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The following table provides some examples of the insights gained through the focus group interviews and how they relate to the COSC teaching points that  
are embedded throughout graphic novel scenes, in both The Docs and the current USMC novel under development. Some stress scenarios are intentionally left  
open-ended to promote discussion during training sessions. 

Excerpts from Focus Group Interviews
(Edited to protect the identity of the respondent)

Related COSC Stressors  
and Challenges*

Graphic Novel Teaching Points

Stress Scenario Reaction Mitigation Outcomes
(Have) anxiety due to the mystery of it all—as grunts you know you’re going to see combat 
but don’t know how you’re going to act until first bullet flies by your head (p. 65 above).

Hiding in your foxhole and not doing anything will make everyone lose trust in you—you’re 
the guy who stayed in the hole while someone else got out to do what needed to be done…

Direct life-threat.

Personal failure or perceived failure.

Self-blame (shame) for failing to perform as expected because of physical or 
stress injury.

Cpl Louis freezes in his first fire fight and 
is unable to perform his duties.

Louis isolates himself and sits alone in the dark on 
his bunk. The Fire Team discusses Louis in private 
and do not want to go back out on patrol with 
him.

Naval Commanding Officers (NCOs) talk to Louis, 
give support, and evaluate his ability to perform 
his duties. Team Leader Cpl Lee responds to the 
Fire Team and supports reintegration and trust.

Louis goes back out on patrol and performs his 
job well in the next fire fight.

Team/squad leaders want to be able to feel like they can trust fellow Marines... They need to 
believe that if things go down, he’s going to have my back, if we have to do things in a certain 
manner, he’s going to have my back.

Inner conflict: “Moral injury,” “betrayal of what’s right,” or “shattered 
assumptions” are caused by events that violate deeply held beliefs, especially 
codes of conduct and moral codes regarding right and wrong. Killing or 
witnessing the killing of a woman or child. Violations of rules of engagement 
(ROE).

LCpl Jenkins disobeys a direct order to 
shoot a boy perceived as a threat by the 
ROE (p. 108 above).

Jenkins gets reprimanded by the Gunny. Others 
in the unit criticize and talk about him behind 
his back. Jenkins doesn’t go to chow and isolates 
himself in his quarters.

HN Jackson provides stress treatment through 
corpsman support. He talks to Jenkins and 
employs the 7 Cs of Stress First Aid: check, 
coordinate, cover, calm, connect, competence, 
and confidence, (p. 113 above).

Jenkins resumes his duties as gunner on the 
50-caliber rifle and goes outside the wire. He 
performs well in the next fire fight; however, 
Jackson is killed by a sniper in the fire fight.

Sometimes leadership will try to replace the numbers with brand new Marines—so you end 
up going out with a bunch of people you don’t even know, maybe with less training, on little 
to no sleep—we pretty much thought we were all going to die.

Social stress: Being surrounded by strangers, as is the case with individual 
augmentees, unlike Service members who deploy with their own units.

Individual augmentees are less well-known and less likely to divulge personal 
information to others whom they don’t yet trust.

Stressors that can corrode unit cohesion and peer support include the gain of 
new unit members as transfers or replacements.

PFC Wells is assigned to the unit 
because a team member breaks his leg, 
gets a DUI, and can’t deploy. 

Fire Team members LCpl Blake and LCpl Reese 
complain to each other about deploying with 
a new guy. They give PFC Wells a hard time and 
address him as “new guy.”  Wells confides in his 
wife. She suggests that he talk to the NCOs. He 
tells her she doesn’t understand.

Team Leader Cpl Lee asks Reese and Blake to be 
good examples and look out for Wells, using the 
“battle buddies” concept.

By the end of the deployment, Wells has formed 
a bond with his team members.

An illness or death of a family member back home is a huge stressor. 

(Have) guilt over not being there with rest of unit—“I didn’t stay with my buddies—my 
buddies are still over there and I’m here.”

There was an SNCO whose wife had a brain tumor, had been dealing with it for 5 years, and 
went on deployment. Came home to find her in the hospital and she didn’t even recognize 
him. He was obviously worried about it, but learned how to put it in the back of his mind and 
focus on the mission.

