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Family Support During Deployment

Background. This report provides an overview of issues related to the support of military families during deployment. The information provided here is drawn from a variety of sources, to include academic literature and technical reports by social scientists conducting research on military family issues, and recent surveys of military personnel and family members. Preliminary results from focus groups of military personnel and family members conducted by DACOWITS at several military installations in CONUS during 2003 represent an additional source of data. The information contained in the report is presented in the following three sections:

· Impact of deployment on families

· Organizational responses to family support needs during deployment

· Issues and challenges related to the provision of family support for deployments
· Summary.
Issues and challenges documented in the third section include the unique circumstances and needs of families of junior enlisted personnel, the geographic dispersion of military families (particularly members of the Reserves and National Guard), and under-awareness and under-utilization of available family support. 

The report concludes with a brief summary discussing the work of the Joint Family Contingency Work Group under the auspices of the DoD Office of Family Policy, and the need for current and future support programs to creatively address the family support requirements generated by the changing characteristics of modern military missions and deployments. 

Impact of deployment on families. While many civilian occupations share some of the demands that are typical of a career in the armed forces— including geographic mobility, residence in foreign countries, risk of injury or death, frequent separation from family, and role pressures—the military is unique in that all of these demands can be asked of a Service member at the same time.
 The families of military personnel must also deal with these demands, two of which are particularly relevant to the deployment situation: the risk of injury or death to the service member, and the separation of service member from the family. These two overarching stressors can be viewed as the basic conditions of deployment with which families must cope, and which trigger a host of related outcomes for family members.
 At the most general level these include stress, fear, loneliness, a need for information about the service member, and changes in routines resulting in new tasks and responsibilities.

While research on military families has demonstrated that families experience all three phases of deployment—pre-deployment, deployment, and post-deployment—as stressful,
 different issues and outcomes tend to surface depending on the particular phase being experienced. The nature, salience and magnitude of each issue or outcome may change depending on the phase of the deployment.
 The discussion in this section highlights the most commonly reported issues that military families face during each deployment phase. The section concludes with a discussion of some of the moderating factors that influence how family members experience deployment. These moderating factors represent characteristics of the deployment itself (e.g., length of deployment), and characteristics of families (e.g., junior vs. senior enlisted families).

Pre-Deployment.  Military family members’ emotional responses to impending deployment can include fear and uncertainty regarding their sponsor’s safety, concerns about how the family will cope during the Service member’s absence, and worries surrounding the impact of an extended separation on marital and other family relationships.
 Upon the announcement of a deployment, military spouses desire information about:

· Nature of the deployment 

· Safety of their sponsor 

· Options available to communicate with their sponsor (telephone, e-mail, etc.) 

· Departure date and deployment timeline.

Participants in 2003 DACOWITS focus groups identified the need for information as a critical component of family support during deployment, including the need that spouses and extended family members be kept informed about the deployment. To the degree that information is not available, stress for military family members increases. For example, during pre-deployment, the lack of reliable information regarding the Service member’s departure timeline may contribute to unnecessarily difficult goodbyes (i.e., multiple goodbyes, family gatherings missed unnecessarily, etc.). For Guard and Reserve families, information regarding transition between civilian health care plans and TRICARE is particularly vital, but often difficult to obtain.
 

The pre-deployment phase also brings financial, logistical and administrative challenges due to the impending absence of the Service member. A 2002 survey of spouses of National Guard and Reserve Component personnel activated for duty found that, while a majority of spouses were able to perform the pre-activation tasks of obtaining an updated will, power of attorney, and a dependent ID card, most did not or could not make immediate changes in child care arrangements, or establish emergency funds for the family.

During Deployment.  During military deployments, it is typical for family members to experience fear and uncertainty regarding their sponsor’s safety, sadness, feelings of loneliness and isolation, and loss of emotional support.
 Additionally, junior enlisted spouse isolation may be greater than that of more senior spouses’ because they often live significant distances from the base and its support resources, and because they tend to be less involved with other unit spouses. 
 (Junior enlisted family issues are discussed in more detail in the final section). 

In addition to emotional stress caused by the loss of companionship and intimacy, many family members experience stress at having to adjust to new tasks and roles. Tasks formerly accomplished by or shared with the sponsor become the sole responsibility of the family member who remains behind.
 These can include household and automobile maintenance, parenting, and handling the family bills. During 2003 DACOWITS focus groups, military personnel at several CONUS installations pointed out that these tasks can be especially challenging for Service members who are deploying for the first time, or who have relatively new marriages or young children. 

