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Abstract

The South African National Defence Force (SANDF) has operational responsibilities in 
Africa regarding peace support operations. These deployments are the bread and butter 
of the SANDF and members are therefore frequently deployed for extended periods. 
These deployments are unique environments with taxing circumstances, which place 
various psychological demands on the soldier. The psychological impact of these demands 
originates not only from combat and the consequent clinical effect thereof, but also from 
organisational factors and the contribution of family stressors. The study reported here 
endeavoured to examine the positive and negative subjective deployment experiences 
of soldiers in two different mission areas. The data are compared and further utilised to 
provide a framework of two proposed matrices, namely booster and stressor matrices, 
which may affect the optimal psychological functioning of soldiers. The study adopted 
a survey design utilising qualitative data focusing on retrospective data. The data stems 
from the Psychological Demobilisation Questionnaire developed by psychologists in 
the SANDF and amended by the authors. Data were collected from both combat service 
support and combat forces, from two different missions in different countries, both 
missions were one year in duration. Data revealed both positive and negative experiences 
correlating with the context of operations. These themes were categorised in terms of the 
sphere of functioning (organisational, family and clinical) from the deployment experience. 
The booster and stressor matrices provide a practical and accessible framework to military 
commanders on how to ‘boost’ or mitigate some of the experiences of their deployed 
force, as the commanders play a key role in the deployed soldier’s experience and the 
impact of such experiences in the theatre of operation.
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Introduction

The SANDF commenced its contributions of personnel to peace support operations 
(PSOs) in 1998, and has been involved in various deployments, reaching 14 missions 
altogether in 2013 (Lotze et al., 2015; Wilén & Heinecken, 2017). These missions – which 
can be seen as the ‘bread and butter’ of the SANDF – present the soldiers with a myriad 
of psychological demands (Britt & Adler, 2003). These demands on the soldiers occur 
specifically during and after deployment. Two distinct theatres of operation in which 
the SANDF have served are Operation Cordite (in the Darfur region of Sudan) and the 
Force Intervention Brigade (FIB) (in north-eastern Kivu, a province in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo [DRC]).

Tools that are useful for screening large groups, specifically related to post-traumatic stress 
in military samples, have been explored to address the time and personnel constraints that 
regular health assessments place on the South African Military Health Service (SAMHS) 
(Van Wijk et al., 2013). Most of these needs are centred on the negative experiences or 
impact of the PSO on the wellbeing of our soldiers, with most of the adverse effects 
focused on the clinical functioning of soldiers (Raju, 2014; Van Wijk, 2011). These are 
imperative to mitigate any long-term effects of deployment. 

An exploration into factors that contribute to the overall deployment experience of the 
soldier whilst deployed for 12 months was however lacking at the time of this research. 
The current study therefore provides a snapshot to understand the possible influence of 
these experiences on the soldier’s overall deployment wellbeing, together with the notion 
that such understanding could provide the organisation with valuable information for 
future deployments.

This study examined the positive and negative self-reported experiences of SANDF 
personnel during two different missions, and the data are compared. The descriptions of 
the deployment experiences provided an understanding of the deployment experiences in 
terms of themes. These themes were furthermore categorised into three distinct spheres of 
functioning, and a tripartite model is presented to understand the impact these deployment 
experiences had on our soldiers. The themes were gleaned from the positive and negative 
deployment experiences.

Peace support operations

The SANDF is trained for conventional warfare; however, mostly conducts PSOs. These 
missions have been described by South African researchers such as Wilén and Heinecken 
(2017) as challenging for various reasons. One of these challenges is characterised 
as no clearly defined foe. Soldiers therefore have to rely on skill sets other than their 
conventional warfare training, such as negotiation, diplomatic skills, observation and 
strategies in order to avoid conflict. Peacekeepers also face difficulty or are accused of 
contravening the principle of impartiality, a core value of peacekeeping alongside the 
consent of the parties and the non-use of force except in situations of self-defence (Salaun, 
2019). These unique challenges of PSOs, which are not inherent in traditional warfare, 
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have a direct influence on the deployment experiences of personnel that have to negotiate 
or establish the status quo.

According to the SANDF (2006, p. 23):

PSO is a military term used to denote multi-functional and multinational 
operations conducted in support of a UN mandate, focused on activities to restore 
peace within war-torn countries/regions. These operations include all civil and 
military organisations and may involve diplomatic efforts, humanitarian actions 
and military deployments. Outside military circles, the term ‘Peacekeeping’ is 
often used erroneously to embrace all PSO, including PE [peace enforcement].

Furthermore, when consent for and compliance with a PSO is high, peace 
enforcement (PE) and peace keeping (PK) forces will adopt similar approaches. 
Both PK and PE are designed to achieve the same end-state, which is a secure 
environment and a self-sustaining peace. In the first instance, a PK force bases 
its operations on the consent of the parties, and is not capable of exercising force 
beyond that required for self-defence. Such a force would find its freedom of 
action considerably more constrained than a combat-capable PE force, should 
consent be uncertain or withdrawn (SANDF, 2006, p. 24).

A lightly armed PK force, therefore, should not be given, nor attempt to conduct, 
enforcement tasks that may provoke hostile reactions that are beyond its ability 
to manage and that may escalate to war. Only a PE force prepared for combat 
and capable of effective coercion should be deployed into a potentially hostile 
environment” (South African Army, n.d., p. 24 par 4).

