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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The U.S. military is the most respected fighting force in the world. They have 

ground units that can seize and control any piece of land, a navy that can dominate the 

seas, and an air force that can strike anywhere in the world at any time. The U.S. also has 

a wealthy government that is one of the few in the world that provides cutting-edge 

technology second to none. Most importantly, the military has superb leadership and 

dedicated volunteers. These facts are common knowledge to most people throughout the 

world. Our enemies respect and fear the U.S. military. Our allies rely on the U.S. for 

protection and peacekeeping. However, few people know the difficulties and 

responsibilities that U.S. servicemen confront. He or she takes on an entirely new way of 

life once she or he puts on a uniform. Personal sacrifice and long periods of time away 

from home are just some of the realities military personnel must face. However, one of 

the hardest parts about serving in the U.S. military is leaving a loved one behind for a 

deployment. 

Military deployment is defined as anytime a service member leaves the physical 

locale of their parent base (Pdhealth, 1994). Reasons for deployment other than war 

include training, peacekeeping, humanitarian missions, and homeland aid such as disaster 

relief (1994). Although time periods of deployment may range from a few days to over 6 

months, I use the term to mean absence from home for over a month. 

Family life in the military is very different from the civilian world. In 

"Deployment and Reunion," Resnick (1996) notes that family separations, war, and long-

awaited reunions are things not often found outside the military (p. 5). Family members 
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left at home must learn how to take over new responsibilities and manage a home by 

themselves. Also, the loved ones left behind must accept the separation emotionally and 

keep up the relationship with their departed loved-one (Resnick, p. 9). Although the task 

of maintaining relationships and adjusting to life without a spouse has always been 

difficult, it has become increasingly more difficult in the last few years. 

Over the last ten years, the U.S. military has shrunk in size by over one-half to the 

cuiTent 1.37 miUion active-duty members (DOD Almanac n.p.). "Family Focus 

on...Military Families," an internet article published by The National Council on Family 

Relations, says that the U.S. military is engaged in a record number of operations 

worldwide that is causing more deployments that last longer periods of time (Fl). 

Needless to say, this is a potential problem for the military. Of the 1.37 million members, 

approximately 55% are married. Also, more than 630,000 servicemen and women have 

children (National Council, F-1). Even more startling, "MiUtary Families" reports that 

there are more military family members (spouses and children) than actual active-duty 

personnel (National Council, Fl). It is easy to see that the U.S. military has many 

dependents who are affected by frequent absences. 

Even though any serviceman, despite rank and duty, can be called up at any time, 

some occupations within the military are taxed even more greatly. Capt. Lee Curoe, 

USAF, said that aviators, military policemen, wing commanders, and Special Forces 

personnel experience even longer and more frequent deployments than military persons 

with other duties (personal interview). His assessment seems logical because all of the 

listed duties are on-call twenty-four hours a day. Aviators must be prepared to suit up 

and fly at a moment's notice if a conflict arises. Mihtary police members are responsible 



for providing defense for any new asset the U.S. builds or deploys globally. Wing 

Commanders are in charge of bases, so it is obvious that they always have to be alert for 

problems within the base as well as updated on their responsibilities to the mission. 

Finally, Special Forces people are responsible for silent attacks or information-gathering 

at a small-scale level. Special Forces are often used because they are highly trained and 

can secretly operate in small numbers. 

Even though some military occupations are more demanding than others, all 

members face deployments that can last from several days to over a year (Resnick, p. 5). 

But deployments are not the only reason mihtary famihes can become separated. 

Attendance at training schools, field exercises, and natural disaster assistance operations 

may also call up a loved one at a moment's notice (Resnick, p. 5). 

With all the circumstances that can separate families, children may be affected at 

least as much as spouses, if not more. Children, depending their age, may have 

difficulties understanding why their parent is leaving and may feel abandonment and 

anger (Cotto, p. 14). Although the children are not being abandoned, it is evident that 

children have special needs when a parent leaves home for a long period of time. 

MiUtary research shows that children are resihent and bounce back quickly when a parent 

leaves home (Cotto, p. 6). It is important to note, however, that children's coping abihty 

strongly correlates with the parents' ability to adjust (Cotto, p. 6). In other words, parents 

have a huge influence on their children's behavior and need to understand that 

responsibility. 

Although adults have a deeper understanding of why loved ones have to leave, 

that does not mean they don't have trouble themselves. In "Deployment and Reunion," 



the author says that along with day-to-day adjustments that take time to develop, spouses 

also experience emotional withdrawal and feelings of isolation (Resnick, p. 6). One must 

also remember that the mihtary has single parents, too. In fact, "Mihtary Famihes" 

claims that the percentage of single parents in the military has grown from 3.9% in 1989 

to over 6% (National Council, Fl). A pamphlet pubhshed by Sheppard Air Force Base 

entitled "Personal and Family Readiness Guide" suggests that separation is usually more 

difficult for single parent families because there is no other parent at home (Sheppard 

AFB, n.p.). Although the military provides interim childcare for single parents that are 

deployed, it is understandably stressful to leave a child outside of the family. Similarly, 

there is a growing population of dual career couples in the mihtaiy. These are couples in 

which both partners are in the military and are subject to simultaneous deployments, 

leaving children to either the extended family or military childcare. They face some of 

the same concerns and stresses as the single parent families. 

With parents leaving home for often unknown periods of time, and numerous 

psychological effects that can occur through family separation (to be discussed later), one 

can understandably wonder if military famihes can survive. And if so, one could assume 

that happiness and fulfillment are not possible. Also, one might worry that child 

development suffers when a family must separate. All of the above concerns are 

f ossible. However, it is important to know that research has disproved many 

gL-neralizations that society has made about military families. Some marriages end 

because of militaiy life, however, many do not. It will be shown later that military 

families learn quickly to adapt and persevere through tough times. Women, who once 

thought they could never operate the household without their husband, often find 



themselves with a great deal of fulfillment and independence by stepping up to the 

challenges. Military families also learn the importance of essential relationship 

maintenance tools such as communication and disclosure. Many civilian families may 

take for granted that they will see their loved ones everyday. Military families leam that 

time together is precious, and issues and conflicts need to be dealt with as they happen. 