Loss of social support back home. 

Stress due to a crisis that arises back home during the deployment, such as 
illness or injury to family members.

HM3 Banks’ mother undergoes cancer 
treatments.

Banks worries about his mother but doesn’t want 
to leave the unit if something happens to her 
because he feels he would be abandoning his 
Marines.

Banks asks his fiancée Amanda to check on 
his mother. He writes letters to Amanda. He 
discusses his fears of having to leave the unit 
with his teammate LCpl Everett.

Banks usually doesn’t like to talk about personal 
matters, but he tells Everett that it is good to talk 
about it sometimes.

LCpl Reese’s abusive, alcoholic father 
dies unexpectedly of an aneurism.

Reese doesn’t want to go home and leave the 
unit. He’s angry and says he hated the bastard.

NCOs talk to Reese and offer counseling. Reese 
declines. NCO’s decide to monitor him. Reese 
calls his mom and sister. He also talks to Blake. 

Reese completes his deployment with no sign of 
being affected.

See a lot of weddings pre-deployment...some Chaplains will line couples up and marry six 
couples at once.

(It is) different from Vietnam generation when no one wanted to be an 18-year-old widow— 
now many think, “Life is short, let’s do this”—get a lot of people coming back saying, “We 
were married by the JP [Justice of the Peace] before we left…”

When you worry about your wife, you can’t really share that with others because you don’t 
really want to be like “my wife this and my wife that” when everyone around you is worried 
about their own problems.

He wanted to spend all the money because he thought he might not come back.

I got blown up in Iraq…and now I’m coming to terms with how I look, how I feel, going 
through a divorce.

When injured, fear of being left behind by unit—want the unit to know they’re still there, still 
part of the unit.

Loss of family support back home. 

A recent marriage or engagement. 

No prior experience maintaining a long-distance relationship. 

Individual augmentees are less well-known and are less likely to divulge 
personal information to others whom they don’t yet trust.

Spouse of augmentee lacks support from extended family or the military 
community. 

Significant money or other family problems.

HM3 Banks gets engaged to Amanda 
before deploying. During deployment, 
Banks is injured in a suicide bombing 
and his leg is amputated.

Banks worries about Amanda being lonely. 
He worries Amanda will reject him after the 
amputation.

Banks writes letters to Amanda (p. 65 above). 
He talks to his comrade LCpl Everett about his 
concerns. Everett gives support.

Banks is shown strapping on a prosthetic leg 
then kisses a happy Amanda the morning of 
their wedding. He goes for a run with a look of 
contentment on his face. 

A few weeks before deploying, PFC 
Wells marries Tina, whom he’s known 
for 2 months. He spends a lot of money 
getting married and also buys a new 
motorcycle.

Tina is very tearful and upset when saying 
goodbye. She tells Wells she is worried about 
being alone. She hears about the fallen comrade 
and tells Wells she wants out of the marriage in a 
phone conversation. Wells consoles her.

Wells keeps it to himself. Tina enthusiastically runs to greet Wells when  
he returns.

LCpl Spears, a Marine on Banks’ 
team, shares concerns about his wife 
spending money and drinking (p. 64 
above).

Banks looks concerned and tells him he’s sorry 
and asks him if he wants to talk about it. Spears 
declines.

Banks plans to keep an eye on Spears and check 
back to see how he is doing, Buddy-Aid.

Spears is shown in later scenes functioning well 
at his job.

Losing a Marine is a huge stressor—you don’t have time to stop and grieve, the mission 
always continues, and you don’t have time to think about it—afterward it takes a long time to 
not see everything as a threat.

Saw another Marine get blown to pieces in front of them, no time to even call in a bird to 
get him (36 hours later)—back for 30 minutes, had to go back out on another mission—no 
time to mourn—can’t mourn in combat, mourning shows weakness, weakness pounced on 
by enemy—need to portray fearlessness, because once fear sets in, if you let others see it, it 
will spread—all goes back to training, if you train harder you can prevent homicide/suicide in 
country—it affects not only you, but your men.

