Emotional aspects of wintering over
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In 1969 and 1970, the authors interviewed persons
ust after their prolonged winter isolation at Byrd
Lnd Pole Stations. Social, emotional, and medical as)ects of the previous winter were thoroughly explored
ihile still fresh and nearly uncontaminated by outside
nfiuences. Such clinical study of the psychosocial
:haracteristics of these isolated antarctic groups holds
nuch potential value for behavioral and biological
ciences, as has been most recently demonstrated by
hurley (1970) in observations made at Pole Staion in 1967 and 1968. The purpose of this current
avy Medical Department project is to reassess pre y
-oustdieanb foruseinmpvg
nethods of psychiatric screening. The station personel were interested in the project and were most co)perative; a great mass of interview data was obained and is being analyzed. Although the analysis
s not complete, some generalized comments can be
ffered about the emotional aspects of recent winterng parties at the isolated stations.
It may come as a surprise that the bitter temperaures, the long polar night, and other physical probems of antarctic living are not the most significant
tresses causing human adjustment problems. The
)hysical deprivations and dangers of antarctic living
ire remarkably well tolerated by almost everyone. It
the isolation—with its related social and psychoDgical stresses—that requires the greatest adaptive
ifort. The wintering scientists and Navy men are
leprived of their usual social, recreational, and
amilial satisfactions; they are deprived of activities
nd events that offer stimulation and support in more
isual environments; and they are confined in a small
ocial group that enforces intimacy. These are the
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iixth Annual Conference of Surgeons General of the Amenas, Washington, D. C., November 1970. It does not necesanily reflect the views of the U.S. Navy.
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serious stresses to which a person must adapt. Mullin
(1960) has identified three basic stresses to which
members of antarctic wintering parties must adjust:
(1) the isolated group, (2) the sameness of the environment, and (3) the absence of customary sources
of satisfaction and gratification.
Means of adjustment
The most serious problem is that of adjusting to
the enforced intimacy of a closed, isolated group for
the long polar winter. For successful adjustment a
person must have a combination of outer and inner
sensitivities. He must be externally sensitive to his
social situation: he must have social awareness and
understanding or at least tolerance of others. However, grave difficulties will occur if this sensitivity to
others accompanies personal insecurity and suspiciousness. He will then be an abrasive influence in the
group and suffer emotional discomfort himself. Of
course, some degree of inner sensitivity or self-understanding, along with ability to deal with one's own
feelings, is also essential.
Those unacquainted with the conditions of prolonged confinement are sometimes surprised to learn
that the ability to withdraw emotionally into oneself
is of great value. In these small stations, opportunities
are few for actual physical isolation from others, and
it is important for most people to be able to retreat
into their own private world to recuperate from the
stresses of continuous group living. In his study of
personnel at Australian stations, Palmai (1963) used
the term "educated isolate" to describe the person
who will likely do well under these conditions. In
general, extroverts are less successful than more innerdirected, quiet, retiring types. The "life of the party"
finds his popularity worn thin after a few weeks or
months of isolation.
Another important factor in the difficult business
of adjusting to an intimate group is a sense of humor,
which enables release of tension and hostility. Closely
related is a sense of proportion, which enables a person to retain objectivity and to differentiate important
from unimportant issues. One characteristic of isolated groups is the gradual impairment of this sense
of proportion. As isolation continues, perception of
what is important and what is unimportant depends
increasingly on local emotional issues rather than on
the usual values of the outside world.
