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 AFTER THE LOSS – A GUIDE FOR MILITARY FAMILIES 

By Tracy Shue, LTC, USAF (ret) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

We recognize there are many important decisions that must be made by the bereaved following a 
military death. Regardless of the military member’s death being categorized as hostile or non-
hostile, the majority of these deaths are traumatic in nature, leaving survivors vulnerable to 
unimaginable stress, misguided advice and pressure that may lead to rushed decisions.  Hasty 
choices may place you/your family in financial or legal jeopardy and potentially limit future 
choices. Informed, considered choices are generally the best ones.     

This guide, used in conjunction with assistance from your Military Casualty Affairs/Mortuary 
Affairs/Veteran Affairs Officer, is a quick reference for bereaved military families to consider in 
coping with the loss of a loved one.  Protect yourself, your rights, and the memory of the one 
who has passed by getting help from trusted spiritual, legal, medical and financial advisors 
before you act.   

THE HEALING PROCESS 
 

“Be willing to accept help from others, but be wary of “the new friends” 

As human beings we are social creatures. The loss of a loved one is a critical time to accept and 
seek out help from trusted family, friends, spiritual leaders and professionals. We all need 
assistance in order to heal and move through difficult times.  

While there will be sincere individuals who want to offer their support, others may recognize 
vulnerability in persons who have just lost a loved one and will try to use the situation to gain 
something for themselves. Being emotionally vulnerable is okay, so long as you are cautious. 
You should be wary of "the new friends" who show up after the loss of a loved one.   

Be particularly careful and cautious with financial matters and the with any media entity 
following the loss of your loved one. "The new friends" you should be wary of are those that 
offer to take care of your financial matters, encourage the purchase of a costly item or services 
and “unknown people/sources” who seem overly interested in helping your situation by telling 
your story. While it’s okay to tell your story to a writer or the media, you should always research 
to make certain it’s with a credible person and you should always get final approval rights in 
advance. Put your trust in family members, close friends, spiritual advisors and a highly screened 
professional network.  
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Communicate effectively 

After the loss of a loved one, survivors need the support from family, friends and both their 
military/civilian communities. Although this time is emotionally difficult, it is important to 
demonstrate a willingness to accept their help and support.    

People will be more willing to give support when it is accepted and appreciated. This can include  
a hug, a handshake. A truly sincere offer of support will not include folded arms, lack of eye 
contact and hostile language. When someone asks if there is something they can do for you, they 
truly do want to help, and you should be specific in communicating the tasks that you need.  
Don't feel ashamed to ask for help. 

Military Death Notification, Funeral Arrangements and Military Honors 

When a death on active duty occurs the next of kin will be assigned a casualty assistance officer 
(CAO, Army), casualty assistance representative (CAR, Air Force), or casualty assistance calls 
officer (Navy or Marine Corps) to help with funeral/other arrangements and entitlement 
paperwork.   

The hours, days and weeks following the notification of a loved one’s death can be crucial.  
Traumatic grief can impair one’s ability to effectively reason and make the many important life-
altering decisions you may have to face during this time. Having the support, assistance, and 
objectivity of friends, family and professionals can be a tremendous help during a time of crisis. 
It is critical for the surviving family to obtain timely and thorough information relating to the 
cause, manner and circumstances of the death to support the grieving process, allow for informed 
decisions and adequately protect you/your family in the event of legal complications. 

Think carefully before you act, intentionally or unintentionally destroy evidence, and discuss 
critical decisions/concerns with trusted entities/professionals. If upon notification of a loved 
one’s death, you believe anything is suspicious or unusual, early action is important. Close 
family members should request a trusted objective friend to assist them in collecting timely 
information and begin keeping a daily journal/documentation. Early statements obtained from 
emergency personnel/others on scene, last contacts and mortuary affairs/funeral homes can be 
critical in the event of an investigation.     

1) Collect early statements/affidavits from key individuals 
2) Keep a Daily Journal of events, people, contact information, inventories, reports/other 

provide and requested. Do not put thoughts and feelings in this journal as it can be 
discoverable in the event of litigation. 