Encouraging findings from family members of soldiers deployed on Operation Joint Endeavor in 1996 reveal that the percentage of spouses reporting financial problems related to the deployment was lower than during previous operations, including Operation Restore Hope in Somalia (1992) and the first Gulf War (1991). The incidence of deployment-related stress symptoms among spouses surveyed during these deployments was very similar, however.
  

During deployments, unreliable information often fuels rumors, which can be counterproductive and stressful for family members. Rumors are sometimes generated from unofficial communications from deployed sponsors to spouses and tend to circulate around departure and return timelines, the subjects over which individual soldiers and family members have the least control. Official command channels are usually the only reliable source for accurate information on these topics, but verified information from the command may not be timely enough to dispel the spread of misinformation about the deployment.
 

Post-deployment. Adjusting to changes that occurred in family members, Service members, and family dynamics during the deployment can be stressful for all involved. Expectations held by military personnel, spouses, and children concerning life after the deployment may prove to be quite different, and may go unfulfilled. Typically, reunion requires a renegotiation of family roles, and recognition on the part of the returning Service member that their family members may have acquired a new level of independence in his or her absence.
 In the words of a junior enlisted sailor stationed at Coronado, “the kids are the hardest part. They don’t know why you keep leaving. You’ve been gone for a few months and you come back into the house and they don’t know you.” 

Despite the myths to the contrary, there is very little evidence that deployments, in themselves, influence divorces rates—most military personnel and spouses readjust to their marriages and other family relationships within a few months after reunion. For example, fewer than one-quarter of Army spouses whose sponsors participated in U.S. peacekeeping efforts in Bosnia in 1996 reported that the deployment had a negative impact on their marital relationship.
 Among spouses of service members who report failing marriages after a deployment, most also report that their marriage was already weak or strained before the mission.
  

Moderating Factors. A number of moderating factors influence the magnitude with which military families experience stressful events related to deployments. These include particular characteristics of the deployment and characteristics of the families themselves. Though not an exhaustive list, some of the most important of these moderating factors are presented in Exhibit 1, and are discussed in the paragraphs that follow.

Among the deployment characteristics that impact how well families adjust (the left column in Exhibit 1), both the length of the pre-deployment phase and the duration of the overall deployment can influence the degree of stress experienced by family members and the likelihood that they will perceive the deployment as a negative event for the family.

	Exhibit 1: Factors moderating family adjustment to deployment

	Characteristics of the deployment
	Characteristics of the

 family

	· Length of deployment 

· Length of the pre-deployment phase

· Public support for the mission

· Communication opportunities available to military personnel during the mission


	· Spouse maturity/independence 

· Strength of relationship between spouse and service member

· Family access to support systems and social resources

· Family financial resources 

· Family deployment experience and awareness of deployment possibility

· Participation in Family Support Programs




For example, very short pre-deployment phases offer insufficient time to plan, prepare, and adjust to new circumstances, while excessively long pre-deployment phases may encourage denial and a non-productive, prolonged farewell process.
 Long deployments are also stressful for families. More than two thirds (68%) of military spouses whose sponsors participated in Operation Joint Endeavor (a 1-year peacekeeping deployment to Bosnia) reported that the deployment length was a concern or worry for them.
 

Another mission-related factor that appears to moderate the effects of deployment is the perceived public support for the mission. The military community is embedded within a larger society, and is not insulated from public concerns about the rationale, worth, and legitimacy of particular missions, nor do military family members lack opinions on these issues themselves. Popular support for the deployment impacts community interest and support, as well as families’ beliefs that their sacrifice is worthwhile. A greater percentage of military spouses of personnel deployed in 1992 for humanitarian efforts in Somalia were supportive of the mission (46%) than during the1996 peacekeeping deployment to Bosnia (29%).
  

The communication options that are available to military personnel on a deployment can also influence families’ responses and reactions to the deployment. The technological advances in communications that now facilitate regular communication between deployed personnel and family members back home represent a mixed blessing to commanders, who seek to maintain the morale of their personnel but who also aim to minimize the distraction of their personnel from their mission-related tasks. From the family members perspective, ease of telephone/e-mail communication between sponsors and families ameliorates loneliness and helps families run the household. 

Family characteristics that help minimize the negative impact of deployment (the second column in Exhibit 1) include those associated with personnel and families in senior enlisted, warrant officer, and commissioned officer ranks. These include spouse maturity, strong relationships between the spouse and the Service member, access to military support systems, social support, financial resources, previous deployment experience, and participation in military family support programs. 