To see a Marine or part of a Marine is completely different—doesn’t matter what community 
it is, that never gets dehumanized—these are your brothers and sisters, it brings a new 
meaning to life.

Seeing dead bodies and body parts stays with you for life—you should be able to feel, but  
you don’t.

Inner conflict: Self-blame (guilt) for failing to protect a peer or leader from 
death or injury. 

Failing to save the life of a unit member.

Loss: The more Service members perceive the dead or dying as similar to 
themselves, the harder it is for Marines and Sailors to maintain their own 
feelings of safety and security in the presence of others’ very obvious 
mortality.

Life-threat: Handling bodies or body parts.

HM2 Mendez is concerned about an 
injured comrade she provided first aid 
to in her last deployment.

As she gets in her car, Mendez hears the rumble 
of a passing bus and has a flashback triggered by 
the sound, a sign of first-stage PTSD.

Mendez’s boyfriend Mike notes that she has been 
having trouble sleeping (a sign of first-stage 
PTSD) and asks her to get help. She declines.

Later in a briefing in country, the NCO informs 
the unit the injured comrade will recover. 
Mendez has a wide smile as the Marines cheer.

Because she is the senior corpsman, HM2 
Mendez’s NCOs ask her to look out for HN 
Jackson. Later, she can’t save Jackson’s life 
when he is injured (p. 128 above). 

Mendez is illustrated looking tired and is upset 
when she talks to her boyfriend on the phone.

The NCO meets with Mendez, asks about her 
wellbeing, and suggests that she talk to the 
Operational Stress Control and Readiness Officer. 
Mendez declines (p. 130 above).

Mendez visits Jackson’s grave and demonstrates 
self-aid effective coping and resilience as she 
honors Jackson with her corpsman pin and 
quotes the motto (p. 197 above).

Cpl Lee is injured by an IED when he 
decides to take LCpl Blake’s place as 
point in the foot patrol.

Blake has strong feelings of guilt and tells LCpl 
Reese and PFC Wells, “It should have been me.”

Reese and Wells tell Blake there’s no way he could 
have known and give support. 

Blake cheers when Lee passes the pull-up 
requirement of his physical test. He tells Lee he’s 
sorry. Lee won’t let him take the blame.

The Fire Team and EOD retrieve body 
parts after a post blast.

They don’t want to talk about it and say they are 
not ok when asked.

They attend the Fallen Comrade ceremony with 
the platoon.

Chalmers decides to re-enlist so he can prevent 
other deaths.

They don’t really want us there—people are sometimes happy when we first get there, but at 
some point we have to leave, and they hate us because we leave and they’re left to face the 
Taliban on their own.

If the Taliban sees a local talking to Marines, they threaten him, and he won’t be talking to 
Marines again.

Handing out water, lollipops, markers, etc. to the kids—you ask them if there are any Taliban 
in the area, and they say, “No, no, no Taliban,” then you walk right in front of their house and 
get shot by Taliban.

(Experienced) culture shock to see people over there, how they eat, how they do things— 
some Marines feel sorry for them, want to learn the language and play with the kids—others 
see everyone as a terrorist and don’t care.

Inner conflict: “Moral injury,” “betrayal of what’s right,” or “shattered 
assumptions” are caused by events that violate deeply held beliefs, especially 
codes of conduct and moral codes regarding right and wrong.

Inner conflict: Seeing foreign nationals living in squalor.

Social stress: Hostility from foreign nationals.

HM1 Wallace and his Seabees learn 
that a local boy they befriended and 
bought soft drinks from was executed 
by insurgents.

All are very shocked and upset. Wallace organizes a supportive group session 
to talk it out (p. 169 above). Wallace reports the 
results to his NCO, and his concerns about one 
Marine, Isaac, who was particularly agitated. They 
decide to keep an eye on Isaac.

Isaac appears ok in the final scene.

On the Fire Team’s first foot patrol to a 
village, children flock around them.

The Fire Team hands out candy to the kids. LCpl Blake befriends a boy by speaking Pashtu, 
which he has learned. PFC Wells notices and asks 
Blake to teach him.