3) If you chose to release the remains of your loved one to the military mortuary affairs, 
please understand any information obtained by the funeral home, discovered while 
preparing the body, will not be automatically be reported to the family. It is important to be 
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aware the funeral home is under contract to the military and their primary obligation is to 
them - not the family of the deceased.  

4) Even if the deceased has requested cremation, pause before carrying out their final wishes.  
You may want to obtain a second autopsy or obtain additional forensic 
analysis/information. 

For additional information, request Department of Defense DoD Guidance or Service specific 
regulations, policies and procedures. 

The Grieving Process 

The death of a loved one is always painful, but when the death is sudden and violent, as in the 
cases of many military deaths, the difficulties for the bereaved can be unimaginable. Mourning is 
the natural process through which a person accepts a major loss. The process of mourning can 
last months to years. Grieving is personal and an expression of loss that is seen both physically 
and psychologically.  

After the death of someone you love, you experience bereavement, which literally means, “to be 
deprived by death.” You may experience a wide range of emotions, including:  

              Denial                          Yearning       

              Disbelief                      Anger 

              Confusion                    Humiliation 

              Shock                           Despair 

              Sadness                        Guilt 

 

These feelings are common reactions to loss. Physical symptoms may also include – stomach 
pain, loss of appetite, intestinal upsets, sleep disturbances or loss of energy. Of all life’s stresses, 
mourning can seriously test your natural defense mechanisms. Existing illnesses can worsen or 
new problems can develop. Serious emotional reactions can include panic attacks, anxiety 
attacks, chronic fatigue, depression and thoughts of suicide.  

The emotional turmoil that accompanies a “traumatic death” is often very different from those of 
a “natural death” and the complexities surrounding these deaths can severely impact the 
“normal” grieving process.” Of importance and specific to the military culture, a “hostile death” 
is very different from a “non-hostile death” and, depending upon the circumstances, can 
negatively impact the present and future health and well-being of the surviving family members 
if appropriate timely intervention and support is not provided.    
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Suspicious deaths, where the circumstances surrounding the death are being investigated or the 
family disagrees with the findings and conclusion, can be extremely challenging for the health 
and well-being of the family unit. Such as in cases of homicide, suicide, or self-inflicted 
accidental deaths, survivors are vulnerable to a host of short and long term problems that can 
include stigma, guilt, feelings of betrayal, abandonment, shame, substance abuse and suicide. It 
is imperative that these survivors have a strong support network.  

It is important to understand - children grieve differently from adults. The death of a parent can 
be particularly difficult for small children affecting their sense of security and creating confusion 
about changes and behaviors of those around them. Limited understanding and an inability to 
express feelings put very young children at increased risk. Children look to adults to model 
behavior, gain coping skills, guidance and support. If the parent is having difficulty with 
grieving, it is likely the child will struggle. Research studies have shown the severe impact of a 
parental suicide on a surviving child and the long-term associated risks. It is important to seek 
support and guidance for any child who has suffered the loss/traumatic loss of a parent, sibling or 
close family member, but particularly critical when the determination of death is a suicide/self 
inflicted death. 

A military death will necessitate a major life adjustment for most. The loss can impact all aspects 
of a family’s life; financial, social, spiritual, physical and emotional. The survivors, not only lose 
their loved one, but also life within the military community. Along with the stress of the loss, the 
military family may face moving, changing schools and separation/loss of friends and the 
military community/support network. Adults face parenting alone, adjusting to single life and 
changing jobs or returning to work. For some, they face long waits on military death 
investigations and line of duty determinations to receive entitlements. These challenges may 
intensify the anxiety and grief the bereaved are already experiencing. 

It is the belief of Military Families for Justice that every bereaved military family has the right to 
timely answers surrounding the death of a loved one. The denial of those answers can create 
significant barriers to support the grief process and find closure. This can create complicated 
grief and delay the natural healing process. 

