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BRIEF SUMMARY: Data from 22 studies were combined in a systematic manner (i.e., meta-analysis) to

examine associations between service members’ combat exposure, posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
and posttraumatic stress syndrome (PTSS) and their family difficulties, including: parenting problems, (e.g.,
decreased child engagement), family functioning, and offspring symptoms (e.g., child behavioral problems).
Overall, the results suggest significant associations between military parental PTSD/PTSS and military family
difficulties with small-to-medium effect sizes. Similarly, associations were found between parental combat
and family difficulties, but the strength of these associations (i.e., effect size) were relatively small.

KEY FINDINGS
— Parents with PTSD/PTSS tended to report a higher level of difficulty with parenting, poorer relationship
quality with their children, lower perceptions of bonding with their children, and higher levels of child
behavioral problems.
— Although the effect size was small, combat exposure was associated with greater parenting difficulties
and family difficulties. Note: This association was only examined in 8 studies.
— The strength of associations between military parental PTSD/PTSS and child symptoms varied
depending on who reported the child outcomes (this was considered a moderating influence). For
example, when the veteran reported child outcomes, the association between PTSD/PTSS and
family difficulties was generally larger than when the civilian parent or child reported child
outcomes.
— The association between PTSD/PTSS and child symptoms varied depending on the specific symptom
examined. The largest associations were noted for children’s emotional problems, total symptoms, and
externalizing symptoms.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

— Military parent PTSD/PTSS and/or combat exposure is related to family difficulties. Thus, it is important
that families support the treatment of their military members’ mental health and address overall
family issues.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

— Because family difficulties can co-occur with PTSD/PTSS, beyond screening for PTSD/PTSS, screening
for other concerns (e.g., child behavioral problems) is needed to identify appropriate family-based
treatments.
— Clinicians may find it helpful to discuss strategies for improving parenting relationship quality with their
patients who are military parents with combat exposure and/or a PTSD/PTSS diagnosis.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

— Providing formal support for the family members of military service members with PTSD/PTSS and/or
combat exposure, including family-level support, may improve family functioning and individual wellbeing.
— Military leadership may benefit military families’ functioning through promoting the family unit and
encouraging service members to foster healthy relationships with their children.
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SAMP L E C HA RACT ERIST IC S

95% of the studies in the meta-analysis were cross-sectional
64% of the studies included focused on Vietnam veterans

36% of the studies focused on military members outside the U.S.

Data from 22 studies were included
Sample sizes varied widely from 22
participants to 1200 participants

METHODOLOGY

— Studies that met the following criteria were included in the meta-analysis: (a) only focused on military
families, (b) evaluated parental traumatic stress and at least one family outcome, (c) had a publication
date after 1980, and (d) and were quantitative in nature with a sample size greater than n = 10.
— 20 studies focusing on PTSD/PTSS were included. Eight studies focusing on combat exposure were
included. (Some studies were included for both the PTSD/PTSS analyses and combat exposure).

STRENGTHS

— This meta-analysis is one of the first to extend the investigation of PTSD among individual military
members to examine the military family environment.
— A wide selection of studies with a variety of military populations from different eras was analyzed
(Vietnam veterans, OEF/OIF veterans, and Gulf War veterans), which strengthens the likelihood of
generalizing beyond a particular country or cohort of military families.
— This article was clear and upfront about limitations, such as, describing how clinical criteria for PTSD have
changed over time, which affects how traumatic experiences can be evaluated across studies.

LIMITATIONS

— Most of the articles in this meta-analysis were cross-sectional; future research is needed to determine how
longitudinal factors may influence associations between parental trauma exposure and family difficulties,
such as how reintegration programs may influence military family outcomes over time.
— The number of studies on the study topic that met the criteria for inclusion was small; continued research,
and subsequent meta-analyses, are needed to identify a wider range of variables that may influence
associations between military parent trauma exposure and family difficulties.
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