People also need to be aware of the formal and informal support that military 

families adopt upon entering the service. Military installations dedicate numerous offices 

to ensure that families are healthy and happy. From childcare to counsehng services, the 

military spends money and effort to assist famihes. Informal support also is essential to 

military famihes. This includes other wives or husbands on base, extended families, and 

civilian support groups. It is important to know that the military is a family in and of 

itself. There is a motto that says, "the mihtary takes care of their own" (National 

Council, F4). 

Despite the fact that many military families thrive, it is important to note that 

there are many potential problems. Abuse, depression, and alcoholism as well as other 

problems may take shape (National Council, F4, F9). The overarching theme to 

remember, however, is that much like civilian families, success depends on how each 

couple overcomes their own unique and unavoidable mishaps. There is no proof that 

military families cannot be as happy as civilian families. Military families have difficult 

times because of sepaiation, but they can succeed. 



CHAPTER n 

STRESSES COMPOUDED BY DEPLOYMENT 

Stress on military families is similar throughout the services. Deployment lengths 

and frequency depends more on what occupation the person has, and less on what service 

they belong to. The Navy, however, has some unique challenges regarding life at and 

below sea (discussed in Chapter 2). Although this research is concentrated on family 

separation, one must have some grasp of all of the other stresses that make deployment 

time that much more difficult. 

Common Stresses 

Stress in the military begins as soon as the new service member shows up for 

initial training (Daley, 1999, p. 226). Recruits are thrown into an environment that has a 

language that "had been reconfigured into some kind of foreign alphabet soup" (Daley, p. 

218). Language, however, is just the tip of the iceberg. According to James G. Daley, 

author of "Social Work in the Military," military training is an acculturation process (p. 

219). Recruits, either enlisted or officer, must enter a world full of traditions and 

discipline that become a lifestyle. Civilians that work for the Department of Defense can 

leave their job and be civilians again. Servicemen take on a lifestyle that last 24 hours a 

day, seven days a week. As soldiers (or airman/seaman) are responsible for their acfions 

at all times. If someone in the military gets arrested for drunk driving during off-duty 

hours, they are subject to military law (Daley, p. 218). This acculturation process during 

training can determine a member's success not only in their career, but also in their 

family life (p. 218). If a serviceman cannot overcome the stresses of strict rules and a 



rigid hierarchy, he/she probably cannot deal with a family hfe that involves frequent 

separation. Daley goes on to say that intercultural or interracial couples have a harder 

time accepting the new culture (p. 218). A difference in family structures and roles 

across cultures seems to play a part in the rough transition. 

Despite numerous programs the military has set up to help families, many people 

do not take advantage of them. In fact, the Army declares that only 32% of men and 52% 

of women even know that support groups exist (Marshall-Mies, A-7). Even more 

disturbing, of the 52% of women that know about support groups, only 64% claimed to 

have sought services (A-7). Many servicemen are located far from extended family and 

close friends when one considers they move every 2-3 years (Daley, p. 226). Military 

research has shown that constant moving causes stress (p. 226). Daley found that little 

pleasures that are suddenly taken away could cause problems: 

It means leaving a home that was carefully decorated and enjoyed, cherished 
friends and oftentimes family members, a comfortable church, a school in which 
the children have become intimately involved, and the knowledge of "where to 
go" to get shoes repaired, clothes altered, that certain type of ethnic food, or your 
favorite sandwich. Some of these losses may seem insignificant; however, it is 
the little things in our day-to-day lives that bring us comfort, that remove some of 
the stress and nurture us. (Daley, 226-227) 

One relocation problem of particular concern lately is finding affordable housing. 

In fact, 33% of service members said that they had difficulties locating a suitable home 

that was in close proximity to their base. Some 50% of families also reported financial 

strain from moving (Daley, p. 224). Approximately 35% of relocated service families that 

wanted to live on base had to wait 10 months or more for permanent government housing 

(Mai'shall-Mies, A-4). This is potentially a financial concern for famihes, because 

government housing is usually much cheaper and closer to the base than private 



residences. Yet another problem with relocation involves a loss of employment for the 

civihan spouse. Many famihes, especially those with enlisted members, rely on the 

spouse's employment for survival (Daley, p. 224). This brings two main concerns for the 

civilian spouses seeking work. First, employers often are reluctant to spend time and 

money on someone who will move in the next few years. In addition, working spouses 

find it difficult to work their way up the career ladder because of frequent moves. 

Spouses find that they are always starting over and rarely reach financial goals (Daley, p. 

225). 

Humans are thought to be highly adaptive creatures. However, constant moving 

can cause a "relocation overload" (Daley, p. 227). This overload can affect the family's 

overall happiness and support and cause them to decline. 

It is evident at least in the Army (and probabh the other services too) that many 

families try to solve their own problems. It is hard to imagine how a family can be happy 

without social support. 

Hazards 

With relocation woes and a seeming lack of motivation to seek outside support, 

military families must also face the fact that mihtary service is hazardous. Obviously, 

danger correlates with the occupation. However, all members are at risk. Transport 

vehicles, whether airplane or truck, can crash. Volatile ammunition can explode or hit 

friendly living quarters. Servicemen can be exposed to harmful chemicals or gasses. 

Regular training exercises can go awry. Even terrorism has become more of a concem at 



military installations. Tenor prevention has caused much stress because of the vigilance 

needed and stricter limitations placed on base freedoms. 