Operations Cordite and the Force Intervention Brigade 

The only constant in all missions to which our soldiers deploy is the soldier. Operations 
differ in their history, belligerents, mandates and environment. These differences have 
a role to play in the experience of the peacekeeper, and the subsequent outcome of the 
experience.

Operation Cordite

The mission in Darfur in the Sudan was originally a PK mission authorised under Chapter 
VI of the UN Charter, and commissioned under the African Union (AU) as the African 
Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS). AMIS initially had an observer mandate, implying that 
the PK forces were mandated to ‘observe and report’ and the use of force was authorised 
only in self-defence. The PK force was soon increased, and the mandate adapted to include 
aspects such as the separation of belligerent factions, assurance of freedom of movement, 
and enforcement of the ceasefire agreement, but the use of force was still restricted to 
self-defence and to prevent the blatant perpetration of atrocities (E.Visagie, personal 
communication, 12 October 2021). The mandate of AMIS was continually amended and 
forces expanded as the situation in Darfur developed and worsened. This continued until 
2007, when the United Nations Security Council passed Resolution 1564, which paved 
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the way for the replacement of AMIS with UNAMID. UNAMID was the African Union–
United Nations Hybrid Operation in Darfur. This was a joint PK mission commissioned 
by the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) after the passing of Resolution 1769, but 
still under Chapter VI of the UN Charter. The peacekeepers were, under this new mandate, 
allowed to use force in self-defence and to protect civilians and humanitarian operations. 
Both AMIS and UNAMID were therefore always under Chapter VI of the Charter and no 
offensive military operations were ever mandated. The PK forces were there to observe 
and report and to monitor and enforce the peace agreement and ceasefire agreement. 
Operation Cordite was the SANDF operation under which South Africa contributed forces 
to both AMIS and UNAMID (E Visagie, personal communication, 12 October 2021).

From Operation Mistral to FIB

Operation Mistral is the SANDF operation that contributed forces to MONUC and later 
to MONUSCO in the DRC. MONUC was the original UN mission, mandated by UNSC 
Resolution 1291, to observe and report on the compliance with peace accords by the 
belligerent factions in the DRC until 2010, after which MONUSCO was established 
with the passing of UNSC Resolution 1925 (E. Visagie, personal communication, 12 
October 2021) Both MONUC and MONUSCO are mandated under Chapter VII of the 
UN Charter, authorising them to take action in order to –

•	 protect UN personnel, facilities, installations and equipment; 
•	 ensure the security and freedom of movement of its personnel; and 
•	 protect civilians under imminent threat of physical violence. 

Unlike the AMIS and UNAMID forces, the MONUSCO forces are therefore authorised to 
use force to execute its mandate, although offensive military operations are not allowed.

The Force Intervention Brigade (FIB) was conceived at an international conference 
where the failure of MONUSCO to end the violence in the DRC featured prominently 
on the agenda (E. Visagie, personal communication, 12 October 2021). The FIB is not 
the first instance where the UNSC has authorised the use of force, but it was the first 
time in UN history where a PK force was established and authorised to use offensive 
military operations to ‘neutralise and disarm’ groups or factions threatening peace and 
security. Although still under Chapter VII of the Charter, the mandate of the FIB is purely 
offensive, allowing it to plan and execute targeted offensive operations in order to attack 
and destroy rebel and militia groups. Its first operations were conducted against the M23 
Militia group in Eastern DRC, which was attacked and defeated. Several bases of the 
ADF have been attacked and destroyed by the FIB in the period after that (E Visagie, 
personal communication, 12 October 2021).

The Cordite and Mistral deployments therefore differed mainly in mandate. Whereas 
Operation Cordite forces were severely hampered by mandate restrictions, Operation 
Mistral, and specifically the FIB, had a much more robust and offensive mandate, giving 
it much more freedom to act militarily. 
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A comparison of the operations is presented in Table 1 for some additional contextual 
information. The type of area as well as the nature of the mission contributes greatly to the 
experience of the soldier (Martin, 2019). The two areas are compared for an understanding 
of the mission-specific and geographical differences or similarities that may affect SANDF 
personnel during their tour of duty.

Table 1: Comparison of Operation Cordite and FIB PSO 

Operation Cordite FIB
Start of mission 2007 2013
Responsible 
authority

United Nations Hybrid Mission in 
Darfur (AU and UN)

UN mission, tri-nation soldiers 
from Malawi, Tanzania and South 
Africa

Changes to the 
mission

AMIS from 2004 MONUC from 1999 

Mandate of 
mission

PK force, but observer mission, 
observe and report, use of force 
only for self-defence

PK. Offensive mandate, neutralise 
rebel groups

Length of 
mission

1 year plus 5 months desert 
warfare training before deployment

1 year plus 5 months of 
jungle warfare training before 
deployment 

Topography Flat with featureless plains, hot 
desert conditions, edge of the 
Sahara

Tropical rainforest criss-crossed 
by rivers, high mountains are 
found on the eastern borders

Geography and 
history

Covers a large area, 493 180 
square kilometres, and land 
unsuitable for developing large and 
complex civilisations

The largest country of sub-
Saharan Africa, covering 
2 344 858 square kilometres

