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BRIEF SUMMARY: This qualitative study examined how fathers’ knowledge and attitudes about child
development affected their parenting behaviors throughout the deployment cycle (predeployment,
deployment, and reintegration). Data were drawn from interviews with 15 Army fathers. Fathers reported
that their attitudes and behaviors were impacted by their child’s developmental stage.
KEY FINDINGS
Phase

Predeployment

Deployment

Reintegration

Description of Fathers' Behaviors
 Prepared for separation by preserving routines, spending extra time with children.
 Adapted discussions about deployment based on their child’s age:
– engaged in minimal talk with infants/toddlers (assumed they could not
understand)
– creatively interacted with young children (e.g., said they were leaving to “fight
zombies,” showed deployment location on map)
– engaged in transparent communication with older children.
 Some fathers doubted whether their absence affected young children, whereas
other fathers acknowledged that a change in routines would be difficult for their
children.
 Reported that attempts to communicate with children while deployed received
mixed reactions: Infants/young toddlers seemed distracted/disinterested, whereas
older children wanted to interact more with their father.
 Felt that younger children were timid but older children were welcoming upon
return.
 Used developmentally appropriate strategies to create closeness with fearful
children (e.g., friendly gestures, gave children time to warm up to them).
 Some less experienced fathers did not know how their young children would
respond to reintegration or how to reconnect with them.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– Recognize when children may be anxious or upset about deployments, and address their concerns in a
developmentally appropriate way (e.g., comfort kids, plan with teens).

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Help families, especially less experienced fathers, adapt to children’s changes during deployment and at
reintegration (e.g., identify child skills/interests, use these in discussion).

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Increase access to child development information to support deploying fathers’ parent-child
relationships (e.g., pay for expert resources, promote free online family education).
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SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST IC S

15 active-duty Army fathers with a child younger than 6 years old at time of deployment

On average, fathers were in the military for 9 years, had experienced 2 deployments, and had returned
from the last deployment a year prior to the study.
Fathers were primarily African American (40%), White (33%), or Asian American (13%).
87% of the fathers were married and, on average, had at least 2 children.

METHODOLOGY

– All participants were recruited from the Fort Hood Army Installation through fliers or presentations at
postdeployment debriefing sessions.
– Fathers volunteered to participate in audio-recorded semi-structured interviews to assess their family’s
experiences of military life, how deployment affected their family relationships, and challenges to
parenting due to active-duty status.
– Transcripts of the interviews were analyzed and coded into themes by three researchers. Responses
were organized into three stages of the deployment cycle: predeployment, deployment, and
reintegration.

STRENGTHS

– The sample size was appropriate for a qualitative study and consisted of diverse participants (e.g., race).
These qualities support the credibility of the findings.
– The use of multiple coders to analyze the interview data minimized potential bias throughout the coding
process, which bolsters confidence in the findings.

LIMITATIONS

– No theoretical framework was used to properly contextualize or explain the findings, which limits the
connection drawn between fathers’ knowledge and attitudes about child development and how they
behave toward their children across the deployment cycle.

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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