The Navy 

The U.S. Navy has many unique hazards that go along with the stresses listed 

earlier. Many personnel in the Navy must live and work on ships. Not only are sailors 

exposed to the terrible power of the seas, they are also living on a ship full of potential 

disasters. Crowded hving conditions and confined working spaces are the least of 

sailors' worries. Combat necessities such as aircraft, fuel, ammunition, and extremely 

high steam and electrical power pose danger aboard any ship (Daley, p. 237). If that was 

not enough, there is also the possibihty of a sailor falhng off the ship. 

One must also consider the psychological effects that can occur on a ship. Sailors 

may go weeks or even months without seeing anything but blue seas. Time-warps 

happen: sailors lose track of time; days run together. In fact, submariners can go months 

without even seeing the sun or moon. Also, sailors have no idea where they are and no 

reference points to know how far they have traveled (Daley, p. 242). Time-warp 

experiences enhance fatigue and stress on a ship, especially when coupled with the 

monotony and routine widely known on a Navy vessel. 

Family members are aware of the risks involved in military service and often busy 

themselves to keep from thinking about it (Daley, p. 223). Daley comments further that 

family denial of military hazaids works relatively well until an accident occurs. 

"Suddenly, the reality of the dangers may overwhelm their previously effective use of 

denial and force them to confront their fears and worries" (Daley, p. 223). 



Interracial/Intercultural Stresses 

The last area of discussion regarding basic military stress involves marriages that 

are interracial or intercultural. Despite military downsizing, many service members are 

still stationed abroad. Longer and more frequent military deployments have the number 

of intercultural/interracial marriages on the rise (Daley, p. 230). Mihtary research shows 

that these relationships have problems similar to intercultural civilian mamages. One 

problem is that the civilian female's family often disapproves of their daughter marrying 

an American serviceman (p. 230). It is important to note that the author reports that the 

vast majority of Interracial/Intercultural marriages include a male serviceman with a 

foreign wife. Daley also says that these marriages often have problems regarding child 

rearing, spending, rehgion, and cultural norms (p. 230). Research goes on to say that 

Asian brides typically have a harder time accepting an American in their family than do 

Europeans (Daley, p. 230). This is probably because European culture is more similar to 

American culture. 

Even if the extended families approve of the interracial/intercultural marriage, 

difficulties may still exist. Sooner or later, the U.S. service member is going to be 

transferred. The spouse from the host culture must be parted from their family, friends, 

and normal way of life (Daley, p. 231). This may cause a difficult adjustment and a 

decision whether or not the serviceman can handle both a military career and a 

multicultural spouse. Stress and depression are practically the norm in these relationships 

during the first year (p. 231). It is often during this time that the couples realize that the 

opposites that initially drew them together are now a significant source of conflict 

(Hendrick, in press). One reason for such conflict often is when ethnocentiism occurs. 
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Ethnocentrism can be defined as seeing one's own culture as superior. Ethnocentric 

people tend to lack compassion and understanding of other cultures. Daley believes that 

U.S. servicemen can sometimes just expect their spouses to become American and 

forsake their native identities (p. 232). 

Summing Up 

As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, the focus of this research is how 

separation affects military families. However, one must take into account the fact that 

problems during deployment are deeper than just the physical break-up of the family. It 

is true that spouses and children that are left at home must overcome a variety of 

obstacles. The deployed serviceman too must deal with being away from his or her 

family. The purpose of this chapter is to show that everyday hazards and difficulties 

must be dealt with simultaneously with separation. While the problems discussed earlier 

are in no way intended to be an all-inclusive list, the material above presents some of the 

less known problems. Alcohol abuse and children's problems with military life are also 

concerns, but they tend to be more widely known. However, they will be discussed 

briefly in "A Psychological Perspective" chapter. 
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CHAPTER m 

PROBLEMS DURING SEPARATION 

As noted in the previous chapter, military life can be challenging enough, even 

without a spouse leaving periodically for weeks, or longer. This chapter will be divided 

into three sections. The first section will discuss the pre-deployment phase, which brings 

about worries and issues that the whole family must overcome. The second section talks 

about the separation itself. The final section will reveal the hardships that come with 

reunion of the family once the service member returns home. 

Pre-Deployment Phase 

The pre-deployment phase is full of uncertainty and anxiety. Daley compares 

young military families facing deployment to a baby who is learning to walk (Daley, p. 

229). They both have the determination to succeed. However, there is a sense of fear 

and uneasiness due to inexperience. "They do not yet know there are many challenges to 

overcome on their journey through life; that pain is inherent to growth, and that this is an 

integral part of the maturation process" (p. 229). It is important to note that stress seems 

to diminish once a family has experience in military life and separation (p. 229). 

However, the uncertainty that young spouses face is understandable, considering all of 

the preparation details and emotions that come about during the last few weeks before 

deployment. In "Family Readiness: Children and a Deploying Parent." Cotto discusses 

the emotional cycle of deployment (p. 7). The pre-deployment phase has two areas: the 

high-energy "shock" effect, and the low-energy "grief and denial" stage (Cotto, p. 7). 