Conflict Ethnic tensions, Arab herders 
and sedentary Fur and other 
agriculturalists. Conflict since the 
1980s

Congo Wars: 1996–1997 and 
1998–2003 and Kivu conflicts 
(eastern) 2004 till present, 
between the military of DRC 
(FARDC) and Hutu groups 
(FDLR)

Monetary 
allowances

UNAMID on-time payment and 
adequate

On-time payments and adequate 

Mission-specific 
stressors

Ambushes
Skirmishes
Danger
Long duration of deployments
Support

Frequent planned offensive 
military operations
Support
Combat

Note: Adapted from IndexMundi (n.d.).
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During 2015, some 2 200 SANDF personnel were deployed on PK duties. During that 
time, a total of 18 000 troops were either deployed, being prepared for deployments, 
or coming back from deployments. The heavy burden of deployments on the SANDF 
and its personnel and the varying nature of the deployments are highlighted by Table 1. 
This could have contributed negatively or positively to the psychological wellbeing of 
soldiers (Martin, 2019).

Deployment experiences of soldiers associated with PSO
A vast body of literature documents stressor experiences associated with soldiers and 
military deployments (Bartone et al., 1998; Kgosana & Van Dyk, 2011; Raju, 2014). Little 
literature regarding the positive experiences of soldiers during deployments is available 
(see Runge et al., 2020). Over the years, the SANDF has contributed to this body of 
literature, focusing on exploring the experiences of specific groups during deployment, 
such as military psychologists, airborne section leaders, as well as a PK mission in DRC 
(Bruwer & Van Dyk, 2005; Williamson, 2015; Zungu & Visagie, 2020). 

PSO operations place demands on deploying soldiers that heavily overlap with stressors 
found in traditional work settings, such as role-related stressors, time and workload 
stressors, relationship stressors, change stressors, physical and environmental stressors 
as well as organisational culture stressors. However, deployment environments also have 
military-specific stressors, such as mission ambiguity, engagement rules of engagement, 
leadership climate stressors as well as cultural and situational ambiguity (Campbell & 
Nobel, 2009, Van Dyk, 2009). 

According to Chambel and Oliviera-Cruz (2010), soldiers on a PKO develop a perception 
of mutual obligations between themselves and the organisation about the mission. By 
deciding to deploy to a mission, soldiers accept the obligations of such deployments and 
have expectations related to the obligations of the organisation toward them. This may 
include aspects such as financial reward, support, upkeep of their wellbeing as well as 
career opportunities. 

A breach of psychological contract occurs when workers (in this case, soldiers) feel that 
the organisation (i.e. the SANDF) have failed them in compliance with its obligations 
(Chambel & Oliviera-Cruz, 2010). This results in a lack of predictability and control, 
a sense of deprivation, and even emotionally strong responses, which all contribute to 
reduced job engagement as well as possible burnout (Vermetten et al., 2014). An even 
greater concern for the organisation is that these responses, coupled with the demanding 
work environments, may also be conducive to counterproductive work behaviour and 
indiscipline (Campbell & Nobel, 2009; Chambel & Oliviera-Cruz, 2010; Tucker et al., 
2009).

When a soldier deploys, it inevitably entails separation from his or her family. The process 
of establishing the parent as a reliable source of comfort and reassurance can be affected 
and the security of the parent–child relationship may be compromised (Paley et al., 2013). 
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Considering the current nature of PSO where soldiers are frequently involved in 
ambushes or attacks, families may experience heightened stress, which would normally 
be associated with combat-related deployments (Hollingsworth, 2011; Williamson, 2015). 
Just as deployments affect relationships at home, stressors could serve as a distraction 
for members, which may compromise their effectiveness and safety (Ferero et al., 2015). 
The length of the deployment serves as a further indicator of the influence of deployment 
on families: the longer the deployment, the more ingrained the additional roles and 
responsibilities, and the greater the accumulation of worries, fears and resentment (Paley 
et al., 2013).

Some positive experiences reported in studies are aspects such as close relationships with 
local people by working together and sharing knowledge, feeling connected to the bigger 
picture to which the soldier contributes, comradeship amongst the soldiers and officers 
of the unit as well as feeling rewarded by doing good for the local people (see Runge 
et al., 2020; Schok et al., 2008). Other positives are access to healthcare for the whole 
family, the opportunity for advancement of the career of a soldier, which will result in 
increased pay benefits, which also positively influences the family (Schok et al., 2010). 
Furthermore, members who can find meaning in processing deployment events report 
more self-confidence, express greater appreciation for family and friends, and also believe 
that the experience had expanded their horizons and personal growth (Schok et al., 2010; 
Schok et al., 2008); thus, all placing the individual and the family in a better position 
than before the deployment.

Combat-related stressors and military operations are synonymous with the term ‘post-
traumatic stress disorder’ (PTSD), as well as the high prevalence of major depressive 
disorder, generalised anxiety disorder, alcohol misuse, dependence and suicidal ideation 
(MacDonald et al., 1999). Most of the literature generated in the SANDF and other 
militaries is focused on the exposure to hazards and the influence of traumatic events 
during deployments (see Litz, 2004; Runge et al., 2020; Van Wijk & Martin 2021). 