Blake teaches Wells Pashtu.

* Adapted from NTTP 1- 15M, MCRP 6-11C, Combat and Operational Stress Control, December 2010

Examples of Focus Group Responses, Related COSC Stressors, and Graphic Novel Teaching Points

Graphic Novels:  A New Stress Mitigation Tool for Military Training 
Developing Content for Hard-to-Reach Audiences

Theoretical Background and Research Questions/Hypothesis: 
The social stigma attached to psychological problems is the greatest obstacle 
to psychological health in the military. Members of all Services have reported 
a reluctance to seek help for stress or mental health problems for fear of being 
branded as weak by their peers and superiors (NTTP 1- 15M, MCRP 6-11C, Combat 
and Operational Stress Control, December 2010). As a result, Service members may  
be disinterested in combat stress information delivered through conventional 
training programs. Innovative methods are needed for delivering information  
to help psychologically prepare Service members for the stress of active combat  
and to ultimately reduce the stigma associated with seeking assistance for mental  
health problems (Naval Health Research Center Quarterly Update, First Quarter, Winter 
2009–2010). RTI International collaborated with the Naval Health Research Center 
(NHRC) to develop a new health communication tool for the military: The Docs, a  
200-page graphic novel published in 2010 that is used to prepare Navy Corpsmen  
for the stresses of combat deployments. Currently, RTI is developing a follow-on novel 
specifically for Marines.  

Methods: The graphic novel format was selected by NHRC because of its 
anticipated appeal to the targeted age group of enlisted 18- to 34-year-olds and for 
its non-threatening value in providing thought-provoking content about combat 
stress scenarios for discussion in training sessions. Visualization of traumatic events 
in the graphic novel format allows for subtleties to be expressed that are not easily 
interpreted through reading alone. For example, a character looks upset but says he  
is fine when asked how he’s doing. In a single comic panel, Service members learn  
to look for subtle signs of stress and to use the “buddy system” to check on one 
another’s mental health. Content for The Docs was provided by Navy psychologist  
Dr. Heidi Kraft and is based on her personal experiences as a veteran and those of 
her patients. To develop content for the Marine Corps novel, RTI collected qualitative 
data for storyline and visuals using eight focus group interviews of approximately 80 
active duty Marines and their spouses. RTI also conducted visual research interviews 
with equipment specialists and attended Marine base demonstrations and tours.  

Results: The graphic novel format is being used as a training tool by the military to 
reduce the stigma associated with mental health problems. Combat and Operational 
Stress Control (COSC) elements are embedded into scenes, and the storyboard and 
sequential art are designed to meet health communication objectives through 
visual interpretation of stress scenarios and psychological effects. The focus group 
approach enabled RTI to develop content for the Marine Corps novel that provides 
realistic training and expectations. It also allowed RTI to identify common stressors 
and scenarios that guided the development of a compelling storyline and realistic 
characters. 

Conclusions: Focus group interviews indicated that technical accuracy, realism, 
and sensitivity in the novel are needed to engage the target audience. RTI concluded 
that the following approaches should be used for development: (1) Base storyline on 
real-life Service members and the situations they face in combat and their personal 
lives. (2) Partner with COSC experts to embed teaching points. (3) Ensure technical 
accuracy through research and target audience reviews of the storyboard and artwork. 
(4) Develop characters that are representative of the target audience, with varied 
jobs, ages, backgrounds, and professional concerns. (5) Design artwork in a manner 
sensitive to training objectives and the psychological effects on readers. 

Implications for Research and Practice: Because technical accuracy, 
realism, and sensitivity were noted as essential components of an effective graphic 
novel tool, focus group research and review of author drafts by the target audience 
are recommended.

Abstract
RTI collected qualitative data from Marines with combat experience 
and their spouses through focus group interviews held during visits 
to two Marine Corps bases to guide content development of the 
Marine Corps–focused graphic novel. Recruitment flyers explained 
to participants that they were invited to be part of a focus group 
to help drive character, story, and illustration development for a 
graphic novel aimed specifically toward Marines and the stressors 
they experience when deployed to a combat zone, both in theater 
and at home. The information collected from the focus groups 
provided insight into the context in which problems develop and 
into attitudes, policies, organizational factors, and family issues. These 
insights contributed to story themes and guided the novel’s true-to-
life illustrations.

