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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

For the past decade, the Coast Guard has 
routinely violated procedures intended to 
protect service members from erroneous 
discharges for personality disorder (PD) and 
adjustment disorder (AD).  As a result, 
hundreds of service members have been 
assigned serious diagnoses that may allow 
the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 
(VA) to deny them benefits and may subject 
them to stigma in post-service life, without 
full information on why they received the 
diagnosis or their right to appeal.   

Vietnam Veterans of America, VVA 
Connecticut Chapters 120, 251, and 270, 
and VVA Connecticut State Council 
(collectively “VVA”) requested documents 
under the Freedom of Information Act to 
better understand the United States Armed 
Forces’ use of PD and AD discharges.  
When the Coast Guard declined to release 
the records sought within statutory 

deadlines, VVA filed two federal lawsuits 
seeking the information.  In both lawsuits, 
the Coast Guard initially denied that VVA 
should have access to individual service 
records and refused to release them. 

Eventually after more litigation, and 
nearly two years after filing its initial 
complaint, VVA reached a settlement, 
pursuant to which the Coast Guard agreed to 
release thousands of pages of previously-
withheld records.  Analysis of these records 
confirms that the branch fails to adhere to its 
own regulations in processing PD and AD 
discharges, denying protection to its 
members.  As a result, large numbers of 
Coast Guard members have been unlawfully 
discharged.   

To remedy these wrongs, VVA 
recommends a targeted intervention at the 
Cape May Training Center, identification 
and correction of past errors, and preventive 
action going forward

 
 

KEY FINDINGS 
 

• The vast majority of AD and PD discharges failed to comply with Coast Guard 
regulations. 255 of a random sample of 265 discharges analyzed violated regulations in 
some way.  

• Combined, one hundred percent of the AD and PD discharges from FY 2001 to FY 2005 
as well as FY 2008 and FY 2012 in some way violated Coast Guard regulations.  Peak 
compliance in FY 2007 was only 30.0%. 

• Since 2009, use of AD discharges in the Coast Guard has risen substantially. 
 

 
 

BACKGROUND 
 

Introduction 
  

As early as 2007, media reports brought 
to light the emerging concern that the 

military may purposely misdiagnose soldiers 
in order to cheat them out of a lifetime of 
benefits, thereby saving billions in 
expenses.1  In 2008 the Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) issued a report 
presenting overwhelming evidence that the 
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U.S. military had illegally separated 
thousands of service members on the basis 
of an alleged personality disorder.2  In order 
to better understand whether the Department 
of Defense (DoD) and the Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS) had fully 
addressed the GAO’s recommendations for 
fixing the problem, VVA expanded GAO’s 
investigation and filed a Freedom of 
Information Act request with DoD, DHS, 
and the Department of Veterans Affairs 
(VA) for records related to PD discharges.  
Equally concerned that becoming the focus 
of congressional and media scrutiny might 
have led DoD and DHS to increase the use 
of illegal AD discharges to compensate for a 
decrease in PD discharges, VVA also 
requested records related to AD. 
  

The first set of documents released by 
DoD, DHS, and VA were analyzed in 
VVA’s March 2012 report, Casting Troops 
Aside: The United States Military’s Illegal 
Personality Disorder Discharge Problem.3  
After VVA filed two federal lawsuits4, the 
U.S. Coast Guard, a component of DHS, 
settled VVA’s claims against it and agreed 
to release additional documents.  These 
documents include the separation paperwork 
for a random sample of individual service 
members discharged on the basis of PD or 
AD, with personally identifying and medical 
information redacted.5  The Coast Guard 
provided a random sample of 265 of these 
anonymized “separation packets.”  Although 
this report only describes observations 
within this subset of AD and PD discharges 
the Coast Guard provided, it assumes that 
any trends within it would generalize to the 
rest of the Coast Guard’s AD and PD 
discharges.  

 
Improper AD and PD discharges hurt the 

men and women who have dedicated 
themselves to the serving their country.  An 
erroneous discharge by the Coast Guard can 

damage their lives in multiple ways.  For 
example, veterans discharged with PD 
cannot receive disability retirement pay 
from DoD for illnesses like post-traumatic 
stress disorder or traumatic brain injury that 
have been incorrectly diagnosed as PD.  
These veterans are also much less likely to 
receive service-connected disability 
compensation from VA.  Moreover, veterans 
face stigma because the diagnosis is clearly 
annotated on their discharge records, making 
it hard to find employment from employers 
who request this paperwork.   

