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BRIEF SUMMARY: Operational stress injuries (OSIs) are injuries in service members resulting from

exposure to stressful events, including physical injuries or mental health disorders (e.g., traumatic brain injury,
posttraumatic stress disorder). The family adjustment and adaptation response (FAAR) model is a framework
that conceptualizes how families are influenced by demands (i.e., stressful life events); it also accounts for
the different capabilities families utilize (i.e., strengths) and meanings families make (i.e., attitudes towards
stressors, view of the world, etc.) to adjust and adapt (i.e., overcome stress). This article reviews the literature
(144 articles) on the association between service members’ OSIs and the well-being of their spouses. Authors
organized results using the FAAR model structure, highlighting demands, capabilities, and meanings related
to service members’ OSIs and spouse outcomes. Findings suggest that OSIs tend to adversely affect spouses’
mental health and military couples’ relationships. However, service members and spouses who draw on
strengths, such as empathy or problem-solving skills, typically adapt to the demands OSIs place on families.

KEY FINDINGS

– When service members have an OSI, spouses reported an increased risk for mental health symptoms (e.g., secondary

–
–
–
–

trauma, depression, anxiety, lower self-esteem, hypervigilance) as well as caregiver burden. The risk of symptoms
increased as the demands on spouses increased (e.g., having to take care of the service member and/or having to
take on additional responsibilities in the family).
Service members’ OSIs may increase the risk of couples’ relationship turbulence and instability including, less marital
intimacy (sexual and emotional), higher levels of conflict, and interference in sexual functioning and satisfaction.
Spouse characteristics, such as empathy, patience, tolerance for service members’ OSIs, and having a strong sense of
self, may facilitate spouses’ positive adjustment and adaptation to the impact of OSIs.
Couples that have open communication, problem-focused coping and conflict management strategies, empathy for
partners, and/or are satisfied with their roles in the family may be more likely to overcome the negative impacts of
service members’ OSIs.
Spouses’ perception that military service is meaningful, commitment to their service member partner, and having
memories of the service member before the OSI may be related to higher levels of relationship satisfaction, despite
the service members’ OSI.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– Practice self-care activities, such as exercise or meditation, or attend local support groups for military families
to help manage the stress associated with caring for a service member or veteran with an OSI.
– Practice open communication and positive conflict management as you manage stress as a couple.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Assess levels of intimacy and sexual functioning and satisfaction in military couples, and use sex therapy
interventions when appropriate.
– Teach emotion identification and regulation techniques. Use emotion-focused interventions, particularly with
couples experiencing emotion-related symptoms, such as emotional numbing.
– Encourage military families to work through the impact of OSIs together but also have independent selfrestorative activities.
– Use narrative or trauma-informed techniques to help families understand their symptoms and challenges
related to OSIs and create a sense of shared meaning in overcoming OSIs.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Continue to promote wellness in families by making information on the impact of OSIs, as well as
resources that can help with the management of OSIs, easily accessible to military families.
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SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST IC S

144 research articles that examined associations between veterans’ Operational Stress Injury (OSI) and
spousal mental health.

METHODOLOGY

– This article used a scoping review methodology. The purpose of a scoping review is to examine what the
literature says about a specific topic and to identify gaps in the literature. The methodology sequence includes
identifying a specific research question, identifying relevant studies, selecting studies that meet the eligibility
criteria, charting the data, and summarizing and reporting the results.
– Twenty-one databases were searched. Studies were included if they were peer reviewed, published between
1990 and 2015, used quantitative and/or qualitative research, and used samples of military service members or
combat veterans and their spouses. Initially, 524 studies were identified and, following screening for eligibility
criteria, 144 met inclusion criteria for review.
– The findings are organized using the family adjustment and adaptation response (FAAR) framework.
Specifically, four separate sections of results of the review were described according to: individual demands
and impacts of OSIs, family demands and impacts of OSIs, individual capabilities of adjustment and adaption
to OSIs, and family capabilities of adjustment and adaption to OSIs.

STRENGTHS

– The research that links OSIs to the family system, specifically the spouse and the couple relationship, is
scattered throughout multiple disciplines. Reviewing and organizing the literature in one article facilitates the
dissemination of information and allows it to be more readily accessible to helping professionals andfamilies.
– This article used a scoping review methodology; using this established method strengthens credibility for the
study by allowing for a wider inclusion of research to be examined.

LIMITATIONS

– The influence of community, specifically military community, on military families was not examined. Community
support or community obstacles may impact the demand OSIs place on families, or provide families with
resources that could enhance their capabilities or meaning-making and adaption.
– A majority of studies in this scoping review investigated service member posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
with less focus on other OSIs. Different OSIs, such as traumatic brain injuries and addiction, may place larger
demands on spouses, such as physical caretaking. This may increase risk of mental health symptoms for
spouses and adverse outcomes for couples.

ASSE SSMENT OF T HE ST UDY
CREDIBLE
CONTRIBUTORY
COMMUNICATIVE
CAUTIONARY

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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