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BRIEF SUMMARY: During a deployment, military spouses may withhold their own worries from their partner, a
term known as self-directed minimization . They may also downplay their partner’s worries, known as partnerdirected minimization . These efforts at minimization are typically an attempt to create an emotional boundary and
protect their service member from compounding stressors. This study examined military spouses’ minimization
during deployment in relation to service members’ combat exposure during deployment and both service
members’ and spouses’ depressive symptoms throughout the deployment cycle. Data were collected from 154
National Guard couples at three different time points: predeployment, deployment, and reintegration*. Results
suggested that when military spouses reported higher levels of depressive symptoms at predeployment, they
tended to use self-directed and partner-directed minimization more often during deployments. Further, service
members’ combat exposure during deployment was also related to higher levels of military spouses’ selfdirected minimization.
KEY FINDINGS
– On average, …

1. service members reported relatively low levels of combat exposure during their deployment,
2. both service members and military spouses reported low levels of depressive symptoms at
predeployment and reintegration, and
3. military spouses reported moderate levels of self-directed and partner-directed minimization during
deployment.
– For military spouses, more depressive symptoms during the predeployment stage predicted higher levels
of self-directed and partner-directed minimization during deployment.
– Service members’ exposure to combat during deployment was related to higher levels of their spouses’
self-directed minimization during deployment, indicating that spouses may downplay their own concerns
when the service member is in stressful circumstances while deployed.
– Higher levels of military spouses’ partner-directed minimization during deployment was associated with
higher levels of service members’ depressive symptomology at reintegration.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– If your service member partner discloses concerns about their deployment to you, make an attempt to attend
to those worries in a healthy and positive way and provide needed support.
– Before deployment, service members and spouses may find it helpful to discuss what emotional information
to share or withhold during deployment and how each partner would like their emotions to be attended and
responded to.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– When working with military couples, facilitate discussion around navigating what emotional boundaries to put
in place throughout the deployment cycle.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Include information on communication, disclosure, and emotional boundaries throughout the deployment
cycle as a part of deployment readiness programs.
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SAMP L E C HA RACT ERIST IC S

N = 154 married, heterosexual couples

All service members were male and all spouses were female
The majority of participants were White (>90%) and around 30-32 years old on average
All service members were members of the Army National Guard; 76% were enlisted
All service members had been notified of an upcoming deployment at the beginning of the study

METHODOLOGY

– The authors utilized secondary, longitudinal* data from a study of 36 Indiana Army National Guard units that collected
data from 2011 to 2016 from service members and their families.

– Data were collected during (1) predeployment (1-16 weeks prior to service members’ deployment), (2) deployment

(within the first 3 months of the service members’ deployment), and (3) reintegration (the first month after the service
member returned home).
– Service members reported on their depressive symptoms at predeployment and reintegration and their combat
exposure experienced during deployment but reported during reintegration.
– Spouses reported on their depressive symptoms at predeployment and reintegration and their self-direct
minimization and partner-directed minimization during deployment.
– Minimization assessments were measured using questions assessing the extent to which spouses hid their concerns
from their partner or pretended not to notice the service members’ concerns.
– Structural equation modeling* was used to determine how spouse and service member depressive symptoms during
predeployment and service member combat exposure during deployment predicted spouses’ minimization during
deployment. Further, the authors examined if minimization during deployment predicted service member and spouse
depressive symptoms during reintegration and if minimization mediated, or explained, service member and spouse
depressive symptoms across the deployment cycle.

STRENGTHS

– The authors clearly and effectively explained minimization behaviors and connected them to the literature at large,
offering insight into how these behaviors may function within military couples.

– Specific implications for practice were provided, highlighting the importance of military couples communicating about

their preferred emotional boundaries. This underscores the applicability of this research as an intervention point,
directly helping military couples.
– The statistical approach was thoroughly explained, which enhances transparency and credibility.

LIMITATIONS

– This sample was not representative of the Army National Guard (e.g., mostly White, heterosexual) and as such the
results of this study may not generalize to the larger population.

– Spouses’ motivations for minimizing worries were not measured. As such, it is unknown why spouses engaged in these
behaviors. Minimization could potentially be a normal relational response tactic aimed at reducing stress; however, it
could also be harmful to couple closeness.
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*Terms defined in Military REACH Dictionary
DIMENSIONS OF ASSESSMENT
— 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.

* 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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