While research indicates that families are more likely to rely on informal support (e.g., friends and relatives) than formal military programs and services, participation in family support programs appears to help family members deal with the stresses of military life.
 Data from the 2002 Survey of Army Families IV (SAF IV) show that spouses who participated in Army Family Team Building (a military family support and education program) and in the unit Family Readiness Group (a unit-based family support network, managed and maintained by volunteers with ties to unit members) were more likely to handle loneliness well (68%) and to report that their family adjusts to Army demands well (86%) than spouses who participated in neither of these two programs (48% and 66%, respectively).
 

Organizational responses to family support needs during deployment. This section discusses programs, activities, and resources within the military through which family support is provided during deployments, to include the following support functions: 

· Administrative preparation for deployment 

· Communication of critical information

· Linkage with available programs and services

· Reunion support

· Peacetime training. 

The means by which these support functions are accomplished are described briefly below.

Administrative preparation for deployment.  During the pre-deployment phase, if not before, the Services help families prepare administratively for deployment by identifying practical steps that must be completed and documents that must be obtained or updated.   

Many of these administrative preparations relate to family finances (e.g., sufficient cash reserves in the bank, access to bank accounts, and transfer of responsibility for paying bills, etc.) while others include updating durable powers of attorney, wills, and family care plans documenting who will take care of children in the event a single parent Service member or dual-military couple is deployed. DACOWITS focus group participants expressed that one of the major challenges for family members was the lack of “hands-on” assistance with administrative items, but also reported pre-deployment services were getting better all the time.  

For National Guard and Reserve families to gain regular access to some military resources such as DEERS registration and exchanges and commissaries, ID cards reflecting the Service member’s change in status must be obtained. Each military Service provides avenues (i.e., facilities, information, and necessary paperwork) for the accomplishment of these administrative tasks.

Communication of critical information. Each of the Services provides channels for communicating information about the deployment to families. For example, Command briefings are delivered before, during, and after deployments. Using video teleconferencing technology, commanders may provide briefings live from the deployment site. Telephone trees— a communication resource that assigns family members responsibility for passing along information to a designated number of other family members with ties to the unit— are maintained and periodically updated by many units. During DACOWITS focus groups in 2003, the most common themes in the area of recommended improvements in family support during deployments revolved around the communication of information. Family members expressed a need for a greater flow of information from command channels, and more opportunities to stay in contact with their Service member. 

Linkage with available programs and services.  All of the Services have established methods to connect family members of deployed personnel with available programs, services, and information resources. Often, key personnel are designated to facilitate this linkage, such as the Key Volunteer in the Marine Corps, the Ombudsman in the Navy, or the Family Readiness Group (FRG) leader in the Army. The individual Services, the Office of The Secretary of Defense (OSD), and a number of non-profit groups interested in the well being of military families, such as the National Military Family Association, also provide information and referral through one-stop call centers and web sites. 

Reunion support.  The Services disseminate information to families and Service members regarding the challenges associated with reunion during the post-deployment phase. This information may be offered during any of the three phases of deployment and in a variety of formats (e.g., as part of briefings, through mailings and web-based materials, and via workshops and classes). Deployed Service members and also receive reunion support from Chaplains working directly with deployed units.  

Peacetime training.  All of the military services seek to maintain family readiness during peacetime, in order to ensure that when a deployment is ordered, families are sufficiently prepared to function in the Service member’s absence, and to adapt to the new circumstances with a minimum of stress and dysfunction. Depending on the individual Service branch, the proactive promotion of family readiness though ongoing training and education programs may either be targeted to all family members generally, or it may be geared to family members in leadership positions, who then use their skills to promote readiness throughout the community.    

Issues and challenges related to the provision of family support for deployments. While recent research indicates that most family members of deployed personnel are able to adapt to the stresses of deployment and cope relatively well, 
 it is clear that many Service members feel the military needs to do more in the area of family support. For example, the most recent Defense Manpower Data Center (DMDC) Status of Forces Survey— a large-scale survey of military personnel from all Department of Defense Service branches— included items to assess the satisfaction of military members with their Service’s family support. With the exception of the Air Force, the percentage of personnel from each Service reporting they were satisfied with family support represented less than half of those surveyed (Air Force 55%; Navy 42%; Army 33%; USMC 33%)
 

There is widespread recognition that an effective communications network— linking military family members with needed resources, with each other, and with the unit in which their loved one serves— represents the chief component of a family support “infrastructure” that can serve as the basis for effective support during deployment. This infrastructure should be established and maintained in a peacetime environment, well prior to notification of pending deployment. There are a number of circumstances, some of which are interrelated, that make the development and maintenance of a permanent family support infrastructure challenging. These include but are not limited to: 

· Junior-enlisted spouse population that is at-risk, but hard to reach

· Geographic dispersion of military families (particularly for the Reserve Components)

· Under-awareness and under-utilization of available family support.