A trained and experienced focus group moderator conducted each 
focus group interview using a discussion guide that contained main 
discussion topics and probes. Use of the discussion guide was key to 
ensuring that structured questions were asked in a consistent order 
and that the same probes were used among all focus groups. The 
novel’s Artistic Lead also attended the focus group sessions so that 
she could to talk directly to the Marines and their families, which 
prepared her to realistically illustrate the novel. 

In order to ensure that focus group members were comfortable 
discussing issues in the presence of other attendees, participants 
were grouped with individuals of similar rank. The focus groups were 
organized as follows: 

 ● Officers 
 ● Senior non-commissioned officers 
 ● Junior non-commissioned officers 
 ● Junior enlisted 
 ● Spouses 
 ● Chaplains

During the focus group interviews, participants were asked a series of 
questions regarding the following:

 ● Predeployment experiences and stressors
 ● Deployment experiences and stressors
 ● Postdeployment experiences and stressors
 ● Acronyms/deployment-specific lingo
 ● Character development

Data from the interviews were recorded by a trained note-taker. In 
addition, after asking permission from the participants, the focus 
group moderator made a digital audio recording of each focus group 
session. Although the note-taker and moderator indicated which 
group member made a particular comment, participants were not 
personally identified; references were made generically, such as 
“Respondent 1” or “Respondent 2” or by first name and rank only.

Data from across all focus groups were summarized and categorized 
into major themes, providing a solid foundation for the development 
of characters, storyline, dialogue, and artwork for the graphic novel. 

Focus Groups

Common Sources of Stress
Physical
Harsh weather
Rough terrain
Cramped, uncomfortable spaces
Minor injuries
Sleep deprivation
Lack of showers and plumbing
Poor nutrition, dehydration
Lack of opportunities for exercise
Money problems
Loss of personal possessions
Minor illnesses

Mental
Leadership accountability for Marines
Ambiguous or difficult missions
Uncertainty
Lack of information (i.e., departures)
Unfamiliarity with mission or environment
Boredom
Prolonged concentration
Worries about welfare of family
Helplessness, inability to deal with family  
   problems
Uncertainties about the future

Social
Being surrounded by strangers, as is the case  
   with individual augmentees
Conflicts with peers or leaders
Lack of personal space
Working in isolation
Hostility from foreign nationals
Conflicts with spouse or family
Relationship breakups
Loss of contact with family
Missing friends

Spiritual
Inner conflicts over competing values
Difficulty making sense of what happens

Causes of Combat and  
Operational Stress Injuries

Life-Threat
Being seriously injured in combat
Nearly being killed
Seeing someone else die up close
Handling bodies or body parts
Multiple casualty events, such as IED blasts     
   or ambushes

Loss
Death of a close friend
Death of a unit member or leader
Loss of valued possessions

Inner Conflict
Leaders failing to live up to core values
Failing to save the life of a unit member
Killing or witnessing the killing of a woman  
   or child
Violations of rules of engagement
Friendly fire

Wear and Tear
Too much everyday stress for long periods

Stressors*

Shari Lambert, BFA, Communication Art
Russ Peeler, MS, Social Psychology 

Becky Lane, PhD, Experimental Psychology 
Carrie Borst, Coursework for BA, Art History 
RTI International, Research Triangle Park, NC

64

hell, it 
doesn’t matter 

to me as long as 
it makes her 

happy.

Dude, enjoy 
it now while you 

can. Wait till you get 
married. that’s when 

the shit starts.

speARS, I’m sorry 
man. You want to  
talk to someone 

about it?

Hey, aren’t you supposed  
to pick out the  

tuxes?

Sure. I’m 
gonna wait 

’til I get back 
to my rack to 

finish this.

No, Doc. 
I’m fine. 

Just blowing 
off some 

steam.

Well, if you  
change your mind, 
let me know. Don’t  

let it build up.