 
These ramifications are serious.  In 

recognition of the significant adverse 
consequences of a PD discharge, the Coast 
Guard has promulgated regulations to 
protect its members from erroneous 
discharges.6  The Coast Guard’s violation of 
these regulations render the discharges 
illegal.  
 

The records analyzed in this paper 
demonstrate that the Coast Guard has been 
denying service members these essential 
regulatory protections and illegally 
discharging members for the past decade. 
This is unacceptable.  A more complete 
understanding of how the Coast Guard uses 
AD and PD discharges will allow Congress, 
military services, VA, and veterans’ 
organizations to redress the consequences of 
a decade of illegal discharges and prevent 
them from continuing unchecked for an 
additional decade.  

 
Personality and Adjustment Disorders 
  
 Personality disorders are associated with 
enduring patterns of inner experience and 
behavior that deviate from cultural 
expectations.  These patterns must be 
inflexible and cause distress and functional 
impairment.  In order to diagnose PD, 
multiple interviews spaced over time are 
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often necessary.  It is often necessary for the 
psychiatrist to gather information about the 
individual’s behavior from outside sources, 
such as family members, since the 
individual may not recognize his or her 
pattern of deviant thoughts and behaviors as 
an issue.7 
   
 The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 
of Mental Disorders (DSM-V)8 recognizes 
ten specific personality disorders, including 
Paranoid, Antisocial, and Borderline.  
People with personality disorders may 
experience difficulties in cognition, 
affectivity, interpersonal functioning, or 
control of impulses.  A diagnosis of PD 
requires ruling out other mental health 
disorders, such as depression, anxiety, or 
bipolar disorders, and the effects of 
substance abuse or other medical conditions, 
such as head trauma.9  Coast Guard 
regulations state that personality disorders 
are “disqualifying for appointment, 
enlistment, and induction.”10 
 
 By contrast, the DSM-IV-TR, published 
in 2000, defined adjustment disorder as a 
condition caused by abnormal response to 
stress.  The symptoms must have developed 
within three months of the onset of the 
stressor.  AD must have resolved within six 
months of the termination of the stressor.  
AD was a residual category for individuals 
that had clinically significant symptoms but 
do not fall into a single category.11    
 
 The medical community crafted the 
definition of AD in the DSM-IV-TR to be 
vague in order to provide a “diagnostic 
niche” for mental health care providers to 
intervene in clinically significant cases that 
do not present a specific mental health 
condition.  However, the medical 
community revisited the definition and use 
of adjustment disorders, and the DSM-V 
now considers adjustment disorders a 

“heterogeneous array of stress-response 
syndromes” rather than a catch-all category 
for clinic cases that do not meet the criteria 
of specific health conditions.12  Adjustment 
disorders are now considered a spectrum of 
stress-response syndromes with PTSD on 
one extreme end and AD on the mild end. 
The general diagnostic criteria—abnormal 
response to a specific stressor with an onset 
of no more than three months following the 
stressor and resolution within six months of 
termination of stressor—remain.13  The 
majority of the diagnoses reviewed in this 
paper occurred before AD was officially re-
conceptualized in the DSM-V in 2013; 
however, discussions throughout the 
psychiatric community on AD disorders 
began several years earlier.14 
 
 The Coast Guard Medical Manual states 
that adjustment disorders “are generally 
treatable and not usually grounds for 
separation” unless they persist or treatment 
is likely to be prolonged or non-curative.15   
 

AD and PD are serious diagnoses that 
carry with them significant stigma.  They 
also impact Coast Guard members’ 
eligibility for benefits following their 
discharge.  

 
Commandant Instruction’s Requirements 
 
 Because of the seriousness of these 
diagnoses and their negative ramifications, it 
is essential that the Coast Guard protect its 
members from the damages of improper and 
erroneous AD or PD discharges. A number 
of regulations are in place that, if followed 
properly, should inform members of the 
reason for their discharge and the 
information necessary for appeal.  If the 
Coast Guard does not follow its own 
regulations, then the discharge is improper. 
Although the data set in this study covers 
more than a ten-year period, the relevant 
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Coast Guard Instruction has not significantly 
changed in content during this time.16  Coast 
Guard discharges may be either 
“characterized” or “uncharacterized.”  This 
classification is independent of the standard 
for discharge, which may be honorable, 
general, under other than honorable 
conditions, bad conduct, or dishonorable.  
 