There are multiple local, state and national bereavement support services available to surviving 
military families. Your Casualty Affairs representative can assist you in accessing these services 
and organizations. Remember to ask for help. 

www.mentalhealthamerica.net 

www.taps.org 

http://reserve.uscg.mil/mbr resources.asp 

    

 

http://www.mentalhealthamerica.net/
http://www.taps.org/
http://reserve.uscg.mil/mbr%20resources.asp
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THE DEATH INVESTIGATION 

“Speaking for those who can no longer speak for themselves and the need for  
Military Inquest” 

 

Military Families for Justice supports the creation of a law that would mandate Military Inquest 
Hearings to legally determine the cause and manner of death for all active duty military. These 
Inquests already occur in the United Kingdom and serve two main purposes: 

      (1)  promptly learn lessons from the deaths to help prevent future occurrences and,           
      (2)  provide closure to grieving Military Families 
 
Unfortunately, unlike the United Kingdom, the United States offers no comparable legal forum 
to defend the military deceased/the accused, protect the interests of the surviving military family, 
and provide unbiased transparent opportunity to identify public health concerns within the 
services.  
 
Although not always possible, it is important for surviving families to pause and think carefully 
before reviewing investigative photographs of your deceased loved one. Most often there is no 
benefit to the bereaved reviewing gruesome images that can cause additional unnecessary 
emotional trauma. This is most often best left in the hands of experts in forensic investigation, 
medicine and law. It is a tragedy when a military family is forced to investigate the “suspicious 
death” of a loved one where a system provides for no other option.      

There are four general categories of death/manner of death: Natural, Suicide, Homicide, and 
Accidental. You may also hear a fifth called “Undetermined.” 

A military death investigation can be broken down into categories. Any one category of an 
investigation can be flawed; thereby contaminating another part of the investigation. Unless there 
is a legal forum established to ensure all facts, evidence and statements are correct in 
determining conclusions, there will always remain reasonable doubt. The phrase, “due process” 
embodies society’s basic notions of legal fairness and should support the rights of surviving 
families with the burden of proof placed on the accuser. (i.e. Military investigators) 

The Medical Autopsy is a close examination and partial dissection of a dead body to determine 
cause of death, mode of death, and the type and extent of illness or disease.  

The Forensic Investigation includes observations of the physical evidence at the death scene: 
fingerprints, bullet holes, personal possessions, or notes, position in which the body is found, 
messages found on answering machine, and many other details. Military service’s criminal 
investigative community includes the Army Criminal Investigative Command (CID), the Naval 
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Criminal Investigative Service (NCIS) also supporting the Marine Corp, and the Air Force the 
Office of Special Investigation (OSI).  

 

Line of Duty Determinations/Investigations 

A Line of Duty (LD) determination is made on all active duty military deaths; each branch of 
service having their own policies and regulations covered under  Section 1074, Title 10, United 
States Code, (10 USC 1074). Line of Duty determinations are considered essential for the 
protection and interest of both the individual and the U.S. Government where service has been 
interrupted by the death. A person who becomes a casualty because of his or her intentional 
misconduct or willful negligence can never be said “Deceased in the Line of Duty.” Such a 
person/their surviving family stands to lose substantial benefits as a consequence of his or her 
actions; therefore, it is critical that the decision to categorize the death not in LD only be made 
after the following: 

The Line of Duty (LD) is presumed to be “LD YES” without an investigation – 

(1)  In cases of disease (with some exceptions) 
(2)  In cases of enemy or terrorist attacks 
(3)  In cases of a natural death or as a passenger on commercial carrier or military aircraft 

In all other cases of death a Line of Duty investigation must be conducted. Investigations can be 
conducted informally by the chain of command where no misconduct or negligence is indicated, 
or formally where an investigating officer is appointed to conduct an investigation into 
misconduct or negligence. A formal Line of Duty for an active duty death must be conducted in 
the following circumstances: 

(1)  death that occurs under strange or doubtful circumstances or is apparently due to   
misconduct or willful negligence 

(2)  death involving the abuse of alcohol or drugs 
(3)  self-inflicted injury or possible suicide 
(4)  death incurred while AWOL  
(5)  death that occurs while enroute to final acceptance into the military branch 
(6)  death of reservist or guard duty training or duty 

The time a formal Line of Duty investigation takes to complete will vary from case to case. Your 
Casualty Officer should inform you if a formal Line of Duty investigation is being conducted, 
estimated timeframes and status reports. 