Soldiers who are exposed to death, destruction and harm toward powerless populations 
are at a great risk of developing symptoms of distress (Bramsen et al., 2000). Furthermore, 
feelings of powerlessness as a result of the mandate of a mission could also affect soldiers’ 
emotions negatively when they are faced with witnessing atrocities against the local 
population where they have no mandate to intervene (Rosebush, 1998; Shigemura & 
Nomura, 2002). An example of soldiers being subjected to the suffering of the local 
population is, for instance, incidents in the Darfur region, where small children – often 
malnourished – have to walk with their mothers for long hours in the heat to fetch water.

The SANDF has also made a call for more women to be part of front-line operations, 
which places women at a greater risk of developing PTSD together with the unique 
stressors that women face in military operations (Chaumba & Bride, 2010). In research, 
these unique stressors can be categorised as intrinsic, extrinsic and organisational 
dimensions. Examples of these are gender violence dimensions, family dimensions, 
cultural dimensions, physiological dimensions, psychological dimensions and sexual 
dimensions (Hoge et al., 2007; Tarrasch et al., 2011; Walsh, 2009). Various angles toward 
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the scourge of PTSD in militaries therefore have to be re-evaluated, as the notion used 
to be that mostly men develop PTSD in militaries (Crum-Cianflone & Jacobson, 2014). 

Together with the unique challenges of PSO and the psychological impact on soldiers, 
these operations also offer circumstances for psychological growth (Newby et al., 2005). 
Post-traumatic growth is not resilience, which is a person’s ability to bounce back after 
adversity; rather, post-traumatic growth refers to the process (which usually takes a long 
time) during which people are faced with adversity and endure psychological struggles 
that challenge their being (Collier, 2016). After this process, people usually have learnt 
new insights about themselves and the way they view the world, which translates to 
psychological growth (Park et al., 2021).

In addition, the underutilised term “peacekeeper stress syndrome” (Weisaeth & Sund, 
1982 in Britt & Adler, 2003, p. 218) has uniquely been coined within the context of PKOs. 
‘Peacekeeper stress syndrome’ was first described in 1979 in a Norwegian PKO and, since 
then, it has been reported in more than 10 multinational UN PKOs (Shigemura & Nomura, 
2002). What sets a PKO apart from the trauma experienced by war is the cognitive 
processing of soldiers during these types of operations, namely humanitarian assistance, 
restoration and promotion of sustainable peace (Raju, 2014). Soldiers’ thinking about the 
rationale of PKO operations versus that of conventional warfare is different, and therefore 
stressors are experienced differently, which adds to the experience of the soldier on a 
cognitive and emotional processing level, which in turn facilitates psychological growth.

Aim

The aim of the study was twofold, namely firstly, to explore and compare the positive 
and negative subjective deployment experiences of SANDF soldiers during two distinctly 
different mission areas; and secondly, to provide a guiding framework based on these 
experiences, which could be utilised to by the organisation to predict soldiers’ deployment 
experiences in terms of three spheres of functioning. This novel framework of booster 
and stressor matrices provides the organisation with a valuable tool for informing 
interventions about the human factor during PSOs, and therefore contributing to the 
optimal functioning and psychological wellbeing of soldiers during deployment.

Methodology

The study adopted a survey design utilising a qualitative approach focusing on retrospective 
data. The data stemmed from the Psychological Demobilisation Questionnaire (PDQ) 
developed by psychologists in the SANDF and amended by the authors. This questionnaire 
has been utilised in its amended form for the past 12 years; therefore, the same version of 
the PDQ was administered to respondents in both missions. The questionnaire is circulated 
as part of the demobilisation process before soldiers return from the mission area. The 
current data were collected from SANDF members from both combat service support 
and combat forces from two different mission areas, namely Operation Cordite and the 
FIB. The deployments were both one year in duration. 
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Survey

The PDQ was developed to explore the psychological dynamics of deployment. Questions 
tap into different aspects, which may potentially have a psychological impact on deployed 
soldiers and consequently influence individual and group functioning. For the purposes 
of the study, only the demographical information provided as well as two open-ended 
questions were utilised. Individuals were asked to report in writing on what they felt was 
best (i.e. boosted their experience) and worst about the deployment. No limitation was 
placed on the number of responses the individual could provide. 

Sample 

A total of 1 046 soldiers participated in the study. Tables 2 and 3 below illustrate the 
composition of the sample from Operation Cordite (n=525) and FIB (n=521) missions 
respectively. 

Table 2: Demographic breakdown of sample

DRC SUDAN
N % N %

Race
African 436 83.7 462 88.0
Coloured 68 13.1 48 9.1
White 10 1.9 13 2.5
Indian 1 0.2 1 0.2
Asian 0 0.0 0 0.0
Incomplete 6 1.2 1 0.2
Gender
Male 477 91.6 430 81.9
Female 41 7.9 88 16.8
Incomplete 3 0.6 7 1.3
Rank
Private 272 52.2 297 56.6
Lance 
corporal 40 7.7 43 8.2

Corporal 80 15.4 78 14.9
Sergeant 57 10.9 35 6.7
Staff 
Sergeant 21 4.0 26 4.9
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DRC SUDAN
N % N %