 There are fourteen formal reasons for 
discharge, one of which is “unsuitability.”  
AD and PD discharges are included in the 
category of unsuitability.17  Unsuitability 
discharges may be characterized or 
uncharacterized.18  Uncharacterized 
discharges are authorized for all members 
separated at the entry level who have fewer 
than 180 days active service.19  Only the 
Commander and Commanding Officer at the 
Cape May Training Center have the 
authority to give a member an 
uncharacterized discharge because it is the 
only location where new recruits with less 
than 180 days of service are trained.20  All 
uncharacterized discharges, therefore, come 
from Cape May.  
 
 Commandant’s Instruction M1000.4 
describes the binding requirements affecting 
discharges for unsuitability.  First, as is true 
for any discharge involving psychiatric 
considerations, a psychiatrist must examine 
the individual and write a report including 
“a statement whether the individual was and 
is mentally capable both to distinguish right 
from wrong and adhere to the right and has 
the mental capacity to understand the action 
being contemplated in his or her case.”21 
 
 Next, the Instruction requires that an 
individual be provided with the following 
documentation: 
 

(1) letter notifying the member of the 
reason(s) for administrative; 
processing and of his or her rights 

(2) if applicable, member’s declaration 
or waiver of opportunity to consult 
with counsel; 

(3) member’s signed statement of 
awareness, statement on his or her 
behalf, or refusal to make a 
statement; 

(4) medical report; 
(5) copy of Enlisted Employee Review 

and current Enlisted Employee 
Review Member Counseling 
Receipt; 

(6) summary of military offenses; and 
(7) any other pertinent comments or 

recommendations. 
 
 Finally, there are two special 
requirements affecting certain subsets of 
discharges.  Coast Guardsmen in their first 
term of enlistment may request a waiver of 
an AD or PD discharge under the “Second 
Chance Program,” and members with more 
than eight years of service are entitled to 
appear before an Administrative Separation 
Board. 
 
 Collectively, these regulations should 
provide service members with detailed 
information about the reasons for their 
discharge and the rights and remedies 
available to them.  Unfortunately, the Coast 
Guard has denied this information to most 
members discharged for AD and PD.  
 

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 
 

 VVA sued DHS in two federal lawsuits 
seeking records related to AD and PD 
discharges.22  DHS agreed to settle VVA’s 
claims by producing 31.5% of the total 
personality disorder discharge separation 
packets (approximately 265) from October 
1, 2001 to December 31, 2010.23  DHS 
agreed to provide certain records from each 
packet without disclosing personally 
identifying information.24 
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Method 
 
 Each separation packet was analyzed 
and, where available, the following data was 
extracted in order to assess compliance with 
the Commandant’s Instruction: 
 

• Rank/pay grade 
• Rate/specialization 
• Length of service that service period 
• Sea service that service period 
• Date of separation 
• Characterization of service 
• Separation narrative 
• Separation code 
• Re-entry code 

• Presence of:  
o redacted medical records,  
o memorandum notifying 

individual of rights,  
o signed endorsement 

acknowledging rights,  
o military offenses, and  
o employee review summary. 

 
 If a memorandum notifying an 
individual of his or her rights had redactions 
in the list of enclosures, this report errs on 
the side of inclusivity and gives the Coast 
Guard the benefit of the doubt that those 
enclosures included all required documents, 
such as the employee review summary. 

 

Percentage of Total AD/PD Discharges from FY 2001 to FY 2012 by Pay Grade Group  

 

                      
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Officers 

NonRates 

Junior Petty Officers 

Senior Enlisted 
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Percentage of Total Discharges by Diagnosis and Characterization 
 

 
 
  

Compliance with Commandant’s 
Instruction’s Requirements 
 
 As described above, all discharges must 
comply with the Commandant’s Instruction 

M1000.4.  The requirements are described 
below, followed by an assessment of 
compliance within the sample for each 
requirement.

 
Percentage of Total Discharges by Diagnosis and Compliance 

 

 

	    

Total PD 

Total AD Characterized 
(From All Locations) 

Total AD Uncharacterized 
(From Cape May Training 
Center) 

Compliant PD 

Non-compliant PD 

Compliant AD 

Non-compliant AD 
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Overall Compliance with All of the Commandant’s Instruction’s Requirements Over Time 
 

1.  Requirement:  Notification of 
Commanding Officer’s intent to seek an AD 
or PD discharge, and rights afforded to the 
individual.25 
  