There is a question relating to suicide and Line of Duty determinations. Each service conducts a 
Line of Duty investigation on suicides to determine whether the suicide was within the Line of 
Duty or not. In the Army this investigation is conducted in accordance with Army Regulation 
(AR) 600-8-4; in the Navy it is conducted in accordance with Judge Advocate General 
Instruction 5800.7E; and in the Air Force it is conducted in accordance with Air Force 
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Instruction 36-2910.  According AR 600-8-4 General Rule 4-11: “A member may not be held 
responsible for particular actions and their foreseeable consequences if, as the result of mental 
defect, disease, or derangement, the service member was unable to comprehend the nature of 
such acts or was unable to control his or her actions.” Line of Duty investigations into a suicide 
is conducted to determine whether the service member was mentally sound at the time of the 
event. A mental health officer reviews all cases to determine bio-psychosocial factors that 
contributed to the suicide then makes a determination of mental soundness at the time of the 
event. If the service member is determined to be mentally sound at the time of the event, the 
death is considered not in the line of duty. AR 600-8-4, Line of Duty Policies, Procedures, and 
Investigations, Appendix B, Rule B-10 states, “The law presumes that a mentally sound 
person will not commit suicide. This presumption prevails unless overcome by substantial 
evidence and a greater weight of the evidence that supports any different conclusion.” Thus 
most suicides can be determined in the line of duty. This is important for survivor benefits and to 
reject criticism that bereaved families of these victims are fighting the conclusion of suicide they 
believe wrong for the purpose of obtaining benefits. 

Upon receiving knowledge that a formal Line of Duty investigation is being conducted, you 
should consider the seeking legal counsel to help protect the interests of surviving family. It is 
important to understand the Military provides no legal forum which allows the surviving family 
to speak or be represented by counsel on behalf of the deceased.   

For additional information, request DoD Guidance or Service specific regulations, policies and 
procedures. 

The Psychological Autopsy seeks to clarify the mode of death (natural, suicide, homicide, 
accident) by figuring out the intention and mind-set of the decedent after the fact. This kind of 
autopsy was originally intended to provide an objective report to the medical examiner in cases 
where it was difficult to distinguish suicide from accidental death; the primary reason it has been 
and is currently used by the United States military.  

All requests for military psychological autopsies go through the Office of the Armed Forces 
Medical Examiner (OAFME); now a part of Military Research and Material Command and 
conducted by the Psychological Investigations Division.  The Psychological Investigations 
Division, who is responsible for conducting psychological autopsies, was established by the 
DoDI (Department of Defense Instruction) 5154.30 in 2003 and was then part of Armed Forces 
Institute of Pathology. Psychological autopsies are not conducted in every equivocal military 
death investigation. If one was conducted on your deceased loved one, you must request the 
document. This document will not automatically be provided to you.   
 
A psychological autopsy is a procedure for investigating a person’s death by reconstructing what 
the person thought, felt, and did preceding his or her death. This reconstruction is based on 
information gathered from personal documents, police reports, medical and pathology reports, 
and interviews with families, friends, co-workers and other who had contact with the person 
before the death. 
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Over the past few decades, there has been tremendous controversy and criticism regarding the 
use of Psychological Autopsies performed in military death investigations. Some changes in 
practice were introduced following a three-year investigation conducted by Congressman Frank 
Pallone (NJ) and former Congressman Dave Levy (NY) to recognize deficiencies and correct the 
findings of flawed military death investigations. The two congressmen presented their 
investigative report on September 12, 1996 to the Subcommittee on Personnel of the Senate 
Armed Services Committee. The lengthy report clearly outlines the dangers of investigators and 
medical examiners utilizing a psychological autopsy, or psychological profile, as it is known 
today, to determine the likelihood of suicide. Their concerns for the accuracy of the 
psychological profile were summed up as follows: 

"Psychological profiling as is currently being utilized in military psychological autopsies is 
only as good as the information provided to the profiler by criminal investigators who have 
performed a thorough investigation. If, in fact, a DoD investigator is misusing information, 
misquoting witnesses, and is deliberately or unknowingly misdirecting the profiler, the 
psychological autopsy is irretrievably corrupted." 

Following this event in 1996, the DoD Inspector General requested the DoD revisit the processes 
of confidentiality, training and implementation of psychological autopsies in the military.  

