAL PTSD
MRI scan of the hippocampus in a normal control and patient with PTSD 

secondary to childhood abuse. The hippocampus, outlined in red, is visibly 
smaller in PTSD. Overall there was a 12% reduction in volume in PTSD.  

Bremner et al., Am. J. Psychiatry 1995; 152:973-981; 
Bremner et al., Biol. Psychiatry 1997; 41:23-32;  
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Glucocorticoids

Other neuronal insults:
♦ Hypoxia-ischemia
♦ Hypoglycemia
♦ Neurotoxins
♦ Viruses

Normal Survival and 
Growth

Genetic Factors

BDNF

Atrophy/Death
of Neurons

Increased Survival and 
Growth

Serotonin and NE

BDNF

Glucocorticoids

Modifed from Duman, Heninger, and Nestler. AGP. 1997;54(7):597-606.

Normal Stress Antidepressants
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Effects of Paroxetine on Hippocampal-Based 

Verbal Declarative Memory in PTSD
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Effects of 9-12 months of treatment with 10-40 mg paroxetine.
Vermetten et al. Biol Psychiatry. 2003.

Mean 35% 
improvement
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Slide 28  Increased Hippocampal 
Volume With Paxil in PTSD
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Effects of 9-12 months of treatment with 10-40 mg paroxetine.
Vermetten et al. Biol Psychiatry. 2003.  
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Medial Prefrontal Cortical Dysfunction with 

Traumatic Memories in PTSD

Medial PFC
(BA 25) AC 

(BA32)

Decreased function in medial prefrontal cortical areas
Anterior Cingulate BA 25, BA 32 in veterans with PTSD compared to 

Veterans without PTSD during viewing of combat-related slides & sounds
Z score >3.00; p<.001  
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Callaway Homecoming Initiative

Soldiers brain still working on deployment mode after 
return
Takes time to adjust to non deployment life
Soldiers must adjust to sleeping with someone else in 
bed, being a parent, making decisions
First time outside the military for most, most learn how to 
get a job, balance a check book, shop for groceries, 
cook, clean, parent
Wives and kids must adjust to having another person in 
the house

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 



Slide 31 
Callaway Homecoming Initiative

Soldiers are prepared by the military for deployment
Combat zone is high stress, high physical demands, high 
adrenaline, high leadership and job sophistication
Return from deployment is a rapid decceleration, lack of 
activity, possibly no job
Military does not prepare soldiers for return home and 
post deployment period
Multiple forces converge to make soldiers feel 
deconnected from family, work, and environment
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Callaway Homecoming Initiative

One month retreat at Callaway Gardens for soldiers and 
their families
Respite immediately after return from deployment
Gives soldiers a chance to reconnect with family, peers 
and nature
Unique program supported by Bo Callaway, former 
Secretary of US Army and US representative from 
Georgia. 
Georgia National Guard only state with no suicides, due 
to regional care triage model
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Callaway Homecoming Initiative

The mission of the CHI is to help returning soldiers 
and their families deal with symptoms of stress, 
learn about the transition from the combat to the 
home front environment, become educated about 
health, diet, exercise, and personal life skills, adjust 
to life at home, and re-connect with nature, peers 
and family. This is done through a one month 
residential period for soldiers who have just returned 
from deployment and their immediate families in the 
environment of the Callaway Gardens and adjacent 
Pine Mountain, Warm Springs and FDR State Park.
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Callaway Homecoming Initiative

Family Reconnecting service members with their will be 
facilitated by having service members spend a month 
with their spouses and children in a setting that will allow 
them to learn and grow together, have positive shared 
experiences, and participate in activities that allow them 
to reconnect with nature and bond together as families. 
Diet and Exercise Proper diet and exercise help the 

mind and emotions as well as the mind
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Callaway Homecoming Initiative

Education in Mental Health Learning about symptoms of 
stress and depression has been shown in research 
studies to be associated with better outcomes
Education on Stress and Transition from Combat 
Theater to Home
Education on Alcohol and Substance Abuse
Sexuality and Relationships
Spirituality and Religion
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Callaway Homecoming Initiative

Experiential Small Groups The period of the retreat will 
be filled with a range of experiential small groups with a 
trained facilitator for service members to meet with their 
peers, other couples, and families, and children alone.
Action Sports and Team Building One of the advantages 
of the Callaway and adjacent FDR Park environments is 
the unparalleled access to a range of activities that will 
help build cohesion in families and between peers, these 
activities include walking, hiking, bike riding, swimming, 
horseback riding, running, volleyball, and golf. Also 
mountain wall climbing, skateboarding, white water 
rafting, rope work and other team building activities
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Callaway Homecoming Initiative

Counseling on Demand:
Ongoing Education for Children
Career and Vocation
Benefits Counseling
Investment and Financial Skills Training
Training of Counselors and Mental Health Providers
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Conclusions

Homecoming initiative good idea for soldiers 
and families both
Acting soon will save money 
Soldiers will have more effective future 
careers within or outside the military
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