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BRIEF SUMMARY: Spouses of veterans may be negatively influenced by deployment experiences.
However, many previous studies on this topic are limited by only using self-report data sources (e.g., surveys
from the veteran only) and examining short-term veteran spouse outcomes. The current study examined
the links between Gulf War veterans’ deployment status and mental health after returning home from
deployment and the mental health of their spouses. This study addressed previous research limitations by
longitudinally examining the mental health of 1,024 spouses of veterans approximately 10 years after the Gulf
War and by utilizing clinical diagnostic interviews from both the veteran and the spouse. The results suggest
that veteran deployment and the mental health of the veteran after deployment were both associated with
long term mental health challenges for their spouses.
KEY FINDINGS

– On average, regardless of deployment experiences, spouses of Gulf War veterans did not report clinically
significant levels of post-traumatic stress disorder symptomology.
– When examining the total sample of spouses of Gulf War veterans, those married to veterans who
deployed had greater rates of mental disorders (e.g., anxiety disorder) compared to spouses married to
veterans who did not deploy, particularly for couples living together since the war.
– Spouses of Gulf War veterans who were diagnosed with an anxiety or depressive disorder after the Gulf
War were at greater risk for also being diagnosed with an anxiety or depressive disorder, regardless of
whether the veteran was ever deployed.
– Spouses of Gulf War veterans who were diagnosed with an anxiety or depressive disorder also reported
lower mental health scores. However, when the study sample was restricted to only spouses who
reported living with the veteran partner during the Gulf War, this finding was not detected.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– Marital partners’ experiences are connected, and a mental health challenge affecting one partner could
also negatively impact the other partner.
– Seek treatment, such as therapy, together. Spouses can support one another during treatment and may
be more effective at protecting their mental and relational health as a team.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Recognize the importance of interdependence in relationships, and work with both partners as often as
possible during mental health treatment.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– During and after deployment, support spouses of service members or veterans by providing education
and resources to help them manage potential challenges.
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SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST IC S

1,024 spouses of deployed (n = 488) and non-deployed (n = 536) Gulf War veterans
Spouses of deployed veterans were mostly female (89%) and White (81%)
Spouses of non-deployed veterans were mostly female (88%) and White (83%)
Most of the veterans (68%) were no longer in military service at the time of the study
66% of the spouses reported living with their veteran spouse during the Gulf War

METHODOLOGY

– The authors performed secondary data analysis of a broader population level study (the National Health
Survey of Gulf War Veterans and Their Families).
– Spouses of Gulf War veterans answered self-report questionnaires about mental health and quality of life.
Both the Gulf War veterans and their spouses engaged in clinical interviews meant to diagnose mental
disorders (e.g., anxiety disorder, depressive disorder).
– Paired sample t-tests, general linear mixed models, and logistic regression analyses were used to examine
the associations between veteran experiences (i.e., deployment status and veteran mental health) and
spousal mental health.

STRENGTHS

– This study addresses several research gaps in previous literature on this subject, including the utilization
of clinical interviews in conjunction with self-report data.
– The authors used appropriate statistical methods to account for the nature of the data, improving the
credibility of the research analyses.

LIMITATIONS

– The study did not provide evidence for the validity and reliability of many of the measures. As a result, it is
unclear if the scales utilized in the analyses adequately measured the topics of interest.
– The article broadly compared Gulf War veterans and their spouses based on deployment status. As
a result, the study is limited in its ability to examine the causes of mental health challenges for either
romantic partner beyond deployment.
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— 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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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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