Some experts today continue to argue the use psychological autopsies for legal purposes is 
misdirected and possibly dangerous because:  

(1) It puts forth tentative conclusions at best and pure speculation at worst.  

(2) Standard and consistent procedures for conducting a psychological autopsy have not been 
developed.  

(3) The reliability and validity of these after death "psychological reconstructions" has not 
been shown, and has even been questioned in other contexts (e.g., determining the mental 
state of a defendant at the time of the crime) in which the person(s) is still alive and 
available for assessment.  

Investigative Jurisdiction – Non-Combat Deaths 
 
DoD Instruction 5505.10 was updated August 15, 2013.  
 
http://www.dtic.mil/whs/directives/corres/pdf/550510p.pdf 
 
The location of where the military death occurred can impact the parties involved throughout the 
investigation. All scenarios, whether the death happened on a military installation, combat 
environment, federal property, or in the civilian U.S./or overseas communities, can have 
complications and challenges.   
 
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) 
 

http://www.dtic.mil/whs/directives/corres/pdf/550510p.pdf
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In order to obtain information regarding the death of your loved one, you (the Next of Kin) may 
be required to FOIA for the specific documents needed.  Examples can be investigative reports, 
psychological autopsies, medical records/reports, other.    
 
 
 
 
CONTACT YOUR STATE REPRESENTATIVES 
 
As you begin the process of gathering information, don’t forget to contact your Senator or 
Congressman. When calling or emailing ask for their “military liaison.” Be prepared to speak 
succinctly as to how you want their help. Take notes as you talk and keep all correspondence. 
 

What is the FOIA? 

Since 1967, the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) has provided the public the right to request 
access to records from any federal agency.  It is often described as the law that keeps citizens in 
the know about their government. Federal agencies are required to disclose any information 
requested under the FOIA unless it falls under one of nine exemptions which protect interests 
such as personal privacy, national security, and law enforcement.  The nine exemptions are 
described below: 

Exemption 1: Information that is classified to protect national security. 

Exemption 2: Information related solely to the internal personnel rules and practices of an 
agency. 

Exemption 3: Information that is prohibited from disclosure by another federal law. 

Exemption 4: Trade secrets or commercial or financial information that is confidential or 
privileged. 

Exemption 5: Privileged communications within or between agencies, including: 

1. Deliberative Process Privilege 

2. Attorney-Work Product Privilege 

3. Attorney-Client Privilege 

Exemption 6: Information that, if disclosed, would invade another individual's personal privacy. 

Exemption 7: Information compiled for law enforcement purposes that: 
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• 7(A). Could reasonably be expected to interfere with enforcement proceedings 

• 7(B). Would deprive a person of a right to a fair trial or an impartial adjudication 

• 7(C). Could reasonably be expected to constitute an unwarranted invasion of 
personal privacy 

• 7(D). Could reasonably be expected to disclose the identity of a confidential source 

• 7(E). Would disclose techniques and procedures for law enforcement investigations 
or prosecutions 

• 7(F). Could reasonably be expected to endanger the life or physical safety of any 
individual 

Exemption 8: Information that concerns the supervision of financial institutions. 

Exemption 9: Geological information on wells. 

What are exclusions? 

Congress has provided special protection in the FOIA for three narrow categories of law 
enforcement and national security records. The provisions protecting those records are known as 
“exclusions.” The first exclusion protects the existence of an ongoing criminal law enforcement 
investigation when the subject of the investigation is unaware that it is pending and disclosure 
could reasonably be expected to interfere with enforcement proceedings.  The second exclusion 
is limited to criminal law enforcement agencies and protects the existence of informant records 
when the informant’s status has not been officially confirmed. The third exclusion is limited to 
the Federal Bureau of Investigation and protects the existence of foreign intelligence or 
counterintelligence, or international terrorism records when the existence of such records is 
classified. Records falling within an exclusion are not subject to the requirements of the FOIA.  
So, when an office or agency responds to your request, its response will encompass those records 
that are subject to the FOIA. 

How do I make a FOIA request? 

