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Prisoners of War (POWs) and Those Missing in Action (MIAs)

A prisoner of war (POW) is any person 
captured or placed in prison (interned) 
by a foreign or enemy power during war.  

In the strictest sense, it is used only for members 
of the Armed Forces, but by broader definition it 
has also included members of small independent 
groups taking part in irregular fighting (guerrillas), 
civilians who openly fight against an enemy, or 
noncombatants associated with a military force.

Most Americans who became prisoners of war did 
so through no fault of their own; they were captured 
while defending their country.  Fortunately, POWs 
have become much less common in recent conflicts.  
For example, it is estimated that while more than 
130,000 were captured and interned during World 
War II, the number fell to 725 during the Vietnam 
War, 47 during the Gulf War and 12 during more 
recent conflicts. 

We must never forget any POW or those Missing 
in Action (MIA) who did not return home.  The issue 
of accounting for U.S. POW/MIAs became a matter 
of public interest with the founding of The National 
League of POW/MIA Families in 1970, formed by 
the families of those missing in action during the 
Vietnam War.  The League pushed for an increased 
effort by the U.S. government to seek answers about 
those still missing.  While the Vietnam War raged 
on, those at home raised awareness of the POW/MIA 
cause.

To further show support for those who are 
missing in action, National POW/MIA Recognition 
Day was established in 1979 with bipartisan action 
by Congress, followed by a proclamation signed by 
President Jimmy Carter.  Since then, each president 
has issued an annual proclamation for National POW/
MIA Recognition Day, which falls on the third Friday 
in September.

Name Captured and 
Interned Died While POW Returned to U.S. 

Military Control Refused to Return

GRAND TOTAL 142,186 16,985 125,180 21
World War I 4,120 147 3,973 –
World War II 130,201 14,072 116,129 –
Korean War 7,140 2,701 4,418 21
Vietnam War 725 65 660 –

United States Army Colonel Floyd “Jim” Thompson (right), 
was the longest-held prisoner of war in American history, 
surviving nine years (3,278 days) of torture and deprivation 
at the hands of the enemy.  While flying in an observation 
plane, Thompson was shot down by enemy small arms fire 
and was captured near Quang Tri, South Vietnam.  He was 
released with other POWs in mid-March 1973 as part of 
Operation Homecoming.  Photo courtesy Department of Defense
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