      Discussion:  Coast Guardsmen have a 
right to know that they are being discharged 
because of a diagnosis of AD or PD and to 
make a written statement.  They also have a 
right to consult with a military attorney if 
the commanding officer seeks to award a 
general discharge instead of an honorable 

discharge.26  Notification must be in 
writing.27   
 
      Analysis:  From FY 2001 to FY 2012, 
the Coast Guard never had 100% 
compliance with this requirement.  Overall 
from FY 2001 to FY 2012 in the sample the 
Coast Guard had a 9.85% compliance rating 
in AD and PD discharges.  Unfortunately 
90.15% of the time Coast Guard personnel 
did not take the time to include 
documentation notifying Coast Guardsmen 
of their rights. 
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 2.  Requirement:  Endorsement by the 
individual being discharged, acknowledging 
that the individual understands his or her 
rights.28 
  
      Discussion:  Coast Guardsmen must 
acknowledge in writing that they have been 
made aware of their rights.  If an individual 
wishes to make a statement, then that 
statement will be included in the separation 
packet.  If he or she does not wish to make a 
statement then the individual will so indicate 
in the endorsement section of the 
notification memorandum.  If an individual 
is entitled to an attorney and wishes to speak 
to one, then the individual must also so 
indicate in the endorsement section.29   

  
      Analysis:  Similar to the case of the 
Notification requirement, overall from FY 
2001 to FY 2012 the Coast Guard had a 
9.05% compliance rating in AD and PD 
discharges in the sample.  This is not 
surprising, because the Endorsement 
Acknowledging Notification of Rights is 
usually the second page of the same 
document notifying the individual of their 
rights.  Unfortunately 90.95% of the time, 
the separation packets produced by the 
Coast Guard indicate that members were not 
notified of their rights. 
 
 
 

 

 
 

3.  Requirement:  Provision of a copy 
of the Enlisted Employee Review and a 
copy of the Enlisted Employee Review 
Counseling Receipt.30  
  
      Discussion:  Enlisted personnel are 
given employee reviews on a semi-annual or 
annual basis depending on their rank.  
Enlisted personnel receive scores on a 1-7 

scale in a variety of leadership and 
proficiency criteria that vary from pay grade 
to pay grade; one being the lowest and seven 
the highest.31  
  
      Analysis:  The Coast Guard did not 
specifically agree to provide Enlisted 
Employee Review Counseling Receipts, 
therefore they cannot be tracked.32  The 
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separation packets did, however, include 
Enlisted Employee Review Summaries.  
Two packets in the sample had a printout of 
the Summary of Enlisted Employee Review.  
Six packets listed the summaries as 
Enclosures in the Separation Memorandum 
and twelve more had Enclosure sections that 
were redacted.  Even giving the Coast Guard 
the benefit of the doubt and assuming that 
the memorandums that included redacted 
enclosures listed Employee Review 
Summary and all Enclosures were actually 
submitted with the memorandums, the 
records disclosed indicate the Coast Guard 
has a compliance rate of only 7.58%. 
 
 4.  Requirement:  Separation 
Memorandum/Message.33 
  
      Discussion:  Normally, in order to give a 
member of the Coast Guard an AD or PD 
discharge, unit commanders must send 
documentation to their superiors, who will 
then authorize the discharge.34  A small 
percentage of unit commanders have the 
authority to issue AD or PD discharges 
without authorization from a superior, but 
these commanders must still send the 
documentation to the Commander.35  
Additionally PD discharges may be 
transmitted by For Official Use Only 
Message,36 while AD discharges must be 
transmitted by Memorandum.37 
  
      Analysis:  The Coast Guard did not 
specifically agree to provide Separation 
Memorandums. However, often when a 
separation packet included a medical record 
and documentation that an individual was 
notified of their rights, it also included a 
Separation Memorandum.38 
 

5. Requirement: Diagnosis of AD or 
PD by a psychiatrist, not by a PhD level 
psychologist or PhD level clinical social 
worker.39 

  
      Discussion:  Unlike other military 
services that require a probationary period to 
give members a chance to improve their 
performance, the Coast Guard does not 
require a probationary period for anyone 
administratively discharged for AD or PD.40 
Although a diagnosis by a PhD level 
psychologist or clinical social worker is 
sufficient to discharge Coast Guardsmen 
through the Physical Disability Evaluation 
System (PDES),41 members diagnosed with 
AD or PD must be discharged 
administratively.42  The Coast Guard’s 
administrative regulations state that 
members discharged for unsuitability as a 
result of AD or PD must be examined by a 
psychiatrist.43   
 
 The Coast Guard released existing 
medical records, redacted in their entirety 
except for the letterhead identifying them as 
medical records.  From the available data 
there is no way to evaluate the quality of the 
diagnosis, or whether the diagnosis was 
based on an adequate longitudinal history.44  
Nor is it possible to tell the qualifications of 
individual making a diagnosis.  This report 
instead tracks the presence or absence of 
redacted medical records without being able 
to tell who made the diagnosis.   
 