The monotony of the environment and the absence of usual sources of satisfaction are the other
significant problems of adjustment. Investigation
(Solomon et al., 1965) has proved that stimulation is
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essential to human beings and that variation in stimulation is essential for normal function. When the stations begin their winter of isolation, all aspects of the
environment become remarkably similar minute to
minute, day to day, month to month. Some depression and boredom are inevitable. Coupled with this
monotony is the absence of usual satisfactions—sexual,
social, recreational, academic, and others. Substitute
activities are essential for successful adjustment to
these deprivations. If adequate stimulation can be
obtained from one's job or from available social relationships, intellectual resources, or even such mundane joys as food and movies, a person is more likely
to adjust satisfactorily. The means of stimulation and
gratification vary with the jobs and the roles of the
people who make up the station group. Most Navy
enlisted men, for example, enjoy their work and find
their basic satisfaction in their job. From a psychiatric
standpoint it is interesting that, among these men,
those who seem to do best enjoy such unsophisticated
and somewhat superficial social activities as bull sessions, food, and movies.
The happiest people in the small antarctic stations
are those who are happy in their jobs. It is universally
apparent by testing, questionnaires, interviews, and
direct observation that a sense of usefulness and selfesteem is the single greatest factor in successful adjustment and that this is most often related to one's
job (Gunderson, 1966a). If a man cannot obtain this
from his job, it is vital that he obtain it from some
other activity or interest. Persons who feel useful
adjust to other deprivations and problems remarkably well.
Psychiatric symptoms
The difficulty of these stresses notwithstanding, few
overt emotional problems occur in wintering people.
Only rarely have there been serious psychiatric disorders. The problems that have surfaced have been
precipitated—but not directly caused—by the wintering experience. The stress of isolated duty does
not make psychiatrically normal people psychiatrically
ill. It may, of course, exacerbate or make apparent
emotional problems that already exist. This means
that psychiatric screening is particularly vital, as
originally designed and perfected by Gunderson
(1966b) and by others.
A few psychiatric symptoms, although nondisabling, occur regularly. Among a variety of minor
syndromes that have been noted, four symptoms have
been almost universally reported by investigators
(Mullin, 1960; Palmai, 1963; Gunderson, 1966a).
Their occurrence is so common that they may be
considered part of a normal adjustment pattern for
those who are wintering over. These common symptoms are sleep disturbance, depression, irritability,
and impaired cognition.
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From the very beginning of antarctic exploration,
wintering parties have reported problems in sleeping.
Personnel have coined the term "big eye" for this
insomnia. In the 1969 debriefing, 74 percent of the
wintering people reported significant problems in
either falling asleep or staying asleep, especially during middle to late winter. Whether this insomnia is
due to physiological or psychological factors, or a
combination of the two, is uncertain.
Feelings of depression—despondency and sadness
with lethargy and a sense of hopelessness—were reported by the majority of persons. In the 1969 debriefing, 85 percent reported periods of a significant
depressive syndrome occurring during the winter.
Closely related to these depressive feelings are feelings
of irritability. Sixty-five percent had periods of hostility or anger, usually manifested by chronic irritability.
Occasionally, as might be expected, hostility erupted
into direct conflicts and confrontations. More often,
however, it was handled in passive means, usually by
withdrawal, and did not come to open combat.
Fifty-three percent of the wintering persons debriefed in 1969 reported impaired cognition, including difficulty in concentration and memory, absentmindedness, and general slowing of intellectual activities.
Gunderson's (1966b) studies indicate that all of
these symptoms—sleep disturbance, depression, irritability, and impaired cognition—increase as group
motivation, satisfaction, and cooperation decrease.
The 1970 debriefing interviews corroborated this observation.

Group formation and interaction
The formation and interaction of groups within the
isolated 20-man stations present a microcosm of
groups in general, even those not under such stress.