These two areas tend to affect the whole family and are caused by denying the fact that 
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separation will happen (Sheppard AFB, n.p.). Not only does this denial cause emotional 

shock and letdown, families are unprepared for it. In addition to denial, families have a 

tendency to ignore current problems to "avoid making things worse" (Cotto, p. 7). They 

end up leaving family problems unsolved in the hope that the problem will disappear 

once the service member returns home. What these famihes do not know is that ignoring 

problems leads to misunderstandings and emotional turmoil. Another way famihes tend 

to ignore problems and emotional preparation is to focus too much on actual deployment 

details (Cotto, p. 7). Spouses tend to search for excuses to avoid emotional topics, so 

they focus on fixing up the car or preparing financial arrangements. While there are 

many details that need to be ironed out prior to deployment, it is essential to discuss 

feelings and emotions with the whole family before the separation begins. It is important 

for famihes to realize that withdrawal and distancing affect children even more, 

considering they might not fully understand why mom or dad is leaving (Cotto, p. 8). As 

the final days leading to separation arrive, families tend to be overtaken by anxiety and 

frustration, leading to arguments (Cotto, p. 7). The families unfortunately decide to fight 

rather than enjoy the last moments together. Finally, the day comes that one spouse will 

be leaving the family behind. The author of "Personal & Family Readiness Guide" says 

that this time is marked with reflection on not seeing each other and perhaps remorse for 

not spending as much quality time together (Sheppard AFB n.p.). 

As stated earlier, denial that separation will happen negatively affects children. 

Parents might say to their children, "The Air Force might cancel his orders" (Cotto, p. 

10). Instead of shielding children from the hardships, parents in denial make a confusing 

and emotional issue for children much haider to get adjusted to. 
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Among the more obvious stresses couples and children face include missing the 

deploying person and wondering how they will get along without her or him. As 

mentioned in chapter 1, families often decide not to get help from suppUed mihtary 

agencies. There are special family separation programs (discussed later) designed to help 

families prepare for a family member leaving. When families decide not to reach for this 

help, separation stresses seem to be worse (Cotto, p. 10). 

Separation 

Once all of the pre-deployment arrangements have been taken care of. a new set 

of adjustments and concerns emerges. At first, there seems to be a sigh of rehef for 

everyone, once the deploying spouse finally boards the airplane. Famihes temporarily 

believe it is finally over, and now they can get on with their hves (Sheppard AFB, n.p.). 

However, this initial feeling of elation is short-hved. The pamphlet provided by 

Sheppard Air Force Base goes on to say: 

For the first day or so after your spouse leaves, you may feel hke a robot, just 
going through the motions, almost like you are in shock. You might just want to 
stay home. You may not want anyone around you. You may wonder if it was 
easy for your spouse to lea\'e you, after all, your spouse seemed to be excited 
about going on assignment or deployment. You may feel overwhelmed by all the 
responsibilities you are facing. Then you may get angry with your spouse, with 
the Air Force, (or other branch) your spouses' commander or duty section, 
perhaps even with the whole world! (n.p.) 

Fortunately, these initial feelings are short-lived. However, during this time all 

members tend to endure sleeplessness and loss of appetite (Sheppard AFB, n.p.). These 

processes are normal and again, decrease with separation experience. 

Once initial "downs" subside somewhat, the family must now endure less drastic 

but more long-tenn issues. One of the main problems facing the spouse left behind is 
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learning how to assume control of the house (Daley, p. 228). Daily tasks such as check 

balancing, house chores, and parenting must be done without help from the other spouse 

(Resnick, p. 6). Spouses left at home must also allow time for relaxation and personal 

interests (p. 6). An added pressure for parents left at home is to factor in their own career 

if possible. 

Parenting has unique challenges that can make separation more difficult. If the 

father is the one absent from the family scene, mothers must now take over the 

disciplinarian role. That is often difficult (Daley 228). Research has shown that children 

tend to "act up" more often when the father (or primary disciphnarian) is gone (Cotto, p. 

15). This may happen for a variety of reasons. The authors of "Family Readiness: 

Children and a Deploying Parent," say that the depaiting father is sometimes to blame 

(Cotto, p. 61). He often tells his oldest son that he is now "the man of the house." This 

often overburdens children and gives them responsibihties that should be left for adults 

(p. 61). Another problem that remaining parents sometimes face is that children often 

rebel against authority once the primary disciplinarian leaves (Cotto, p. 16). This loss of 

control seems to happen at home and school most often. Aggression, hyperactivity, and 

impulsive behaviors may occur (p. 16). Adolescents tend to display this behavior most 

often, while younger children show more feelings of abandonment and fear (Cotto, p. 

18). 

Communication during separation tends to be yet another problem for all 

members at one time or another. Once a serviceman has left home, communication 

channels may be limited, depending on his/her location. Family left at home wants to 

know how their deployed member is doing. The service member wants to know how 
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things are getting along without him/her. As technology has improved, this problem has 

been helped somewhat. Internet and videophones have helped tremendously. However, 

servicemen are still being deployed to remote locations that have limited methods of 

communication. This absence of communication might bring about worries concerning 

safety and loneliness (Daley, p. 229). 

Another stressor that may come from limited communication is worry about 

relationship deterioration. One spouse may worry how much the other has changed 

(Sheppard AFB. n.p.). Long periods of separation dictate that everyone must adjust and 

become more independent. Many spouses worry that these adjustments could affect their 

relationship. Another worry spouses have is that they may not accept the changes that 

occur in the other spouse (Sheppard AFB, n.p.). As noted earher, change is inevitable. 

Servicemen become more independent and leam to rely on work and friends to cope with 

sepaiation. Families at home are forced to become more self-sufficient as well. It is 

understandable that changes in famihes can bring about stress, once reunion time comes 

along. Changes and adjustments lead into another relationship question: "Will we have 

the same closeness we had before" (Sheppard, AFB n.p.). 

Questions of infidelity unfortunately pop up from time to time as a result of 

adjustments that happen and the difficulty of communication, according to a pamphlet 

published by the American Red Cross (Welcome Home, p. 5). 

