
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE DANISH VETERAN CENTRE

Somatic and functional 

complaints after military combatcomplaints after military combat

Anni B.S. Nielsen

PhD, MA political science, RN



________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE DANISH VETERAN CENTRE

Aim

• Introduction of typical somatic and functional 

complaints seen among veterans after being 

deployed

– Complaints in civilian populations vs. Veteran – Complaints in civilian populations vs. Veteran 

populations

– Consequences over time
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Somatic and functional 

complaints after combat

• Increased rates reported in many controlled 

epidemiological studies

• Especially being described after the Persian Gulf war 

in 1990-91 in 1990-91 
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Somatic and functional complaints among 686 Danish 

Gulf War veterans (G) vs. matched army controls

Ishøy T et al. DMB 1999
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Somatic and functional complaints among 686 

Danish Gulf War veterans (G) vs. matched controls

Gastro-intestinal symptoms

Skin problems and symptoms 

of an allergic nature

Ishøy T et al. DMB 1999
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Distribution of 50 symptoms in the 

Health Survey of UK Military Personnel 1991 

Unwin C et al., Lancet 1999
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Possible explanations for increased somatic 

complaints among Gulf War Veterans

• Reactions due to vaccinations against anthrax [miltbrand]

• Use of bromide tablets [descificering - sikring af vandhygiejne]

• Depleted uranium munitions

• Pesticides

• Burning oil• Burning oil

• Stress

Greenberg et al., Psychiatry 2009; Ishøy T et al., DMB 1999
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Physical symptoms in the past 4 weeks among 695 

Danish Iraq war veterans (2003-05) at homecoming
96.5% men and 66%<30 years, 

Nissen LR et al., Military Medicine 2011.
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F

Physical symptoms in the past 4 

weeks among 695 Danish Iraq war 

veterans (2003-05) at homecoming

96.5% men and 66%<30 years

Physical symptoms in the past 2 

weeks among 2362 Danish men 

(2005)

25-44 years

F

The Danish National Health Interview Surveys, 2005Nissen LR et al., Military Medicine 2011
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175 (20%) of 860 Danish Iraq war veterans (2003-05) 

have had low back pain during past 12 months

32% had reduced physical activity

29.7% have had sick leave

Nissen LR et al., accepted for publ., Military Medicine 2014.
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What are related to somatic and functional 

complaints after war combat?

• Danish Iraq war veterans with many symptoms had more 

often:

– witnessed attacks on civilians (OR: 2.93, 95% CI: 1.35-6.32) 

– Afraid of being physically harmed (OR: 3.54, 95% CI: 1.38-9.06)

– Felt unsafe outside the camp (OR: 3.94, 95% CI: 1.70-9.10) – Felt unsafe outside the camp (OR: 3.94, 95% CI: 1.70-9.10) 

– Felt that the mission was hopeless (OR: 2.93, 95% CI: 1.35-6.35) 

– Been in touch with prisoner of war (OR: 2.81, 95% CI: 1.24-6.36)



________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE DANISH VETERAN CENTRE

What are related to somatic and functional 

complaints after war combat?

• Higher rates of somatic complaints among Israeli veterans 

with PTSD vs. N-PTSD  both veterans with and without combat 

stress reaction (Solomon and Mikulincer, 1987, Benyamini et al. 2009)

– PTST -> pressure -> emotional and behavioural difficulties

– Hard demanding physical job in a dusty and unsecure environment  -> – Hard demanding physical job in a dusty and unsecure environment  -> 

somatic complaints continue after deployment
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Consequences of somatic and 

functional complaints

• 3-4 times higher rates of chronic fatigue syndrome, multi-

symptoms among Gulf War veterans vs. non-deployed (meta-

analysis, Hollie et al., 2006)

• The UK military Gulf cohort rated their health poor but only 

minor physical functioning differences were seen and still minor physical functioning differences were seen and still 

about expected non-military personnel (Greenberg et al., 2009)

• Symptom reporting related to poor self-rated health.

– higher risk for future sick leave, health care use, CHD, mortality 

compared to good self-rated health (Jylhä, Soc Sci Med 2009, Benyamini, 

Psychology & Health 2011; Nielsen et al., SJPH 2008)



________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE DANISH VETERAN CENTRE

Conclusion

• Common complaints

• Somatic and functional complaints after military 

combat are in general not higher as compared 

with matched controlswith matched controls

– except for combat exposure (+ PTSD) and Gulf War 

veterans

• Poor self-rated health related to complaints

• Examination of complaints and PTSD before and 

after deployment may be necessary
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Perspectives

• Examine somatic and functional complaints among 

Danish Afghanistan War veterans (SCL-90-R)

• New data collection with focus on somatic 

complaintscomplaints

– Bodily distress syndrome vs. PTSD

• Mission preparation, briefing, debriefing

• Should the investigation of veterans who turn to 

psychologists spend more time on somatic 

complaints?
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Thank you