You can submit a FOIA request to the agency’s FOIA Office. The request simply must be in 
writing and reasonably describe the records you seek. Most federal agencies now accept FOIA 
requests electronically, including by web form, e-mail or fax. For further details please use links 
provided. 
http://www.foia.gov/report-makerequest.html 
http://www.foia.gov/faq.html#who 

http://www.foia.gov/report-makerequest.html
http://www.foia.gov/faq.html#who
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FORMAL COMPLAINTS 
 

"The greatest cruelty is our casual blindness to the despair of others." 

By the time a bereaved military family is angry and frustrated enough to initiate action formal 
complaint action to state representatives and their service inspector general (IG), things have 
gone from bad to worse. 

Not only are the survivors grieving the loss, but they are now faced with once unimaginable 
thoughts that their “military family” has abandoned and betrayed them. Their feelings of anger, 
humiliation, shame and fear are now magnified in being forced to file formal complaints that go 
outside the chain of command.    

Congressional Complaint 

Inspector General (IG Complaint) 

An armed services inspector general can investigate noncriminal allegations and some specific 
criminal allegations, to include determining if the matter should be referred for criminal 
investigation by the service's criminal investigative agency. They are responsible for 
investigating complaints that come from outside the chain of command. This provides military 
members, civilian members, and their dependents a channel to present complaints or get advice 
on a subject that might constitute a complaint. 

Ideally complaints are solved at the lowest possible level. But, if that is not possible, the 
complaint can move up to the inspector general of the next highest command, the IG for an 
individual service or the Department of Defense IG. 

Complaints of fraud, waste and abuse in the Department of Defense or any military service can 
be reported separately through a hotline that has been set up. Complaints can be called in 
Monday through Friday, 8am to 4pm EST, at 1-800-424-9098.  

For information on filing service specific IG Complaints see links below. 
 

 
http://www.dodig.mil/hotline/hotlinecomplaint.html 
 
http://www.af.mil/InspectorGeneralComplaints.aspx 

http://www.dodig.mil/hotline/hotlinecomplaint.html
http://www.af.mil/InspectorGeneralComplaints.aspx
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http://www.tradoc.army.mil/IG/IGFAQ.htm 
 
http://www.usar.army.mil/resources/ForSoldiers/Pages/IG-File-a-Complaint.aspx 
 
http://www.hqmc.marines.mil/igmc/UnitHome.aspx 
 
http://www.secnav.navy.mil/ig/Pages/ComplaintProcedure.aspx 
 
http://www.va.gov/oig/ 
 
http://www.daig.pentagon.mil/faq.aspx 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tradoc.army.mil/IG/IGFAQ.htm
http://www.usar.army.mil/resources/ForSoldiers/Pages/IG-File-a-Complaint.aspx
http://www.hqmc.marines.mil/igmc/UnitHome.aspx
http://www.secnav.navy.mil/ig/Pages/ComplaintProcedure.aspx
http://www.va.gov/oig/
http://www.daig.pentagon.mil/faq.aspx
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THE MEDIA 

“Power to make the innocent guilty and to make the guilty innocent”  

If you have not been traumatized, shamed, degraded and humiliated enough, this next move 
might just finish you off. Deciding to reach out to the media for help in seeking answers/justice 
can be viewed by the “military family” as an act of betrayal; going outside the chain of command 
and forcing the military into the embarrassing situation of publicly defend themselves.   

All too often, a bereaved family seeking answers about the circumstances surrounding their 
loved one’s death and exhausting all other very limited avenues, will then engage the media. It is 
the next logical move without being provided a legal forum to argue your case.    

By this time, you/the bereaved family has endured multiple losses and experienced numerous 
indignities. People you may thought of as friends/supporters within the military and possibly 
civilian community may have already distanced themselves from you and your battle in seeking 
answers. Media attention could potentially make the situation worse and further reduce your 
network of support.    

There may be situations where the media is an appropriate choice for the surviving family to take 
action, but it is a risk that should not be engaged in without proper guidance and support. Never 
provide any documents/other materials to the media without careful thought and consideration.  
Understand that what you say to any media outlet may not be reported as you intended and there 
is little you can do to repair the damage once done. Military families, unlike celebrities, do not 
have the luxury/financial ability to hire a public relations firm to manage their media image or 
fix their mistakes. Be extremely cautious. 