Each of these circumstances is briefly discussed below.

Junior-Enlisted Spouses are At-Risk, but Hard to Reach.  A consistent finding across all of the research examined here is that the population that tends to report the most difficulty adapting during deployments—families of junior enlisted personnel— is also the most difficult to reach. Many junior enlisted spouses are young and relatively inexperienced with the demands of military life, and because many of these young families live “outside the gate” in civilian communities, many are separated geographically from installation-based support resources. 

Young enlisted military spouses also tend to be more separated socially from other members of the military community, compared to military families with greater rank and seniority. Many junior enlisted spouses are unwilling or unable to associate with other unit spouses, or to get involved in their sponsors’ military careers. Compared to spouses in older, more experienced military families, young military spouses have fewer social, emotional, and financial resources, and are less likely to participate in organized military or unit-based family support and education programs. For example, in a recent study of spouses of activated National Guard and Reserve Component members, fewer than half (45%) of junior enlisted spouses reported they coped well, compared with two thirds (67%) of spouses of higher ranking personnel.
 

Geographic Dispersion of Military Families. While many important family support resources are located on the military installation, not all families of deployed Service members are able to conveniently access these resources or participate in installation-based programs. Approximately 70% of married active-duty military members and their families live in civilian rather than military housing,
 and this is generally true of all families of personnel in the Reserve Components. Families of Guard and Reserve members may in fact live across the state, or across several states, from the armory or installation where their Reservist drills.
 Regardless of the sponsor’s rank or Service branch, living off-base, and particularly living far from base, inhibits awareness and use of base resources and involvement of family members with the sponsor’s unit.
 

Under-awareness and under-utilization of available programs and services. Research on military family support programs and services suggests that many family members are not aware of the range and kinds of resources available to them, and in some cases are either unable or unwilling to take advantage of them. 

For example, the 2002 Survey of Spouses of Activated National Guard and Reserve Component Members found spouse attendance at pre-activation briefings to be relative low. Of nearly 4000 military spouses of National Guard and Reserve members called to active duty, more than half (52%) reported they were not aware that such a briefing had taken place, and an additional 13% reported that they were invited but did not attend.
 Similarly, while recent research on the awareness and use of the Army Family Team Building (AFTB) program concludes that the program helps foster self-reliance among family member participants, about half of surveyed Army personnel and family members are not aware of the program, and fewer participate in the training.
  

Summary. While each of the military Services has developed the support services, programs, resources and activities that they perceive best meet the needs of their members and families, several characteristics of contemporary military operations— including increasing reliance on the Reserve Components, and the deployment of personnel in joint-force environments— suggest a need for joint-service cooperation and adaptability and flexibility in the methods used to deliver support for families of deployed personnel. At several installations throughout CONUS, DACOWITS  focus groups participants expressed that changes in PERSTEMPO and OPTEMPO resulting from the war on terrorism have impacted Service members and families in ways that bear upon family support. For example, participants noted that changes in PERSTEMPO and OPTEMPO have meant longer work hours, increasing travel, and higher threat levels and uncertainty. Effects of these changes in routines include greater stress and anxiety for children, and more difficulty making childcare arrangements. 

The DoD Office of Family Policy recently sponsored a mobilization/deployment working group meeting with Total Force representation. Convened for the purposes of identifying current family support issues that require special emphasis and planning, the Joint Family Support Contingency Work Group has been tasked with providing recommendations for a strong personnel and family readiness posture. In order to achieve their goal of insuring that 100% of families are educated and informed about available deployment support resources, recommendations being put forward by the Work Group include establishing Inter-Service Family Assistance Centers (FACs), crafting policy that all FACs will serve Total Force families, and establishing FACs in the civilian community to improve access for family members living off the installation. 

A recent memorandum from the Principal Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness acknowledges that, since Operation Desert Storm, the Services have made significant improvements in the provision of family support during each phase of deployment. The memorandum stresses however, that the Services must continue to prepare and plan for unforeseen circumstances, and to develop creative solutions to address them.
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