Warrant 
Officer 7 1.3 12 2.3

Lieutenant 14 2.7 13 2.5

Captain 19 3.6 13 2.5

Major 7 1.3 0 0.0
Lieutenant 
Colonel 3 0.6 0 0.0

Colonel 0 0.0 0 0.0

Chaplain 1 0.2 0 0.0

Incomplete 0 0 8 1.6

Marital status

Single 242 46.4 282 53.7

Married 218 41.8 189 36.0

Divorced 8 1.5 6 1.1

Life partner 47 9.0 38 7.2

Incomplete 6 1.2 10 1.9

Table 3: Age distribution across deployments

DRC SUDAN

Min Max Mean Min Max Mean

Age 21 58 34.3 22 62 33.5

Years of service 0 35 12,5 0 42 11.8

Analyses

The data for the study were analysed by means of thematic analysis. The survey data were 
recorded, coded and analysed. Open coding was utilised. Following the initial coding 
process, labels were assigned to the various codes. These labels were consequently 
analysed and grouped according to the main themes identified within the data. The main 
themes were firstly compared in terms of similarity as well as uniqueness for each mission 
based on simple content comparison. The main themes are presented as percentages to 
gain insight into the frequency of the themes. These frequencies provide the profile of 
the negative and positive deployment experiences of each mission. Please note that all 
responses are reproduced verbatim and unedited.
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Results

The results for both mission areas will be presented, firstly the positive deployment 
experiences will be considered, followed by the negative experiences.

Table 4: Positive deployment experiences – 1-year deployments

DRC 1-YEAR DEPLOYMENT – POSITIVE DEPLOYMENT EXPERIENCES

Theme % Quotes

Combat 
experience** 21.2

It gave us the soldier’s experience in making contact with 
rebels, not just peacekeeping mission.
Experiencing contact for the first time within such a little time 
of my service.
The invaluable learning experience with regards to battle 
handling in a real battle situation.

Getting combat experience.

Experience 17.1

The best was the experience.

Personally, it was the whole experience of this deployment.

The experience I got, there is no one that can take it away 
from me.

Unity 11.5

Unity within the sections.

Unity amongst members.

We supported each other and looked after each other.

Cohesion and teamwork.

The bond between the guys got stronger.

Mission 
success 8.2

To achieve the aim of the FIB in DRC, we managed to 
neutralise and disarm the illegal armed groups.

Best is to cover our mission goal.

The fact that we achieved our objective of defeating the 
opposition.

Seeing that M23 was defeated.

Equipment* 5.4

Weapons were serviceable and ammunition was more than 
enough.

We had enough vehicles and ammo so we were prepared.

Having a Rooivalk in support. My first-time having air 
support in a deployment.
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No 
casualties* 4.2

All of us returning home safely.

We didn’t lose a soul.

We didn’t lose any of our members through any contacts.

Meeting new 
people 4.2

Making new friends from other units.

To see DRC and meet soldiers from other units and countries.

Seeing my old friends and making new ones.

LTU activities 3.6

LTU [leisure time utilisation] kept us busy.

Sports.

Gym.

Physical training was best cause we had time to train.

When we were having functions in the base.

Pride 3.6

To have the opportunity to serve my country in DRC.

I think we contributed well to the safety of people of DRC.

To put up my country in a good way.

Making a difference to better the living conditions of the 
citizens of Congo.

Other 11.9

Incomplete 8.5
SUDAN 1-YEAR DEPLOYMENT – POSITIVE DEPLOYMENT 
EXPERIENCES

Experience 24.7

The experience in mission area for 1 year.

The experience of learning about yourself and another 
lifestyle of the country.

Experiencing new things and real-life behind soldiering.

Unity 8.2

Teamwork was the best thing I ever experienced.

Cohesion amongst my colleagues.

Support that I got from the members of the team sites.

Work 
experience 7.6

Doing my work.

Managed to get some experience about my job.

It developed my skills how to work in a desert environment.

The experience I gained in my field.
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Meeting new 
people 4.6

Interaction with new and old characters.

People I met were very friendly.

To know other people.

Allowances* 4.4

I managed to save a lot of money.

Money.

Money was good.

LTU activities 3.4

We do sports and activities.

LTU’s and functions.

The best is physical training.

Pride 2.1

Helping those in need.

Having to help out the locals, school, hospital etc, that were 
less fortunate.

Protect civilians.

Mission 
success 2.1

The success we had as a battalion.

We finished the mission on a high note.

Completing the mission in the mission area.

Other 10.8

Incomplete 31.9

* Unique themes *
*FIB-specific combat component to work experience

Table 4 indicates themes, along with typical responses associated with the theme, about 
positive deployment experiences of deployment. When comparing the data for both 
theatres of operation, seven main themes were evoked. These were: 

•	 ‘Experience’ (related to the deployment experience in general)
•	 ‘Unity’ 
•	 ‘Work experience’
•	 ‘Meeting new people’
•	 ‘LTU activities’
•	 ‘Pride’ in the mission’
•	 ‘Mission success’.
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It is important to note that in terms of the FIB, ‘Work experience’ includes combat-related 
experience due to the mandate of the mission.

Unique positive deployment experiences were evident in both data sets. Within the FIB, 
these were:

•	 ‘No casualties’
•	 ‘Equipment’
•	 serviceable equipment
•	 different types of weapons 
•	 serviceable and available vehicles. 

