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BRIEF SUMMARY: In this study, 50 Service members and their spouses (N = 100 individuals) were
interviewed to discuss communication within the couple relationship, specifically communication about
mental health concerns during the reintegration period. The aim was to better understand the challenges
that Service members and their spouses experience related to communication about mental health.
Participant responses revealed six dilemmas that couples experienced when discussing and seeking help
for mental health concerns and three perspectives regarding whose responsibility it is to manage these
dilemmas.
KEY FINDINGS

 Military couples reported a variety of dilemmas related to communication about and seeking help for
mental health concerns after a deployment, including:
1. Recognizing a need for help but harboring fears of being perceived as “abnormal.”
2. Ensuring that encouragement to seek mental health help does not suggest a perception of weakness.
3. Persistently encouraging their spouse to get help or bringing up the topic indirectly, yet remaining
patient when no action is taken.
4. Desiring open communication but recognizing that they cannot understand each other’s unique
experiences during deployment.
5. Yearning to seek help but feeling that military barriers discouraged these behaviors.
6. Wanting to talk about mental health concerns but fearing it would disrupt attempts at normalcy during
reintegration.

 Types of dilemmas discussed by military couples (i.e., who owns the responsibility?):

1. My dilemmas were issues that individuals felt were their own responsibility to manage.
2. Your dilemmas were issues that the other partner was considered responsible for managing.
3. Our dilemmas were issues that both partners needed to address together.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– Prior to deployment, strategize how to communicate about mental health concerns during and after
deployment and what steps to take as a couple to access help, if needed.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Work with couples to develop the skills to identify, communicate about, and seek help for mental health
concerns that may arise following deployment.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Promote awareness and use of mental health supports available through the military to reduce stigma
surrounding mental health concerns.
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SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST IC S

100 Service members and spouses (50 military couples) who were mostly White (90%) adults and, on
average, 32 years old (range: 21–48 years).

All couples were heterosexual, and most had been married for an average of eight years, had two
children, and had experienced two deployments during their marriage (at least one in the previous four
years).

Nine couples were dual-military couples. Most Service members were men (n = 40), active-duty Air Force
(n = 46), and enlisted (n = 32).

METHODOLOGY

– Participants were recruited through emails and flyers distributed to military chaplains, family readiness
groups, and military spouses at several military installations in a large metropolitan area. More military
couples were then recruited via snowball sampling.
– After completing preinterview questionnaires, Service members and their spouses participated in an
individual interview with a member of the research team between 2010 and 2013. Interviews lasted
30–60 minutes, and participants were asked questions related to their communication with their partner
following deployment, particularly regarding their partner seeking or not seeking mental health services
and why.
– Participant responses were analyzed for themes through open coding and comparison among
researchers’ codes to establish consistency and trustworthiness. After identifying the six themes,
participant responses were recoded to solidify the unique communication dilemmas couples
experienced, during which the three perspectives were identified.

STRENGTHS

– This study analyzed responses from both partners of military couples, which provides a more holistic
understanding of the challenges that couples face together when trying to address mental health
concerns following deployment.

LIMITATIONS

– The elapsed time since a couple’s most recent deployment varied widely among participants, up to
four years prior, which may result in recall bias among participants’ memories of their reintegration
experiences.

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
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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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