Worries about a partner's unfaithfulness are common, though acts of infidelity are 
not likely. Cheating doesn't happen nearly as often as people are afraid it does. 
The fear comes not from the frequency of infidelity but the devastating impact it 
has when it does happen. (Welcome Home, p. 5) 

Trust and faithfulness are obviously essential in a happy relationship. It is easy to 

see that suspicion can add stress to the family. 
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Reunion Phase 

As families press on and finally get to a stable point in their lives, they realize that 

the long awaited reunion is just around the corner. Everyone gets excited again and 

frantically prepares for the homecoming. Problems are not over yet, however, as 

members tend to have irrational expectations (Daley, p. 228). People tend to see reunions 

as the solution to all of their problems (Sheppard AFB, n.p.). Also, people often build 

fantasies about the missing loved one(s). The family at home may see the retuming 

serviceman as a warrior out defending the United States. The soldier may look at a 

picture in his or her wallet and see a perfect ail-American family. "Memories of 

everyday life such as making ends meet, occasional disagreements, and disciplining the 

children, begin to fade from everyone's mind" (Sheppard AFB, n.p.). 

As discussed earlier, spouses and children change and adapt during a separation. 

Problems often come when the service member returns home and sees that things are 

done differently. Also, the ser\ iceman or woman may have trouble shifting from a 

highly regimented lifestyle to a family environment (Sheppard AFB, n.p.). This may 

cause rebellion against any preplanned schedule that the other spouse may have set up. 

Spouses left at home may also find that their paitner is surprised or disappointed that the 

family got along so well without him/her (Sheppard AFB, n.p.). Retuming family 

members may feel that they are in the way now. and a couple of things might happen. 

Returning husbands might feel that they have lost their role as head of the household 

(Daley, p. 228). As a result, they could try to re-take control and disrupt the stability of 
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the family, or possibly distance themselves from the family and fall into depression 

(Welcome Home, p. 2). 

Intimacy and sex may be hard to reestablish after the homecoming (Welcome 

Home, p. 5). Even if partners remain close during deployment through communication, 

sexuality and intimacy may become awkward (Welcome Home, p. 5). According to the 

Red Cross, sexuality is an extremely important factor in retaining and building intimacy 

(Welcome Home, p. 6). However, initial sexual encounters and romantic events may 

seem strange after long deployments (Welcome Home, p. 5). Spouses also typically 

experience temporary sexual performance difficulties (p. 5). 

Children may also have mixed feehngs about their parents' return. They tend to 

have two basic reactions. The first is a feeling of confusion and anger (Sheppard AFB, 

n.p.). Some children will keep their distance from him/her and not know how to act (np). 

Other children become clingy. They become fearful that if the parent steps out of the 

house for awhile, they aie not coming back (Sheppard AFB, n.p.). As a result, some kids 

may not let that parent out of their sight and may become extremely upset when he/she 

does leave (Sheppard AFB, n.p.). It is also possible that a returning spouse is a new 

father. It is not uncommon for the wife at home to have a child while the serviceman is 

abroad (Sheppard AFB, n.p.). This may also cause stress for both the infant and father. 

Most, if not all returning servicemen or women will have some sort of a 

"letdown" after the homecoming (Welcome Home, p. 7). Some ser\icemen experience 

long bouts of depression (longer than two weeks) because they simply cannot get back 

into the swing of normal family life again (p. 7). This ma\' lead to frequent moments of 

anxiety or panic. These symptoms are noted as extreme feai" with no rational causation 



(p. 7). Returning servicemen may also face flashbacks and nightmares if they 

experienced or perceived themselves to experience trauma during deployment (p. 7). The 

most potentially destructive behaviors that sometimes accompany a homecoming letdown 

are substance abuse and domestic violence (Daley, p. 228). As noted in "Social Work 

Practice in the Military," Daley says that family violence and alcohol abuse reports 

"experience a significant surge following unit homecomings" (p. 228). Many returnees 

feel troubled by being at home now and want to lash out at the family (Welcome Home, 

p. 7). This is normal when handled in a constmctive manner such as communicating 

honest feelings with the family, (p. 7). However, some servicemen do not know how to 

handle their feelings and abuse the family by violence or drugs/alcohol. 

Summing Up 

The three stages of military separation: pre-deployment, separation, and reunion 

each have their own distinct challenges. Wliile most of these complications are 

temporary and seem to diminish with experience and age, some do not. Famihes that 

succumb to the stresses of family separation, rather than work them out constructively 

will almost certainly fall apart. The following chapter will take a psychological approach 

on the root of many issues facing military separation: attachment and long-distance 

relationships. 
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CHAPTER IV 

A PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Attachment Theories 

It is easy to understand that loved ones experience stress when a separation 

occurs. What might not be so well understood is why people react the way they do to 

separation and other stresses in a romantic relationship. Why do some couples handle 

stress better than others? Why do some couples grow and flourish during separation 

while others fail? The answer to these questions and more may have to do with 

attachment theories. A well-known psychological theorist, Bowlby. defined attachment 

as "any form of behavior that results in a person attaining or retaining proximity to some 

other differentiated and preferred individual, usually conceived as stronger and/or wiser" 

(in Feeney, Noller, & Roberts, 2000, p. 185). While Bowlby's research focused on 

child/parent attachments, others have researched how spousal attachments affect a 

relationship. Ainsworth and Weiss said that adults in a committed romantic relationship 

are attached because partners seek closeness (physical proximity) and experience distress 

if the other partner becomes unavailable (in Feeney et al., p. 186). Attached couples 

develop a feeling of security through the other partner and rely on him/her during times 

of stress (p. 186). Bartholomew had an interesting model that categorized individuals in 

a close relationship based on how they viewed or valued themselves and how they 

viewed or valued their partner (Feeney et al., p. 189). Secure individuals had a high 

value of self and other. Preoccupied people had a negative self-value and a positive value 

for the partner. Dismissing individuals had a low xalue for the partner and a high value 
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for themselves. Finally, fearful people had a low value for both the self and partner 

(Feeney et al., p. 189). These categories that attached people belong to can determine 

causality of stress and predict how couples will handle separation ( perhaps mihtaiy 

deployment). Secure persons tended to handle stress well and looked to support outlets 

for help. Preoccupied people tended to report physical symptoms without their partner. 