In this regard, the deployment and availability of the “Rooivalk attack helicopter” 
(Participant D56) in the mission area were specifically highlighted as a positive contributor 
to soldier morale. Operation Cordite respondents highlighted 'Allowances’ as the only 
unique positive aspect during this deployment. Considering the varying nature of the two 
deployments, these unique themes may be attributed to the mandate of the deployment as 
well as specific incidents or occurrences during the deployment period. 

Table 5 highlights themes, along with responses associated with negative experiences 
during one year deployments, unique responses are indicated by the asterisk.

Table 5: Negative deployment experiences – 1-year deployments

DRC 1-YEAR DEPLOYMENT – NEGATIVE DEPLOYMENT EXPERIENCES

Theme % Quotes

Lack of support 19.2

Support from SANDF was very poor.

Lack of support from RSA and limited resources.

The support from RSA in terms of our sustainment in 
DRC.
The fact that RSA support was missing and the feeling 
of being unwanted.

Base-related 
concerns 17

Living conditions and food.

To stay in tents that were full of holes.

Shortage of food in the operation.

Living conditions and the tents that are unserviceable.

Not having proper bathroom facilities when we 
arrived at this new base.
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Smaller 
allowances* 10.7

Reduction of our allowances.

Having our allowance reduced and taxed even though 
we were chapter 7.

Working for less allowances in dangerous conditions.

Cutting our money and not saying why.

Equipment 10.1

Arriving in the mission area receiving U/S 
[unserviceable ] weapons, vehicles and ammunition.

Equipment not fitting to the terrain of operation.

Our uniform cannot last for a year.

Lack of communication equipment, fax, telephone, 
internet etc.

Communication because our radios are old.

Having not enough vehicles for almost 8 months.

Combat 
experience* 7.6

Deploying constantly within the range of enemy 
weapons.

After how many deployments this was the first-time 
bombs falling 50 m from me.

When the base was under attack and we were not 
allowed to retaliate.

It was a war, not peacekeeping.

Command and 
control 3.4

When we don’t get support from our commanders.

Most of the operations were not properly planned.

Not to have trust in my Commander.

Lack of 
communication* 2.9

Communication breakdown at some stages.

Not knowing the intelligence picture at times.

On a mission no comms to the base.

There was no communication.

Promises* 2.4

The higher ranks visiting us, promising but they don’t 
fulfil their promises.

Generals promising us things but they never deliver.

Shortage of everything despite promises by JOPS 
[joint operations ]’.
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Country-related 
concerns 2.4

Being deployed in a place where there is no signal like 
Pinga and Niyobiyondo.

Some areas we deployed in that didn’t have network.

The area is always raining.

The roads of DRC are very bad and discouraging.

Lack of LTU 
activities* 2.4

Not to go freely on LTU as usual because of the 
security situation. 

They did not give us freedom of movement and LTU.

Other 12.3
Incomplete 8.8

SUDAN 1-YEAR DEPLOYMENT – NEGATIVE DEPLOYMENT EXPERIENCES

Losing a 
member* 11.6

When we lost one of our members in an ambush.

When we lost a soldier in combat.

Losing our member.

Losing our brothers and others injured.

Equipment 8.3

Poor unserviceable equipment.

Old equipment that was using including vehicles.
Operating with damaged or unserviceable equipment 
and no protective gear, i.e. bullet vests.

Country-related 
concerns 7.9

Weather conditions during operation.

Hot weather.

People of Sudan are not friendly.

Roads were bad.

Repatriations* 5
Our member get RTU [return to unit ] early.

Repatriation of many members.

Family* 4.8

Missing loved ones at home.

Missing home, Missing my family.

Separation from my family.

Lack of support 4.1

Support from JOPS.

Sustainment flight failing to come

Support from RSA.
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Duration* 4.1

One year is too long.

The duration.

Being away for a year.

Base-related 
concerns 3.3

Water and electricity problems.

Eating the same food all the time

Command and 
control 2.7

Leadership.

Command and control.

The command structure.

Leadership was worst in this deployment.

Work-related 
stressors* 2.5

Getting stuck on the sand and sleeping outside without 
water and food.
Guard duty.

Other 12
Incomplete 33.6

*Unique deployment experiences

When comparing the negative deployment experiences of soldiers, five main themes for 
both theatres of operation were identified as presented in Table 5: 

•	 ‘Lack of support’ 
•	 ‘Equipment’ 
•	 ‘Base-related concerns’ 
•	 ‘Country-related concerns’
•	 ‘Command and control’. 

Similar concerns for both theatres emerged concerning base-related aspects in terms of 
the food that was received, accommodation, and base facilities. Similarly, country-related 
aspects also manifested as negative experiences across both theatres of operation, with 
each country presenting challenges in terms of the environment and infrastructure, such 
as travelling to areas of responsibility on poor roads where vehicles break frequently.

Greater variance was evident in terms of the unique themes related to the negative 
deployment experiences of soldiers as opposed to the positive deployment experiences. 
Within the DRC unique themes were: 

•	 ‘Smaller allowances’
•	 ‘Promises’ and perceived lies from higher structures in the SANDF 
•	 ‘Lack of communication’
•	 ‘Lack of LTU activities’. 
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In contrast, within the Darfur deployment, the pertinent unique themes centred on: 

•	 ‘Losing a member’
•	 ‘Repatriation’
•	 ‘Family’
•	 ‘Duration’
•	 ‘Work-related stressors’. 