I need to 
keep an eye on him 
and check back in a 

few days to see  
how he’s doing.

She got a  
f---ing DUi the  

other night and is gonna  
lose her driver’s license  

for sure. Then she won’t even  
be able to drive. How are my 
kids going to get to school?

Out partying  
with her friends  

every night,  
leaving the kids  

with my mom. 

Man, my wife’s lost her mind 
back home. She’s burning up 

the credit cards! She’s  
spending like a sailor  

on shore leave. 

No  
offense, 

Doc. 

it’s 
bullshit!

Banks,  
You Ready 
to go?

Later...
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Grandpa Jack,  
sometimes I 

don’t know how 
you did it.
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Jenkins,  
Do IT! you 

know the ROE. 
Man, You’re 

gonna get us 
killed!

ITS Just 
a BAG! They’re 

just kids!

Jenkins!  
The rules of 
engagement  
are clear. 

Take him out. 

Now!
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To tell you the truth, 
Doc, I don’t know 

what to think. 

I disobeyed 
a direct order and 

could’ve gotten a lot 
of guys killed. Gunny 

is pissed. So are 
the guys in the 

unit. 

I don’t 
know what 

happened out 
there...

OK, he’s not  
in immediate  

physical  
danger.

We’re not  
in the field so  
check, cover  
and calm don’t  
really apply  
any more.

I’m connecting  
with him right  

now...just have to  
decide whether  
to coordinate.

I can keep  
my eyes on him,  
help him work  
on the last  
two C’s...

Jenkins?

169

WALLACE—Support in Numbers

Look, I’m glad you guys decided to 
come. I thought maybe it’d be good to 
talk about what happened to Raheem. 

Seemed like it hit some  
of us pretty hard. 

What’s there  
to say, Doc? 
It’s f---ed up.  

That’s it. 

Yeah. 

I know. 
We all agree. 

But It’s still my 
job to ask. 

How are 
you guys 
doing?
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wilco, 
sergeant!

I’m 
going 
too.

Damn, 
Jackson...

is he gonna 
be ok?

Roger that.  
OK, Mendez. 

Sniper’s down. 
Go ahead.

BrownBag  
actual, this is 

brownbag Victor 
one. Threat is 
neutralized.
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MENDEZ—Putting it Away

Mendez, I  
need to know how you  

really are. When I look  
at you, ‘good’ doesn’t  

come to mind.

Fine,  
sir. Good 

to go.

How are  
you holding up, 

Mendez?

Really, sir, I’m  
fine. I just need  

to hit the rack. I Didn’t 
sleep too much  

last night.

I think so,  
too. But how can  

you know for sure?  
Maybe I should  
have at least  

tried...

Just the 
same, it might be  

good for you to talk  
with the combat 

stress.

With all 
due respect, sir,  

I don’t need to. I’m OK.  
I’m putting it away. Like I 
said, I just need to get  

a little sleep.

what it’s worth, I’ve 
gone over the medical 
reports...you did the  

right thing. Jackson’s 
wounds were massive. 

There was nothing  
anyone could’ve 

done.

Don’t second  
guess your triage, Mendez.   

A kid is going home to his family  
because of you. Remember that. If  
you’d tried to save Jackson first,  

you might have lost ‘em both.  
You made the right decision.

197 enD

good  
work, Doc.  

rest in  
Peace.

‘live for 
others 

So others 
May live.’
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The underlying principle of successful Combat and Operational Stress Control (COSC)
is to provide realistic training and expectations. This is supported by feedback from 
focus group participants, who identified technical accuracy, realism, and sensitivity as 
essential components of an effective graphic novel tool. 

Content for book one, The Docs, was provided by Navy psychologist Dr. Heidi Kraft 
and is based on her personal experiences as a veteran and those of her patients. To 
ensure realism in book two, RTI developed a process that relies strongly on teaming 
with experts at Head Quarters Marine Corps COSC. It includes focus group interviews 
to capture content for storyline and language for dialogue, visual research interviews 
with weapons specialists to confirm technical drawings of equipment, and review of 
author drafts and illustrations by the target audience for technical accuracy, realism, 
and psychological impact. The basic steps in the development and production 
process for the novel are show at right.