Never underestimate the arms of the Department of Defense (DoD) and the highly intelligent and 
expertly trained personnel within a system designed to provide them unlimited power and 
control. In all too many cases, surviving military families, once believing rank and position 
would offer them special consideration and attention, quickly find that “rank” offers no special 
privilege to the deceased and their survivors. The military is a system whose mission is to protect 
the United States of America and the deceased is no longer of any value as “human capitol.”  

In most cases, whether a death is hostile or non-hostile, the military will honor the deceased in 
formal ceremony, but then be expected to go back to duty. The welfare of the system and the 
mission of the military supersede that of any individual, including the deceased and their 
surviving family.  

http://thinkexist.com/quotation/the_media-s_the_most_powerful_entity_on_earth/216234.html
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If a bereaved family chooses to engage the media and express open disagreement with the 
actions/inactions, facts, evidence or conclusions of the military, be prepared. The interviewers 
first legitimate question will be, “Why would they (the military) lie?” placing you immediately 
in a defensive position. For most, the honest response is, “I don’t know.” Others may have 
gathered some facts and evidence, but since there is no legal forum where you can present 
your/your hired experts findings, this is to no avail. Another pitfall is either deliberately or 
unintentionally being led by interviewer to use terms like “conspiracy or cover-up.” At all times, 
avoid these phrases. The media, reporting to the average person, will almost without exception, 
view you as a person experiencing severe grief, in denial, and in worst case scenarios, pathetic 
and or crazy.  Overcoming preconceived thoughts, beliefs and impressions about your character 
by the interviewers/media/public can be difficult, if not impossible. Americans are said to love 
the underdog, but the reality is what they love is an underdog who wins.   
 
Usually by this point you/your family have been traumatized beyond belief and painful rage is 
the dominant expression you are portraying to everyone in your path. As you are presenting 
yourself in this manner, the highly trained uniformed military force and their spokesmen appear 
poised, in control, and extremely sympathetic to the distraught family. In this light, who would 
you believe? 
 
Another serious obstacle in today’s social media is “internet predators” who, knowing you are 
vulnerable and desperate, may want to profiteer by exploiting your painful situation. If the owner 
of a website asks for a donation from you in reciprocation for telling your story, don’t walk, run!  
There are many credible helpful organizations and support networks for bereaved families, just 
be careful. 
 
Your credibility will depend largely on the image you/your family displays to the public. Being 
keenly aware that anything and everything can and will be used against you, should help you try 
to avoid obvious mistakes. Be careful what you share on social media. This includes 
photographs, political and religious beliefs, and any personal information about yourself and 
your family. These images and expressed thoughts can easily be misinterpreted and/or 
downloaded to harm you. 
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ACCEPTING WHAT IS, BUT HOPING FOR CHANGE 
 

“Accept the things you cannot change and the wisdom to know the difference” 
 

 
Something to strive for, but is rarely completely attainable. Most human beings, who have not 
been challenged by the unthinkable, falsely believe they can 'change' anything and anybody with 
enough will, prayer, hope, badgering, etc. Recognizing and truly acknowledging what we can 
and can’t change, our abilities and our limitations will help in making the “best” decision for 
yourself and your family.   
 
Ask yourself - How many years/decades, how much money, how much pain, how much 
humiliation and how much of your life/your family’s life are you willing to invest in seeking 
answers and/or fighting a perceived injustice?  Would my loved-one want me to do this?  
 
Every person, situation, and case is different. For some bereaved families, whose entitlements 
have been denied by a death determined not within the line of duty, may have little choice other 
than to fight. For families that have received entitlements with death ruled in the line of duty, the 
fight becomes more of a matter of “justice” than for any monetary benefit. In fact, financial 
ramifications in choosing the course of fighting Goliath can be devastating. Although many of its 
obviously incorrect decisions may seem stupid, you must never make the mistake of believing 
the DoD is stupid. They are masterful at propaganda.  
  
There is no shame in saying enough if deciding the best course of action is walking away in the 
best interest of yourself and your family. The shame lies in the failure of the system to provide 
bereaved military families with a legal forum to effectively grieve and find closure.   
 
Please help support the passage of a Bill of Rights for Bereaved Military Families. 
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