Whilst a strong collation between the general stressors was found in both deployment 
areas, distinct incidents during each of the missions contributed significantly to the varying 
nature of the experience of soldiers. 

Discussion

This study compared the positive and negative deployment experiences of SANDF 
members during two different missions. The types of positive and negative deployment 
experiences were similar to those reported on in previous research across various countries 
and missions (see Runge et al., 2020). It was found that the majority of the positive 
experiences of deployed personnel were consistent across both the DRC and Darfur 
deployments with minor variations in its perceived weighting to members. According to 
the main themes, the respondents valued the work and combat experience, the experience 
of deployment, the unity, mission success, meeting new people, the leisure time utilisation 
(LTU) activities. They furthermore had a sense of helping and reported pride in the 
execution of their duties during both deployments. 

These findings are in keeping with PSO research (see Karney & Crown, 2011; Morris-
Butler et al., 2018; Raju, 2014), which found that contrary to the popular narrative that 
deployment is a harmful experience, there are significant positive experiences reported 
by deployed military personnel. Focusing on the positive experiences associated with 
military service, which are often under-reported, furthermore validates the sense of 
meaning derived from military deployment by soldiers. The identification of positive 
experiences can be seen as part of a meaning-making process. This sense of meaning-
making furthermore serves as a protective factor from the negative effects of stressors 
among deployed soldiers (Seol et al., 2020). 

Unique positive experiences associated with the DRC mission were combat experience, 
ample and serviceable equipment, the support of the ‘Rooivalk’ attack helicopters from 
South Africa, and the fact that no casualties were suffered during the deployment. It is 
perhaps surprising that these are a reflection of the FIB, which had a robust offensive 
mandate. Our findings are thus consistent with the view that a soldier is truly at peace 
during ‘wartime’ where they know what is expected of them and they have trained 
accordingly. In contrast to this, increased logistical, financial and operational support is 
associated with a traditional military mandate, such as PSOs. This operational support, 
in turn, contributed significantly to reported positive deployment experiences. 
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Positive deployment experiences during the Darfur mission were associated with 
‘Remunerative rewards’ as a unique main theme. A specific association with the nature 
of the operations is evident, as the financial benefit is consistent with previous findings 
associated with PKO (see Raju, 2014). The unique positive experiences indicate a 
relationship with the nature of the operation, PE or PK. This could also be indicative of 
the unique requirements of deployed personnel during missions with different mandates. 
Psychological requirements during PE are specified as mental toughness, channelled 
aggressiveness, physical fitness; and during PK, self-discipline, diplomacy, negotiation 
skills, tolerance for boredom, and understanding of the conflict (Densmore, 2004). 

In line with previous research, participants across both theatres of operation reported 
negative deployment experiences related to support, living conditions, vehicles and 
equipment, a lack of information as well as a lack of command and control (Bartone et al., 
1998; Coll et al., 2011; King et al., 2006; Van Dyk, 2009). The duration of the deployment 
can furthermore be seen as a catalyst that served to amplify the negative experiences of 
soldiers during deployment.

The themes of positive and negative experiences can be categorised in terms of the 
sphere of functioning within which the deployment experience has an impact. A positive 
deployment experience can therefore be described as a ‘booster’ during deployment 
whereas a negative deployment experience can be described as a ‘stressor’. The design 
of a ‘booster’ and ‘stressor’ matrix based on the findings of this research is presented in 
Tables 6 and 7. These matrices provide a practical and accessible guiding framework to 
military commanders on how to ‘boost’ or ‘mitigate’ some of the experiences of their 
deployed force.

Table 6: ‘Booster’ matrix 

BOOSTER MATRIX

ORGANISATIONAL 
SPHERE

CLINICAL 
SPHERE RELATIONSHIP SPHERE

•	 Mission success •	 Experience •	 Unity

•	 Work experience •	 Pride •	 Meeting new people

•	 Allowances •	 No casualties*

•	 LTU (leisure time 
utilisation) activities

•	 Equipment*
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Table 7: ‘Stressor’ matrix 

STRESSOR MATRIX

ORGANISATIONAL 
SPHERE CLINICAL SPHERE RELATIONSHIP 

SPHERE

•	 Lack of support •	 Losing a member* •	 Family*

•	 Base-related concerns •	 Combat * •	 Duration*

•	 Equipment •	 Duration*

•	 Command and control

•	 Country-related concerns

•	 Smaller allowances*

•	 Lack of communication*

•	 Promises*

•	 Lack of LTU activities*

•	 Repatriations*

•	 Duration*

*The asterisk indicates unique themes gleaned from the data.

In the examination of the booster (Table 6) and stressor (Table 7) matrices, it is clear that 
the majority of the positive and negative themes are rooted in the organisational sphere 
of functioning. Whilst this may be the case, it is important to note that the spheres are 
not mutually exclusive. Elements within one sphere may have a direct influence on other 
spheres (see Figure 1). The duration of the deployment presents an example of this. 
Whilst the duration of the deployment is prescribed by the organisation and the tenets of 
mission requirements, the outcome of a 1 year deployment may have a marked effect on 
the clinical sphere of functioning of the individual as well as on his or her relationships 
with family and friends, and therefore the relationship sphere of functioning.

The matrices thus merely provide a vigorous demarcation of the various ‘boosters’ and 
‘stressors’, which may have an effect on the psychological wellbeing of soldiers within 
the various spheres of functioning.

