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BRIEF SUMMARY: This study examined the association between psychological distress (i.e., posttraumatic
stress, depressive, and anxiety symptoms) and constructive communication (e.g., verbal aggression, negative
tone, empathy, humor, conflict) among military couples after the service member returned from deployment.
160 couples from the After Deployment Adaptive Parenting Tools (ADAPT) program completed surveys
at two time points (baseline and one-year follow-up) and participated in a constructive communication
assessment, which consisted of a conflict discussion and resolution task. Researchers postulated that higher
levels of psychological distress in service members and their partners would be associated with lower levels
of constructive communication over time for themselves and their partners. The results showed that higher
levels of psychological distress predicted lower levels of constructive communication in service members one
year later; this association was not found for their civilian spouses.
KEY FINDINGS

–– Bidirectional associations of psychological distress emerged between service members and their
partners, which suggests that psychological distress may be transmitted or spill over from one partner to
the other.
–– For civilian spouses, there was no significant association between psychological distress at baseline and
constructive communication one year later.
–– For service members, high psychological distress at baseline was related to lower levels of constructive
communication for themselves one year later.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– Discuss communication with your partner prior to and following deployment; this is sometimes referred
to as metacommunication. Do both people feel connected? Is there some protected/quiet time to
connect?
– Consider attending relationship education or couple therapy together to gain more skills to deal with
psychological distress and enhance productive communication patterns.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Utilize interventions such as short-term cognitive-behavioral trainings, for couples dealing with PTSD and
other psychological stressors.
– Utilize resources and implement skills that focus or reinforce positive communication techniques, such as
verbal encouragement, humor, empathy, and affection.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Support and encourage programs that take a couples-based approach to addressing psychological
distress and communication skills.

SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST IC S

160 couples consisting of a male service member and at-home female partner
98% of couples were married and the average number of children in the home was 2.4
Service members had recently returned from deployment from either Iraq or Afghanistan
Service members were mostly affiliated with the Army National Guard (60.1%)
Participants were predominantly white (92.3%) and their age ranged between 23-58
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METHODOLOGY

– For this study, a subsample of couples from a larger parenting program were examined on variables
related to psychological distress and constructive communication. Initially, 228 couples participated at
baseline and 160 followed up 12 months later.
– Questionnaires regarding psychological distress included questions about posttraumatic stress
symptoms, depressive symptoms, and anxiety symptoms.
– Constructive communication was assessed with observational data. Specifically, spouses were asked to
complete a checklist rating current relationship conflicts by severity (e.g., level of conflict between
partners about trying to get back in sync with co-parenting after deployment). A trained interviewer then
selected the most severe conflict and asked couples to discuss the conflict and solve the problem within
five minutes. Their discussion was video recorded and later coded for positive and negative
communication (reverse coded) in both verbal and nonverbal behaviors and combined into a single
variable.
– Structural equation modeling using an actor-partner interdependence model was performed to examine
associations between the study variables of interest while accounting for control variables, including
combat exposure, time deployed, income, relationship length, and negative life events.

STRENGTHS

–– This study’s research design used a combination of both self-report and observational data collected
longitudinally. This allows for some causal inferences to be made about associations found in the study.
–– This article accurately interprets findings within the context of theory and existing research. This helps the
study to inform future research conducted on similar topics.

LIMITATIONS

– Generalizability is limited due to the makeup of the study sample (i.e., mostly white, well-educated, and all
Guard or Reserve service members) and may not be reflective of individuals from other backgrounds or
service members on active duty.
– Participants engaged in a parenting program between baseline and the one-year follow up, yet the extent
to which this program impacted study findings was not addressed.
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— CREDIBLE: Research that is rigorous, transparent, consistent,
and generalizable. This dimension reflects an evaluation of the
study’s scientific methodology.
— CONTRIBUTORY: Research that is original, applicable, and has
the potential to enhance the well-being of military families. This
dimension examines the impact of the study.
— COMMUNICATIVE: Research that is coherent, understandable,
and readable. This dimension assesses how effectively the
authors convey the content of the study.
These
dimensions are adapted from the work of Mårtensson et
*
al. (2016). For more information on the REACH evaluation
framework and rubric visit: MilitaryREACH.org
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

Underlined terms in red font are linked to the definition in the
Military REACH Dictionary. To explore more terms visit: https://
militaryreach.auburn.edu//DictionaryResult. Terms in blue font
are linked to additional resources.
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