They also tended to act irrationally in order to get attention. Dismissing individuals 

seemed to enjoy the separation. They often reported rehef from being away from the 

"nagging" spouse and did not miss him/her very much. Fearful persons tended to 

distance themselves from their partner and feel extremely jealous. These people 

reportedly tumed to drugs and alcohol more often (Feeney et al., p. 193). 

This method of categorization has many variations, but all tend to point to similar 

conclusions. First, the models could be used to understand many types of situations, not 

just separation. Second, individuals in one category tend to be in relationships with 

partners of the same group, at least u ith secure couples (Feeney et al., p. 194). Third, 

infants attachments to their parents often influence how children will eventually be 

grouped in romantic relationships (Feeney et al., p. 187). Finally, secure attachments 

seemed to be the happiest and best equipped to overcome ad\ ersity. 

Attachment theories seem to point out that relational satisfaction follows few 

universal truths and depends more on the individual couple. Gregory T. Guldner and 

Clifford H. Swensen, researchers from Purdue University, tend to agree. However, they 

attempted to disprove the notion that couples that spent a lot of time together are happier 

than long-distance couples. 
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Fatal Attractions 

It is common knowledge that many partners that are completely different become 

attracted to each other. This is often called a fatal attraction because, according to 

research, tends to fail (Hendrick, in press). There are various reasons for a person 

becoming attracted to someone dissimilar to themselves. One explanation is that some 

people become attracted to people that are unique or different from the average 

(Hendrick, in press). Military servicemen and woman can be subject to fatal attractions 

because they are part of a unique organization. Many civilians can become infatuated 

with a service member because of the uniforms they wear or the adventurous hfestyle 

they ha\e. Unfortunately, military families may break down because of the partner's 

fatal attraction. After awhile, they simply do not see the initial excitement of a service 

member's life a good enough reason to stay together. All is not lost, however, if the 

couple recognizes these differences in the course of developing their relationship 

(Hendrick, in press). 

Long-Di stance Couples 

The authors of an article entitled "Time Spent Together and Relationship 

Quality," found that not only do long-distance couples and non-long-distance couples 

shov, similar levels of satisfaction, they also report almost identical levels of breakup 

(Guldner & Swensen, 1995). They went on to say that mihtary couples reported similar 

results (Guldner & Swensen, p. 314). "Other factors unique to military mamages appear 

to mediate their increased risk of divorce" (Guldner & Swensen, p. 315). The authors are 

quick to point out, however, that increased divorce rates in the militai-y have been shown 

T O 



in only some research studies (Guldner & Swensen, p. 315). Guldner and Swensen 

concluded that the amount of time spent together is not a determining factor of relational 

satisfaction, "But rather some other factor associated with even small amounts of time 

spent together" (p. 319). 

Depression and Other Conditions 

One final area of significance regarding psychology and mihtary families hes 

with depression and its comorbid conditions. As described in Chapters 1 and 2, military 

families ai-e exposed to many stressors that may lead to depression. Furthermore, 

research has shown that depression often comes not only from extemal factors such as 

separation, but also from close relationship inadequacies (Richards & Perri, 2002, p. 

110). 

Authors Richard and Perri point out that depression tends to lead into more 

problems (p. 107). Research discussed in this book found that depressed individuals, 

particularly males, often suffer from substance abuse, anxiety disorders, and even 

thoughts of suicide (p. 107). To make matters worse, depressed people in close 

relationships "tend to generate ineffective problem-solving methods and stressful 

interpersonal conditions for themselves" (Richards & Perri, p. 110). The effects on the 

family from this breakdown usually produce either a lack of positive communication or 

an abundance of negative communication, or both. From here, the whole social system 

for the depressed individual may collapse, making it difficult for everyday interactions 

with people (Richards & Pern, p. 111). 
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Richards and Peni also point out that children with depressed parents also suffer. 

Adolescents and young adults often mirror their parents' alcohohc and depressed 

behaviors, which may take precedence in their own lives (p. 107). 

Final thoughts from the authors show that depression and all of its components 

are often reoccurring and long-tenn (Richards & Perri, p. 108). Most people with all of 

the symptoms listed above tend to relapse into their old habits without comprehensive 

and sometimes in-patient care (p. 108). 

Depression is not uncommon in the military. Servicemen and women must leave 

home and often put their hves on the line. Spouses and children at home must carry on 

with their lives while missing and worrying about their family member abroad. 

Depression and its comorbid conditions can affect either spouse. Military families need 

to be aware that depression can be hereditary. Also, effective communication is of great 

importance to the couple in order to avoid depression, if possible, and find help if it 

becomes necessary. Alcohol abuse, which has been said to appear with depression, 

cannot only break down the family but also can endanger the serviceman's life or career. 

It is no secret that an unhappy family life often leads to poor job performance. 
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CHAPTER V 

HOW THE MILITARY "TAKES CARE OF THEIR OWN" 

After reading the first 3 chapters, it should be obvious now that service members 

and their families have many stressors and unique problems. What is often unknown to 

the casual onlooker is that the military does a lot for military famihes. Once an 

individual completes either basic training or officer school, he/she becomes part of a 

family that is not only full of demands and commitment, but also of compassion and 

sympathy. 

Dr. Jean Egan, professor of Social Science and a private practice counselor, says 

that the military is a family because it takes on all of the functions of families such as 

education, emotional support, recreation, and economic support (National Council, F-4). 

