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PSYCHOLOGICAL SUPPORT FOR US ASTRONAUTS ON THE INTERNATIONAL SPACE STATION (ISS)
By Gary Beven, Al Holland, and Walter Sipes

NASA’s ISS astronauts undergo an extremely challenging training flow lasting 3 to 4 years before launch. Frequent international travel, and intensive foreign language training compound the technical aspects of learning to become a proficient ISS astronaut. Then the mission itself, lasting up to six months, presents the challenges of isolation, confinement, demanding workload, and family disconnection. The post landing period of extended physical rehabilitation and reintegration presents another hurdle to surmount. ISS families, in turn, face the challenge of life at home without their astronaut spouse or parent. To state that all of this is psychologically demanding, is certainly an understatement.

Fortunately, NASA has a dedicated team of professionals whose primary goal is to provide psychological support to ISS astronauts and their families. The Johnson Space Center (JSC) Behavioral Health & Performance (BHP) group is a multidisciplinary team of professionals led by NASA civil servants Dr. Gary Beven, flight surgeon and psychiatrist, Dr. Al Holland, operational psychologist, and Dr. Walter Sipes, aerospace psychologist.  Other valued members of the BHP ISS mission support team are from the Wyle Integrated Science and Engineering Group, led by Stephen Vander Ark.

Each ISS astronaut is assigned a BHP team comprised of a NASA psychiatrist, NASA psychologist and a primary Wyle operational psychology specialist. This team works in a collaborative manner and becomes familiar with the ISS crewmember, their family, and the mission.  ISS astronauts are assigned their BHP team two years before their actual launch, prior to assignment as back-up ISS crewmember.

ISS BHP mission responsibilities are broken into two broad categories: behavioral medicine and operational psychology. The NASA psychiatrist is responsible for the behavioral medicine components of support and the NASA psychologist and Wyle team member are responsible for the operational psychology support. Each ISS mission is divided into three stages: pre-flight, in-flight and post-flight.

Behavioral medicine support activities provided by Dr. Beven include crewmember assessment, monitoring, and intervention. Faithful to the tenets of aerospace medicine, the goal is to help keep the astronaut at peak mental and emotional fitness in a challenging environment while undertaking a demanding workload. Three preflight assessments occur before launch, the first at Launch-1 year and the last at Launch-30 days; private psychological conferences (PPC’s) take place every two weeks while in-flight; and three post flight assessments are rendered, the first at Return+3 days and last at Return+30 days. The immediate post flight assessment takes place either in Russia, for Soyuz landings, or in Houston, for Shuttle landings. Starting with the ISS astronaut’s Launch-1 year assessment as a back-up crewmember to their Return+30 days interview following their actual mission, provides for 2 ½ years of contact and allows a close working relationship to develop. 
Each assessment focuses on particular aspects of psychological fitness depending on the mission stage. Training, workload, fatigue, sleep, family, crew interactions, crew-ground interactions, mood, cognition, morale and family reintegration are covered. The NASA psychiatrist also acts as the primary consultant to the ISS crew surgeon on all aspects of mission behavioral health and performance. All behavioral medicine contacts are considered private and confidential medical events, thus ensuring free and expressive communication on all topics. 
Operational psychology support services provided by Drs Holland and Sipes include preflight training and mission preparation, in-flight support, PPC’s, and post-flight debriefings. The main goals of such service are to psychologically prepare ISS astronauts and their families for the rigors of long duration spaceflight and to ensure a high level of morale, crew cohesion, and family connectedness during the mission. 

NASA psychologists provide briefings during the preflight stage on the psychological factors of long duration missions and strategies for addressing them. Briefings also include instruction on what in-flight support services are available and are structured to obtain personal preferences for in-flight BHP activities. For the astronaut and their spouse, there is a briefing on practical mission planning that covers the ISS training flow and the associated stresses involved. A briefing developed specifically for the astronaut’s spouse explains processes such as crew care packages and private family conferences.
In-flight services consist of:  psychological support hardware, crew care packages (CCP), recreational materials, personal videos/photo uplinks, news and information uplinks, and private family conferences (PFC). Psychological support hardware is individualized, although some hardware, like a guitar and keyboard, remain on the ISS.  Items in the 5 kg CCP are provided by family, friends, the BHP team, and co-workers. Favorite foods, surprise gifts from the family and holiday decorations are a few of the items that have been sent to the ISS in CCP’s. 

In-flight communication with friends and family is one of the most important psychological services provided by BHP. The most valued of these is the Private Family Conference (PFC). This deeply appreciated communication service occurs each weekend with videoconference equipment placed in the astronaut’s home that allows private two-way video and audio between the astronaut and their family. Another very popular means of communication is the internet protocol (IP) telephone. This enables the astronaut to have communication with anyone on the ground via private phone call.  ISS astronauts also have email capabilities.         

Crew Discretionary Events (CDE) are also very popular among ISS crewmembers. These are special requests from the astronaut to make contact (audio or video) from the ISS with extended family members, celebrities, sports stars, authors, radio hosts, universities, military academies, and others that help boost the morale of the ISS crew.  JSC Public Affairs Office and Education Office events also occur during a mission that help lift the morale of the astronauts, and BHP works in collaboration with these offices. These contacts may be live video links or recorded messages from the astronaut to be played during a public event on the ground, such as a college football game video scoreboard.   

Additional in-flight communication resources come in the form of electronic books, movies, and updated electronic family photo albums, including family video.  This continual communication with the Earth provides recreation and ongoing contact with their family throughout the mission.  The crewmember’s personal web page on ISS is the mechanism used to provide news, television shows, music, family videos, etc., and is maintained on the ISS server.  

Post flight, operational psychology providers have debriefings with each astronaut to get feedback and gain lessons learned. The spouse also has the opportunity to meet with the BHP support personnel and give feedback on the positive and negative aspects of the psychological support provided during the mission.  

BHP additionally provides resources for deployed astronauts in training and their ground support teams.  US astronauts spend many months at the Gagarin Cosmonaut Training Center in Star City, Russia outside of Moscow. Resources provided in Star City include a movie library, 2-way video communication to families in the United States, magazine subscriptions, and recreational equipment. 

BHP is also responsible for the JSC Family Support Office (FSO). The FSO focuses on the crew family to enhance mission goals and serves as an information and referral service.  Some of the coordination activities include working with local schools, a preflight practical planning class, seminars of family topics, language training, multicultural training, a newsletter for astronaut families, and various briefings as requested. Serving as a centralized clearinghouse, the FSO can provide child appropriate information, support for launch, and information on mission and landing stress.
Collaboration with NASA’s international partner BHP professionals (Russia, Japan, Canada, & European Space Agency) helps to keep multicultural issues in mind when supporting ISS missions and completes the comprehensive support from BHP to ISS crews and their families. 