A deeper interrogation of the underlying categorisation of the themes reveals that these 
can be distilled into a multi-dimensional psychological model of functioning (see Figure 
1 below) as a result of the deployment experiences. The model is conceptualised by 
categorising the positive and negative deployment experiences of respondents in this 
research article in terms of three spheres of functioning. These spheres categorise the 
deployed soldier’s deployment experiences in these three spheres, which are not mutually 
exclusive but can overlap as seen in the data. These spheres of functioning are the 
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organisational, clinical and relationship spheres. Through this categorisation of the themes, 
the tripartite model assists with the practical application (planning, intervention) of these 
findings within the deployment context. In this configuration, the tripartite model provides 
a novel tool for commanders and the force employer to strategise and plan for experiences 
the soldier may encounter.

Organisational  
functioning 

(Sphere 1)

Combat/clinical 
functioning 

(Sphere 2)

Family or 
relationship 
functioning

(Sphere 3)

Figure 1: A proposed tripartite psychological model of functioning (PSF)

Source: Authors’ own compilation

The organisational sphere accounted for the majority of both positive and negative 
deployment experiences of soldiers. This challenges popular convictions that the majority 
of studies focus on peacekeepers’ wellbeing through analyses of post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) (see Vasterling et al., 2015). In this sphere, most elements are under 
direct control and influence of the military commander. The focus areas should be good 
leadership, command and control, effective communication, payment of financial rewards, 
ensuring serviceable vehicles and base-related concerns (create conditions conducive 
to living and food). These factors are nothing new, and are already on the radar of the 
commander. 

The contribution of the proposed model lies in the subjective data of soldiers presented 
as evidence to commanders of how important these aspects are to them. Within the 
organisational sphere, the psycho-social team has a role to play through the implementation 
of a structured programme of functions and LTU activities. The role of the military 
commander would be to instil a sense of pride, to emphasise and ‘boost’ the contribution 
his or her contingent is making, and in essence to highlight the difference his or her 
troops are making in the community. This gives evidence of the phenomenon of intrinsic 
rewards, which is viewed as the most powerful predictor of overall work satisfaction 
across occupational groups (see Lang et al., 2010; Renard & Snelgar, 2016).



148
South African Journal of Military Studies

The clinical sphere is characterised by the elements of loss and absence (Maguire et al., 
2013), and personnel are typically shielded from these elements by using internalisation 
of positive experiences, which serves as a protective element in terms of psychological 
wellbeing. Clinicians and psycho-social teams should take cognisance of these themes. 
The clinical sphere is expected to have a significant influence during the post-deployment 
phase, where the protective hold of the ‘booster’ elements will start to wane.

The unity, cohesion and teamwork within the relationship sphere play a significant role 
in keeping the force together. Soldiers typically rely on their social network of family 
and friends to serve as a support network at home. In the absence of friends and family, 
the stimulation of new relationships and unit cohesion provides the social structure and 
support, which is a basic human need. The influence of this sphere during deployment is 
more apparent when the social support structure in the form of unit cohesion is absent. 
Furthermore, in accordance with existing literature, the influence of this sphere is likely to 
increase as soldiers engage in reintegration with their families after deployment (Esposito-
Smythers et al., 2011). Family members should be educated and informed about the role 
that they can play in reducing stress during military deployments, and interventions should 
be tailored to fit the soldiers’ context (Ferero et al., 2015). 

Conclusion

This research studied the deployment experiences of SANDF personnel across two 
different missions. Positive and negative deployment experiences were examined, 
and these experiences were found to be consistent across both missions. The positive 
deployment experiences were found to be ‘Experience related to deployment’, ‘Unity’, 
‘Work experience’, ‘Meeting new people’, ‘LTU activities’, ‘Pride’ in the mission, 
‘Mission success’ and ‘Allowances’. 

The negative deployment experiences related to ‘Lack of support’, ‘Equipment’, ‘Base-
related concerns’, Country-related concerns’, ‘Lack of LTU’ and ‘Command and control’. 
The novel contribution of this research lies within the revelation that military commanders 
have a significant sphere of influence and control over the experiences (positive and 
negative) of the deployed PSO force.

This study provides military leaders with information and practical strategies to ‘boost’ 
the mental readiness of deployed members across operations and to plan for or mitigate 
possible negative outcomes utilising the ‘stressor’ matrix. The matrices should be included 
during the deployment planning phase to ensure that the focus is on reducing stressors 
during deployment as well as planning for the inclusion of ‘booster’ items, such as projects 
to help the local community and interactions with new people from other serving forces. 
The main spheres of influence are the organisational, clinical and relationship spheres. 
It is critical to focus on all three spheres during all phases of deployment to enhance and 
sustain the mental readiness of deployed personnel. Military leaders at all levels have 
a key role to play in the deployed soldier’s experience within the theatre of operation.
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Limitations

The study relied on a cross-sectional survey design where data were collected during a 
specific phase of deployment. The findings are therefore specific to the late 
deployment phase and should not be generalised to other phases of deployment. Future 
research could add to an understanding of these stressors over time, by introducing a 
time lag during assessment to measure the experiences of soldiers during different 
phases of deployment, to extend the current scope of the current research, and 
ultimately add more value to the wellbeing of soldiers.
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