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BRIEF SUMMARY: Parental deployment can be a stressful experience for young children and their families,
especially during the early years of child development when children rely heavily on their parents’ physical and
emotional availability for positive development. Using 26 articles published between 2001 and 2014, this systematic
review examines the literature on (1) how deployment impacts military families with young children (five-years-old
or younger), (2) evidence-based interventions for these families, and (3) the needs of military families from minority
racial/ethnic backgrounds and/or lower socioeconomic status. Findings of this review indicate that deployment is
associated with poorer individual and family outcomes, but that some intervention programs are helpful to military
families with young children.
KEY FINDINGS

– Generally, more frequent and longer deployments were related to higher levels of parent stress, depressive

symptoms, lower family/couple functioning, lower child well-being, and the use of more mental health services and
resources by the at-home spouse.
– Behavior problems were higher among children 3-5 years old of deployed parents compared to younger children.
They were also higher for children who experienced more frequent and longer separations.
– Rates of child maltreatment and neglect were higher during deployment, and children younger than four-years-old
were at greater risk of maltreatment and neglect compared to older children.
– Very few studies of military families investigated differences in parenting, child well-being, or child behavior by race/
ethnicity. Of the studies that were found, the majority (n = 16) merged all racial/ethnic minority groups into a single
category, which made it difficult to draw meaningful conclusions. The one consistent finding related to race/ethnicity
was that maltreatment rates were higher for non-Hispanic white families during deployment than families of a racial/
ethnic minority.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

–– Recognizing that young children can be affected by parental deployment, prepare for long separations and
address difficulties during separations by seeking family therapy and other available resources.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Help families prepare for deployment or handle the stress of a current deployment to increase or maintain
family functioning. Examples of skills that may be helpful for at-home parents with young children include
stress management strategies.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

–– Fund prevention and intervention research for larger, methodologically rigorous (e.g., longitudinal, randomized
control trials) studies to increase the understanding of the needs of military families with young children.
Research recommendations to strengthen the science related to understanding and addressing the needs
of military families with young children

1. Expand sample diversity to include more racial/ethnic and socioeconomic diversity. Increase sample sizes to allow for
subgroup (e.g., racial/ethnic, socioeconomic, rank) analyses identifying which military families are at higher risk of negative
outcomes (pg. 675)
2. Examine the mental health needs of veteran families with young children (pg. 675)
3. Conduct studies regarding the mental health needs of deployed mothers (pg. 675)
4. Utilize multiple research designs and methods (e.g., direct observation) to assess parent and child mental health (pg. 676)
5. Conduct longitudinal research before, during, and after transitions (e.g., deployment, reintegration) to understand the
development and maintenance of mental health issues as they occur (pg. 671)
6. Use experimental designs to test interventions on parent and child mental health outcomes (pg. 676)
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SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST IC S

26 studies, published between 2001 and 2014 addressing parent mental health or children’s outcomes in
U.S. military families with children from birth to five-years-old
Studies reviewed included diversity in military branches represented, but there was limited diversity in
gender (i.e., most military service members were men)

METHODOLOGY

– The authors conducted a systematic review of the literature to examine the findings of published studies
regarding the mental health needs of, and evidence-based treatments for, military families.
– The authors used search terms (e.g., military personnel, parent-child intervention) to identify potentially
relevant studies. The initial search resulted in 11,800 identified articles.
– Studies were included for the main analysis if they met the following criteria: (1) original research focused on
aspects of parenting for military families, (2) samples of U.S. military families impacted by deployment, and
(3) research published in peer-reviewed journals after September 11, 2001. Article year criteria was used to
focus on military families of Operation Enduring Freedom, Operation Iraqi Freedom, and Operation New
Dawn. Altogether, 26 articles met this inclusion criteria.

STRENGTHS

–– Authors gave clear and specific recommendations for future research.
–– Authors were transparent with their data sources, clear about how they collected this data, and clearly discussed
the findings.

LIMITATIONS

–– More specific implications could have been provided for policy makers, and implications were lacking for
helping professionals and military families.
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DIMENSIONS OF ASSESSMENT

A D E Q UAT E

— 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

COMMENDABLE

EXEMPLARY

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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