Palmai (1963) suggests, and the authors' recent interviews confirm, that the social groups form in three
stages. Initially, in stage 1, the group is open: 20 people are sizing each other up. Some pairs form as two
persons find common interests and backgrounds. Stage
2 is that of clique or faction formation, in which the
two-man pairings develop into small groups of three,
four, or more. The common ground on which these
groups form varies considerably. Sometimes the factions form according to age and authority, with an
older group and a younger group. Sometimes they
form according to occupation, with a scientific group
and a military group. Sometimes they form around
recreational interests, with a drinking group and a
nondrinking group. In the 1969 and 1970 debriefings,
one common explanation for clique formation was
that of musical inclinations, of which there were three
groups—those who enjoy rock music, those who listen
to country and western music, and those who prefer
classical music. Of course, this conscious link between
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clique members is superficial and indicates more basic
similarity of background and interests. Stage 3 of
group formation is that of coalescence, in which the
whole group organizes around a social core. Always,
however, at least one member is isolated from the
group, or a peripheral clique forms even though most
of the station members are in the core group.
Conflict is inevitable in all three stages of group
formation. In stage 1 there are difficulties between
Individuals or pairs. In stage 2 there is conflict between cliques, and in stage 3 the social core is frequently involved in conflict with the isolates or the
peripheral clique. The group is never completely
table. For example, a group that has coalesced may
well regress into clique formation or fluctuate. Two
4ontradictory forces seem to be at work—one force
ving the group toward coalescence and another
toving it toward disruption. This reflects the conilicting needs of the individual, who works diligently
to become part of the group yet paradoxically works
at the same time to keep his independence. Most perSons achieve a balance between these two needs and
are able to work with and gain support from the
group, yet at the same time to withdraw from it when
necessary.
Intriguingly, certain stations operate year after year
at a particular level of organization—that of either
clique formation or coalescence—regardless of the
changes in their group membership. Even though the
Station personnel change completely each year, one
has the impression that at certain stations cliques are
nore likely to remain throughout the year and that
it other stations there is less clique formation and
ore total group activity. Whether this is a result of
hysica1 configuration of the station or other environin ental factors has yet to be determined.
Quality and type of leadership are of utmost importance in the success of these isolated stations.
Leadership styles, however, are difficult to study, and
predicting leadership success and teaching leadership
techniques are notoriously difficult. Gunderson
966a) indicates that certain personality characteri ics seem to be significant predictors of leadership
success; these are emotional control, flexibility, condern for the individual, neutrality toward controverial issues, and a nebulous quality called "likeability."
he authors sense that the most important qualities
he leader of a small station must possess are (1) ability to tolerate intimacy and leveling of status without
losing authority and the respect of the group, and
2) self-reliance in the lonely responsibility of corn'and. He must have great inner security, self-confidence, and flexibility. Even with these assets, he is
prone to significant depression and the other symptoms previously described.
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Successful leadership techniques vary, of course,
and experience proves how little we actually know
about how the style and personality of the leader influence group performance. Nelson (1965) has observed, however, that the smaller the station, the
more successful seems to be a democratic style of leadership. The rigid and authoritarian methods of a
large military command are usually unsuccessful at
small stations. Interestingly, the people at these stations are likely to deny faults and deficiencies in their
assigned station leader. They choose to see him as
successful whether he has been or not. As in all
groups, if the assigned leader is ineffective, an unofficial leader emerges. Even so, the group members
deny that their station leader has not been outstanding.
Human adaptability
Study of persons engaged in antarctic research confirms man's amazing adaptability. Regardless of the
stresses, symptoms, and group problems noted above,
most people adjust amazingly well to living and working in this inhospitable environment under difficult
conditions of isolation, deprivation, and confinement.
As physicians in the United States, the authors see
many persons who cannot adapt to their circumstances and whose stresses are more imaginary than
real. It is refreshing and cheering to study people
under real stress and to find that emotional strength
is indeed the human norm. Many observers have reported this affirmation of human adaptability in
Antarctica. Perhaps it was best summarized by Sir
Ernest Shackleton (1920) when, after his ship Endurance had been crushed in the ice of the Weddell
Sea and his men had been forced to live under extreme conditions for many months, he wrote:
They had adjusted with surprisingly little trouble to
their new life and most of them were quite sincerely
happy. The adaptability of the human creature is such
that they actually had to remind themselves on occasion
of their desperate circumstances.
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