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BRIEF SUMMARY: It is common for civilian partners to struggle with how much information to share with
their service members during deployment given that such conversations might distract the service members
during high-risk situations, putting them or others in danger. Thus, some civilian partners report using
protective buffering during deployments where they do not readily share concerns from the home front and/
or conceal problems or information to shield their service member. The current study examined data from 54
couples who completed assessments pre-, during, and post-deployment regarding the civilian partner’s use
of protective buffering, the service member’s family-related distraction (i.e., thinking about family members
or family situations while performing job duties), and both partners’ marital satisfaction and psychological
distress. Although almost all civilian partners reported using protective buffering during deployment, this
strategy was not associated with the service members’ being less distracted by family-related concerns while
deployed. Instead, protective buffering was associated with higher psychological distress and lower levels of
marital satisfaction for both the civilian partner and the service member.
KEY FINDINGS

– Use of protective buffering was reported by almost all civilian partners (96%) during their service
member’s most recent deployment.
– Protective buffering by civilian partners was not significantly associated with lower levels of family-related
distraction experienced by the service member during the most recent deployment.
– The use of protective buffering by the civilian partner was linked to greater mental distress (e.g., feelings
of hopelessness, getting easily upset) and lower marital satisfaction during deployment, but not after, for
both service members and civilian partners.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– Holding onto stressors and not sharing them with your partner may create additional distress. It may be
more beneficial to disclose information to each other even during stressful experiences, such as
deployment, to increase a sense of connection and to potentially alleviate psychological distress for
yourself and your partner.
– Before deployments and other training missions, discuss the extent to which information will be shared
about everyday hassles and current stressors.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS
– Discuss the concept of protective buffering with military couples prior to deployment to help them better
understand the importance of open communication, and help military couples create strategies and
agreements for how to discuss difficult topics during deployment.
– When working with service members, acknowledge that protective buffering is a common technique used
by military families facing stressful situations and that family members generally have sincere intentions to
protect the service member from family-related stressors.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Encourage programs that teach communication skills, especially for communicating difficult information.
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SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST IC S

54 Army couples, with one active duty male partner and one civilian female partner
Service members were mostly enlisted and had served 13 years on average
Service members were deployed during at least one assessment
All couples were heterosexual and married for an average of 9 years
Service members and civilian partners were 34 and 33 years old on average, respectively
Participants were mostly White (61% of service members; 66% of civilian partners)

METHODOLOGY

– Data were taken from a larger intervention study focused on marriage education for Army couples in
which multiple assessments were collected from participants across different time-points.
– Assessment responses for the current study were collected during the eighth and ninth follow-up timepoints of the original study (5-6 years after the intervention); only couples in which the service member
was deployed during either time-point were included in the analytic sample.
– The assessment preceding deployment (pre-deployment) was used as a baseline for functioning in
this study, while the assessment that followed the deployment was used to measure post-deployment
functioning.
– Measures were collected on protective buffering from the civilian partner and on family-related distraction
from the service member during deployment. Measures on psychological distress and marital satisfaction
were collected from both partners at pre-deployment, during deployment, and post-deployment.
– Multilevel models were used to estimate the associations between use of protective buffering and both
mental distress and marital satisfaction over time.

STRENGTHS

– The use of multilevel modeling allowed the authors to account for the interdependence of the couples
and was an appropriate and rigorous statistical method to test the hypotheses.
– Data were longitudinal, allowing us to better understand these processes over time.

LIMITATIONS

– The sample size of this study was small and statistical power was low. For this reason, the authors
suggested that these findings should be considered “preliminary.”
– The study sample reported relatively high levels of marital satisfaction and low levels of distress. Thus,
these findings may not be as applicable for highly distressed couples.
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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
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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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