      Analysis:  Due to the limitations 
inherent in redacted medical records, this 
requirement was not taken into account 
when assessing overall compliance. 
  
Special Requirements 
  

If in the first term of enlistment;  
  
      Requirement:  Notification of Second 
Chance Program. 
  
      Analysis:  Coast Guardsmen in their 
first term of enlistment may request a waiver 
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of an AD or PD discharge under the 
“Second Chance Program.”45  However 
since the length of the first term enlistment 
varies by individual, it is difficult to 
determine who is eligible for the Second 
Chance Program. At the very least, every 
individual with fewer than two years of 
service is probably entitled to the second 
chance program. 108 individuals in the 
sample met this criterion. 15 separation 
packets included notification of the Second 
Chance Program.  This translates to 13.88% 
of individuals who were potentially eligible.  
Since many members have initial enlistment 
longer than two years (indeed members who 
were notified of the second chance program 
have over two years of service) 13.88% 

should be considered an upper bound, to a 
figure that is most likely quite lower. 
  

If over eight years of service;  
  
       Requirement:  Entitled to 
Administrative Separation Board46 
  
       Analysis:  Four observed enlisted 
personnel were entitled to Administrative 
Separation Boards.  According to the 
records disclosed by the Coast Guard, only 
one of them was advised of this right.  
 

Tables 1 and 2 below present the data 
underlying the summary graphs throughout 
this report.

 

Table 1: Compliant AD Discharges 

FY 
Med. 

Records 
Written 

Notification 
Endorsement 
/ Statement 

2005 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 

2006 * * * 

2007 * * * 

2008 * * * 

2009 10.52% 10.52% 10.52% 

2010 12.82% 15.38% 15.38% 

2011 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 

2012 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 

* Indicates that there were no discharges that year in the sample. 
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Table 2: Compliant PD Discharges 

FY 
Med. 

Records 
Written 

Notification 
Endorsement 
/ Statement 

2001 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 

2002 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 

2003 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 

2004 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 

2005 17.64% 17.64% 17.64% 

2006 33.33% 33.33% 33.33% 

2007 40.00% 40.00% 40.00% 

2008 33.33% 33.33% 33.33% 

2009 50.00% 60.00% 50.00% 

2010 66.67% 66.67% 100.00% 

2011 50.00% 50.00% 50.00% 

2012 * * * 

 
* Indicates that there were no discharges that year in the sample. 
 
Longitudinal Findings 

 
Compliant PD discharges peaked in 

2002 and declined thereafter.  Total AD 
discharges both characterized and 
uncharacterized increased after the 2008 
GAO report.  As described above, all 
uncharacterized discharges come from 
Training Center Cape May.  This period of 
increase began when Captain Cari Batson 

Thomas was Commanding Officer of Cape 
May.  Discharges then began to decrease 
somewhat when Captain Bill Kelly 
succeeded as Commanding Officer at Cape 
May.  The rate of AD discharges during the 
tenure of Captain Bill Prestige, current 
Commanding Officer at Cape May, remains 
to be seen. 
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Total Number of Discharges Per Year By Type 
 

 
Overall Compliance  
 
 These data demonstrate an abysmal 
record of compliance with all requirements 
of AD and PD discharges.  The Coast Guard 
followed proper procedure in only 9 of the 
265 AD/PD discharge cases that we 
analyzed.  One hundred percent of the AD 
and PD discharges from every year but FY 
2006 and FY 2007 failed to comply with 
Coast Guard regulations in some way.  The 
Coast Guard achieved peak compliance in 
FY 2007 with 30.0%. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 For whatever reason, the Coast Guard 
has dramatically increased its use of AD 

discharges since 2008.  The majority of AD 
discharges in the sample were 
uncharacterized and therefore originated at 
Training Center Cape May.  The command 
cadre of Cape May, including the new 
Commanding Officer, Capt. Prestige, should 
engage in a targeted intervention to train 
personnel at the base to cease illegally 
discharging recruits.  
 
 Many AD discharges also came from 
other units outside of Cape May.  The Coast 
Guard should identify illegal discharges and 
correct the records of members wrongfully 
separated.  
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APPENDIX A – Sample Separation Packet 
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APPENDIX B – Settlement Agreement 
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