Focus group interviews and target audience review indicated that the death of a 
comrade is most likely the number one stressor. When reviewers identified closely 
with a character, they had a strong negative reaction if the character was harmed.  
For example, Navy Corpsmen, the intended audience for The Docs, reviewed 
illustrations of several injuries drawn in graphic detail without negative comment. 
However, in the scene where Corpsman HN Jackson is killed by a sniper, reviewers  
had a strong negative reaction to a detailed sketch showing the actual injury to the 
back of the head and a grimacing Jackson experiencing pain. See the preliminary 
pencil sketch of Jackson getting shot (below, left) and the revised published 
illustration where no blood is shown and Jackson portrays a stunned expression, 
instead of pain (below, right). 

To be an effective tool for combat stress 
mitigation, graphic novels must balance realism 
with sensitivity to the psychological effects 
on the target audience. While the graphic 
novel tool is appealing because of its non-
threatening format, the content and style of the 
art is important. Graphic novels intended for 
entertainment typically contain sensationalized 
violence with graphic displays of blood and 
gore. A similar approach in a graphic novel 
oriented as a COSC tool could alienate the target 
audience. For example, a focus group participant 
said, “Showing the effects of what can happen  
to someone in combat in comic book format?  
I wouldn’t read it...and as a leader I wouldn’t 
want to give it to my Marines because I don’t 
need that in their minds when they’re going 
to kick in a door.” Another commented, “I’ve 
seen some very bad things; things like a vehicle 
burned flat, so flat you can’t tell there are bodies 
still inside. Don’t put things like that in the book.”

To create an effective tool for COSC training, the following graphic art techniques are recommended: 

 ● Use a realistic artistic style that does not portray characters as overly muscular super heroes or as simplified cartoons. 

 ● Use flat color with limited blood and modeling to maintain reader focus on content. 

 ● Pay careful attention to facial expressions that visually convey character emotions without words.

 ● Use typography conservatively and minimize use of comic treatments for sound words like “BOOM!”.

Graphic Novel Development and Design
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second 
floor 
window!

Stay here, 
Hughes! 

There’s  
nothing you  

can do.

F---, Dawg! 
Nooooo!
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stay Here 
HugHes.  
tHere’s 

notHing you 
can Do.

f--- DaWG!  
nooooo!

seconD 
floor 
WinDoW!

Preliminary Pencil Sketch Final Published Art

Writing
• Outline story arc
• Provide character list with names, ages, 

and brief description of each main and 
secondary character

• Write narrative of the story 

Script Development 
• Convert narrative to dialogue
• Provide scene descriptions

Storyboard Development
• Convert script to draft storyboard in Adobe 

InDesign and place dialogue balloons and 
art panels 

• Plan page layouts, panel sequencing 
and orientation, panel contents, visual 
transitions, and chapter and scene breaks 
and determine final page count  

Character Sketches  
• Prepare pencil sketches of main and 

secondary characters
• Develop one fully inked and colored 

sample of each main character to confirm 
skin tone, hair, etc. 

Technical Research  
• Consult visual reference material and subject matter experts to accurately portray and illustrate 

U.S. Marine Corps protocols, equipment, the war in Afghanistan, and combat stress scenarios 
• Clarify technical details via photos and other sources

Graphic Novel Production
1 — Pencil Sketches  
• Prepare pencils of each scene
• Scan and place pencils in draft storyboard 

2 — Inking, Coloring, Lettering
• Ink, color, letter, and proof scenes

3 — Cover Design
• Draft designs for client review
• Prepare final cover art based on client 

comments

4 — Client Review and Approval to Print
• Submit final PDF of entire novel for client 

review and approval to print

Printing and Shipping  
• Oversee printing with commercial printer
• Send PDF pre-press proofs to client for final review and approval
• Print and ship copies to client

Focus Group and Visual Research Interviews  
• Collect qualitative data from Marines and their spouses through focus group interviews 
• Conduct visual research interviews of weapons and equipment specialists on a Marine Corps 

base and attended demos and tours


