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BRIEF SUMMARY: Wartime deployment is often stressful for members of military families, in part,

because Service members are in proximity to danger. This exposure to stress may negatively influence
emotion socialization (i.e., the process of parents or other adults helping children learn to manage their
emotions, such as being sensitive or setting a good example). Data from military families (N = 104) with
children ages 3–6 were examined to understand whether Service member fathers’ deployment experiences
(e.g., combat experiences, perceived threat) were linked to mother-reported child adjustment (behavioral,
social, emotional), beyond what could be attributed to fathers’ mental health (i.e., posttraumatic stress
disorder, depression, anxiety). Further, emotion socialization was examined as a linking mechanism
connecting fathers’ combat experiences to their children’s adjustment. The results suggest that fathers’
perceptions of threat during deployment, not their combat experiences, were important for parenting
patterns as well as child adjustment.

KEY FINDINGS

– In general, when fathers perceived more threats to their safety during deployment, their children
demonstrated more social and emotional difficulties (e.g., problematic peer interactions, unhealthy
emotion expression) and behavioral problems (e.g., hyperactivity, defiance).
– The connection between fathers’ threat perceptions during deployment and children’s behavioral
problems was still evident even after accounting for fathers’ mental health, military status and branch,
and children’s gender.
– When fathers perceived more threats to their safety during deployment, they reported using less
emotionally sensitive parenting practices (i.e., emotion socialization) upon return and reported lower
parent-child relationship quality. In turn, these emotion socialization patterns were linked to poor child
behavioral adjustment.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– Families can learn more about emotion socialization and the importance of teaching children
appropriate emotional expression and management. For instance, check out articles from Military
REACH and the Gottman Institute to help children develop these skills.
– As needed, seek resources to address deployment experiences (e.g., processing in therapy) and
reintegration needs (e.g., parenting classes like ADAPT).

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Assess Service member deployment experiences, especially disruptions to their sense of safety.
– Discuss with clients unhealthy parenting patterns that can be linked to prolonged stress exposure (e.g.,
wartime deployment), even if there are no discrete dangerous events (e.g., an enemy attack).
– Help families discern if deployment experiences may be impacting parenting or child adjustment.
– Explain the importance of emotion socialization for young children. Discuss with families how emotions
are expressed and handled in their home and help them target areas for improvement.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Inform Service members about the availability of mental health and family support services postdeployment. Target those who have sustained long-term stress due to perceived threat proximity.
– Provide and refine effective, interactive family programming that educates parents about their role in
emotion socialization and aims to enhance emotional skills in children (e.g., ADAPT).
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SAMPLE C HARAC T ERIS T ICS

104 families with at least one child age 3–6 and a father with wartime deployment since 9/11/01.
61% of the fathers were active duty, 30% were Veterans, and 10% were in the Reserve or Guard.
37% of the fathers were affiliated with the Navy, 29% with the Marine Corps, 27% with the Army, and 8%
with the Air Force.
14% of the families had two Service member parents.
98% of parents were married or in a committed relationship.
Children were 53% female, with an average age of 4 years.

METHODOLOGY

– 199 military-connected families were recruited to a preventative family intervention. This analysis was
limited to a subset of 104 of these families with a father who had experienced a wartime deployment.
– Prior to intervention, families completed in-home questionnaires. Data for this study were drawn from
this baseline assessment.
– Fathers reported on their own mental health, trauma-related deployment experiences, and emotion
socialization processes. Mothers reported family affective responsiveness (i.e., healthiness of emotion
communication and expression) and child outcomes (i.e., anxiety, behavioral problems, and overall
difficulties).
– Separate regression analyses were used to examine the associations between each type of deployment
experience and child outcomes. Then, for significant regression associations, a mediation model tested
whether emotion socialization processes were linking mechanisms connecting deployment experience
and child adjustment. Analyses accounted for military status, branch, and child gender.

STRENGTHS

– The authors conducted additional analyses (multicollinearity checks) to ensure that data from multiple
reporters in the study (mothers and fathers) did not overlap in a way that would be detrimental to the
statistical integrity of the findings.

LIMITATIONS

– The study did not provide information about when the fathers had most recently deployed, which may
impact the study findings. For instance, the impact of perceived threat during deployment may differ for
those who recently returned from deployment compared to those who last deployed several years ago.
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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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