She goes on to say that the family feeling is also established through a strong 

commonality not often found in civilian sectors. Dr. Egan says that constant moves and 

separation are stressful: 

But military personnel are the only group of workers that shares such a strong 
commonality with other co-workers. It's not personal, it's the job, and it happens 
to everyone doing it. The rules are clear, the support system is uniformly applied, 
and the vision statement is universal. Militai-y personnel, more so than any other 
kind of workers, have the support and understanding of their peers. Everyone has 
a similar experience, perspective, and mission. (National Council, F-4) 

Finally, Dr. Egan points out that seasoned mihtary families are usually aware of 

newcomers and help them tremendously with adjustments (National Council, F-4). 

Although it is nice for service members to have friends that are going through the 

same problems to turn to for support, it is also essential to have formal support available. 

Formal support includes any agency, military or civilian, that has professionals dedicated 
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to family well-being. There is a plethora of organizations put in place by the mihtary in 

recent years to help families. These organizations differ greatly in their mission, but all 

are usually dictated by families' needs. The Department of Defense sees family support 

programs as essential to good productivity and thus produced the Office of Family Pohcy 

(OFP) (National Council, F-2). OFP is designed to conduct mihtary research on famihes 

to find out what issues need attention. As the mihtary changes constantly to keep up with 

new demands, OFP must also search for new problems with military family life. 

Support Centers 

Probably the biggest and most useful organization for families is the Family 

Support Center (a.k.a. Family Service Centers, depending on the branch of service). This 

organization is located at virtually every mihtary base and is designed to be the "one-stop 

shop" for military servicemen and their families (National Council, F-6). From helping 

people with daily drudgeries of life such as child care and housing, to mobilizing 

resources during a crisis, Family Support Centers are readily available (National Council, 

F-6). Some of their more important responsibilities include: relocation assistance, 

financial management, spouse employment, support during separation, family life skills 

education, volunteer resource management, and assistance for transitioning to a civilian 

career (F-6). The Family Support Center's mission is to advocate prevention and 

promote self-resiliency, so many programs and seminars they conduct educate families to 

plan ahead for emergencies, especially during long separations (Sheppard AFB, n.p.). 

Topics addressed can range from putting together a family budget to making sure all legal 

documents are in order in case injury or death comes to the sei-vice member. 



Family Support Centers are staffed by highly-trained and dedicated people that 

can be military or civilian (National Council, F-6). Although they look for prevention 

methods, they are also responsible to make sure the individual or family finds help 

somewhere if it is not available at the FSC (National Council, F-7). 

Family Service Centers work in close conjunction with many other organizations. 

These include but are definitely not limited to: medical services, mental health centers, 

substance abuse prevention centers, chaplain services, housing refen-al, child services, 

health and wellness centers, and recreation facihties (National Council, F-8). While not 

all of these programs are available at every base, there is always some helpful service the 

military provides for its famihes. 

The Red Cross 

One of the most widely known supporters of the mihtary family is the American 

Red Cross. Their mission is to "support and supplement those activities of the military 

that affect the health, welfare, and morale of service members and their families" 

(Services for Members, p. 4). The Red Cross is similar to the Family Support Center in 

the sense that it provides recommendations and counseling to troubled families (Services 

for Members, p. 7). However, the Red Cross advocates the use of militai"y programs for 

more hands-on help. The Red Cross also can establish a hnk between the family and 

service member if an emergency happens. If there is a death in the family or some other 

emergency at home, the Red Cross can get in touch with the service member's superior to 

request an emergency leave from duty (Services for Members, p. 7). The Red Cross can 

also let the family at home know the serviceman's welfaie while on duty in a remote 
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location (Services for Members, p. 9). They also send messages on behalf of the 

serviceman if he/she is injured and cannot write home (Services for Members, p. 10). 

The Red Cross even provides emergency financial assistance in the form of loans and 

grants if the situation waiTants (Services for Members, p. 11). Finally, American Red 

Cross volunteers serve veterans at the Department of Veterans Affairs medical centers 

(Serving Military Families, n.p.). They also represent famihes of veterans who seek VA 

benefits and services (Serving Mihtary Families, n.p.). 

Another major contributor to mihtary family welfare is the United Service 

Organization (USO). It provides progiams for the mihtary community that include travel 

assistance, educational workshops, celebrity entertainment, and family services 

(Welcome Home, p. 9). 

There are many groups out there to help famihes. Howe\'er, superiors are also 

responsible to carry out the "family" duties. The military is a highly organized and 

structured organization. Every person, from a four-star general down to a new recruit, 

has superiors. These people in command positions have the ultimate responsibility to the 

mission. However, any good leader can also be judged on the basis of how well he/ she 

takes care of his or her people. Commanders or anyone else with subordinates have the 

obligation to either help their people or refer them to an agency that can. 

Summing Up 

The military does seem to take care of their people. Non-formal support in the 

form of co-workers and experienced soldiers that pass along priceless knowledge help 

families. Also, formal government and civilian agencies that provide more specialized 
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and professional assistance are there for the mihtary. For the most part, it seems that 

service members and their loved-ones are indeed a family. 
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CHAPTER VI 

TIPS FOR SURVIVING SEPARATION 

Civihan and military organizations have spent a lot of time and effort to help 

military families. This chapter will briefly discuss some of the information these groups 

provide. Interestingly, most of the information put out by these groups may be helpful to 

civihan famihes as weh. 

