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BRIEF SUMMARY: Strong Military Families (SMF) is a 10–12-week intervention program that aims to help parents of young
children in military families improve a wide range of parenting practices. The SMF program was offered in two formats: an at-home,
psychoeducational materials version (n = 42) and an in-person, multifamily group therapy version (n = 34). Data were collected
before parents participated in either version of the program and at two months following program completion. It was expected
that the in-person multifamily therapy version would be related to an increase in positive parenting (i.e., behavioral responsiveness,
emotional responsiveness, positive affect) and a decrease in negative parenting practices (i.e., withdrawal/depression, irritability/
anger). Further, it was hypothesized that changes in parenting behaviors would be explained by changes in parenting reflectivity,
which is a parent’s ability to reflect on their child’s internal state and motivations. Results showed that participants who attended the
in-person multifamily therapy version displayed greater levels of positive parenting, specifically emotional responsivity and positive
affect, compared to parents who participated in the at-home, psychoeducational version of the program, and this association may
be attributed to improvements in parenting reflectivity.
KEY FINDINGS
— Compared to parents who completed the at-home program, those in the in-person group showed greater
		emotional responsiveness (e.g., showing warmth when the child completed a task) and positive affect (e.g.,
		 displaying joyfulness toward the child) when interacting with their child two months after the program.
— These benefits of the in-person group program were equally shown in families categorized as high risk (i.e.,
parent younger than 30, family income less than $30,000/year, education of GED/high school diploma or
less) and low risk (i.e., none of the previously listed risk factors).
— The benefits of the in-person group program over the at-home program were not evident across all
parenting areas. Two months after the intervention, parents in both programs showed similar behavioral 		
		responsiveness (e.g., providing developmentally appropriate help), withdrawal and depression (e.g., 		
lack of expression, disinterest), and irritability and anger (e.g., frustration, threatening) when interacting with
their child.
— In-person group program participation was related to greater reflective parenting skills (i.e., a parent’s
ability to understand their own intentions and their child’s intentions for behaving a particular way). Greater
parenting reflectivity was, in turn, related to higher levels of positive affect in parents post-program. 		
Parenting reflectivity was the key mechanism that explained the relationship between program 			
participation and parent positive affect. This relationship was not evident for any other parenting outcome.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

— Inform yourself about resources for supporting military parents of young children. Carefully consider what resource
format(s) would work well for your family’s needs (e.g., reading materials at home, attending a parenting group 		
class), balancing schedule needs with the apparent benefits of learning parenting skills in person and with other
		parents.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

— Offer parenting classes in a group context so families have an opportunity to be validated and informed by the
		 experiences of others in similar situations. Encourage families to serve as social support for one another.
— Consider providing parents with ways to improve their reflectivity skills.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS

— Continue to conduct evaluations of different types of parenting interventions to determine what environments and
		 teaching elements are the most essential and beneficial for improving parenting skills.
— Actively inform families about available parenting resources. Advertise parenting services in the local community
		 areas and make announcements about resources and services during meetings.
— Provide opportunities for service members to attend parenting support services.

www.MilitaryREACH.org | 334.844.3299 | MilitaryREACH@auburn.edu

SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST IC S

Military families with at least one child age 7 or younger (average age was 4 years old).
All military families had at least one parent who was a service member/veteran with deployment history.
Most parents were women (61%), white (79%), and married/engaged/living with their partner (91%).
90% of the military families had 1-3 children at home.
Half of participating parents were service members/veterans.

METHODOLOGY
— Two versions of the SMF intervention were offered: an in-person, multifamily therapy version (n = 34) and an at-home, 		
		 psychoeducational materials version (n = 42). All families were allowed into the in-person program, but those who could not 		
		 participate completed the at-home program with materials matching the in-person version.
— The in-person program included weekly group meetings as well as individual sessions with facilitators over 10-12 weeks. Group 		
		 meetings educated parents about the parent-child relationship and guided parent-child interactions. Individual sessions 		
		 connected parents with resources for when the intervention ended.
— All parents completed audio-recorded interviews and video-recorded interactive tasks with their child prior to participating in 		
		 their program version and again two months after completing it. Interviews measured parents’ reflectivity, while interactive tasks 		
		 measured parents’ behaviors and affect (i.e., behavioral responsiveness, emotional responsiveness, positive affect, withdrawal/		
		 depression, irritability/anger).
— Parenting behaviors and emotional expressions were compared between participants in the two different versions of the 		
		 program two months after the intervention using t-tests.
— Hierarchical linear regressions were conducted to determine whether changes in parenting behaviors and reflexivity from pre- to
		 post-intervention were related to the program version completed. These regression models accounted for initial parenting skills
		 and parent risk factors.
ARTICLE STRENGTHS
— This study compared the effects of an in-person parenting group intervention to that of a homebased materials program,
		 demonstrating the usefulness of in-person group education.
— Parenting was analyzed as a multifaceted construct with both positive and negative practices, which more adequately captures 		
		 parenting behaviors compared to studies that only measure one parenting dimension.
— Parenting was measured using both self-reported scales and standardized behavioral observations, which limits shared method 		
		 variance while still considering parental perspective.
— The SMF intervention has high potential for helping families because it is both brief and manualized and is therefore more 		
		 accessible and feasible to implement in community settings.
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
— If parents did not complete their surveys post-intervention, their data were excluded from the analyses. These parents had lower
		 education, lower positive affect, and lower irritability/anger than parents who did complete the program. It is unclear if these 		
		 characteristics made this group less likely to complete or benefit from the program, or if this pattern may have biased the results
		 of the study.
— Parents could choose to attend the in-person program or the at-home program. Without random assignment, it is possible that 		
		 parent patterns in choices, rather than the intervention itself, contributed to study results.
— Some families had two parents participate in the study. Family members may have influenced one another, impacting the results
		 of the study beyond what the intervention could yield without this family influence.
— Study analyses suggested that the intervention helped parents become more reflective, and this change subsequently helped		
		 parents implement new parenting behaviors and attitudes. However, these changes were small, and it is possible that changes 		
		 in parenting happened first, which contributed to small increases in reflexivity.
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— CREDIBLE: Research that is rigorous, transparent, consistent,
and generalizable. This dimension reflects an evaluation of the
study’s scientific methodology.
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