Prevention Tips 

As described earlier, when a family is separated, a big stressor seems to be how 

the family will adjust to day-to-day life without the other spouse. The Family Support 

Center acknowledges this concem and emphasizes preparation of a pre-separation 

checklist. This list is broken down into four areas: financial plans and papers, legal 

papers, household maintenance plans, and essential phone numbers (When Duty Calls, 

n.p.). Financial plans include detailed spending plans, checking accounts, and procedures 

for income taxes (When Duty Calls, n.p.). Legal papers are sometimes psychologically 

tough to prepare because the\' deal with the potential death of a loved one. However, 

they are essential to the whole family in case the worst case scenario does happen. These 

papers include Power of Attorney, curtent wills, and named guardians for the children in 

case something happens to the spouse at home (When Duty Calls, n.p.). Household 

maintenance checklists are definitely important to consider as well, because they force 

families to check the house and automobile from top to bottom before the family 

separates. This way, if a problem does exist, it can be addressed in plenty of time. The 

household plan also teaches the remaining spouse simple repair procedures and provides 
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phone numbers of usually on-base repairmen (When Duty Calls, n.p.). The final 

checklist any separating family should update is the important phone number list. These 

numbers include: police, fire, insurance companies, spouses' units, close friends and 

family, a reliable neighbor, and all information about the departing spouse (When Duty 

Calls, n.p.). 

It is important for especially young mihtary famihes to reahze that once the 

service member is gone, contact may be infrequent and short in duration. It is important 

to plan for daily issues ahead of time, so that precious time on the phone can be used for 

more intimate and fulfilling talks. 

Unfortunately, checklists and planning cannot fully help the emotional state of 

families that are separated. Family members will miss each other and feel many negative 

emotions. The Family Support Center says that it is important for military famihes to 

know that these feelings ai-e normal (Family Support Center, n.p.). The authors say that 

temporary depression, anxiousness. and bickering are common coping strategies for 

many separated families (Family Support Center n.p.). However, the pamphlet also 

provides a list of "not normal" behaviors and feelings which may hurt the family. These 

usually include: isolation, lack of communication with the spouse, substance abuse, long-

term depression, and serious thoughts of divorce (Family Support Center, n.p.). 

It is important for families to know that they ai-e not alone, because all mihtaiy 

families face separation. Family Support Centers encourage families to look to the 

military community through either spouse clubs or friends to seek wisdom from people 

that have gone through similar times (Sheppard AFB, n.p.). 
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Relationship Maintenance 

Katherine Dindia states that relationship maintenance is a process of keeping the 

relationship in a stable state (Dindia, 2000). Further, if a relationship goes downhill, it is 

an effect of neglecting to maintain the previous level of happiness (Dindia, p. 288). An 

interesting approach by the National Institute for Building Long Distance Relationships 

says that people should not just try to "survive" separation; they should take this time to 

strengthen it (p. 1). The handbook provides over 365 activities service members and their 

spouse (and children) can do to build their relationship. Most of the activities are simple 

and just show new and fun ways to have meaningful communication. One example is to 

keep a "couples journal" for the duration of a deployment. Each spouse writes in it as 

often as possible about feelings or goals for their relationship. When the service member 

returns, they exchange the journals and read the intimate thoughts the partner wrote 

(National Institute, p. 26). Another unique activity separated couples can do is record 

music that either is a favorite of the deployed spouse or captures the feelings of their 

relationship. The tape or CD is then mailed to the spouse for him/her to listen to 

whenever they wish (National Institute, p. 19). 

Summing Up 

As discussed in the beginning of the chapter, the tips provided for military 

families can also be useful to civilians. All families should make a checklist like the ones 

distributed by militai-y support gi"oups, even if both spouses live and work locally. 

Emergency contacts and updated legal papers are useful to every family. It is equally 
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important to remember that relationships need to be maintained regularly. Spouses need 

to be mindful to tend to the relationship even during times of stress and separation. 
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CHAPTER v n 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

Military families are directly responsible for the welfare of the mihtary. 

Numerous studies have shown that happy workers are efficient workers. However, 

making military families happy is not an easy task. Defense cutbacks in both funding and 

personnel, coupled with increasing hot-spots across the globe, has made the military the 

busiest it has ever been. And while the military has been shown to invest millions of 

dollars per year on support programs, families must volunteer to come in and get help. 

Stress and danger are common characteristics of a life in the service. Servicemen 

and women must often leave home on a moment's notice, leaving their family at home 

for unknown periods of time. Even training exercises can be dangerous. 

Getting on with life is no easy task for anyone separated from loved ones. 

Families left at home must find a way to make a new routine and deal with the emotional 

strains that accompany a separation. Servicemen and women abroad must also get used 

to focusing on the mission at hand, v\'hile deahng with being away from home. 

Separated families sometimes succumb to the emotions that accompany 

separation. Substance abuse and psychological disorders such as depression can tear 

families apart. Children are sometimes affected more than anyone else because they 

often do not fully understand the separation and why their parents are so upset. 

Overall, however, militar\ families can and do succeed many times. But it is not 

easy for anyone. Communication and support are essential for happy mihtaiy families. 

Everyone involved in the separation should make every effort to find communication 

avenues and talk about relevant issues. Families should take care of household problems 
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before separation, so that when communication does occur, it is more upbeat and doesn't 

revolve around petty arguments such as money. 

Support is a must for any family hoping to succeed. Formal programs such as 

Family Support Centers and Chaplains' offices have helped military families for decades. 

It is also important to have friends nearby to discuss concerns. Social groups such as 

Officer's Spouses Clubs have been estabhshed for spouses that want to meet new people 

and develop relationships with other spouses that are dealing with similar issues. 

The most important concept to remember while considering mihtary famihes and 

their success is that no generahzation has seemed to be conect. There is no real evidence 

that conclusively proves military families are any less happy than their civilian 

counterparts. While mihtary life is no doubt more difficult than most other kinds, 

military families have proven to be resilient and adaptive to their situations. Many 

spouses even leam to enjoy separation, because they see it as an opportunity to become 

more independent. Military families also leain to appreciate the time they spend together 

more. The saying "absence makes the heart grow fonder" seems to underline the feeling 

of well-adjusted military famihes. 
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