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Context
• 3/5 Service members have family responsibilities

• 2 million children impacted by deployment, including 30,000 
youth subject to parental death or injury

• Unprecedented level of access between Service Members and 
their families 
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Research Findings

• Multiple studies have begun to explore the issue of 
communication during deployment

• In general, recent results and recommendations are 
mixed:

• Durham, (2010). Military Medicine

• Gerowitz et al. (2011) Professional Psychology: Research & 
Practice

• Greene, et al. (2010). Military Medicine

• Joseph & Afifi (2010). J. of Applied Communications Research

• Merolla (2010). J. of Applied Communications Research

• Willerton et al. (2011) Journal of Family Psychology
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Findings
• Access to communication 

• Vastly improved
• Not consistent
• Restrictions on amount, content, timing 

• Impact of communication
• Morale booster
• Cause for worry
• Calming
• Distracting

• Strategies of communication
• Dependent on individual needs and resources
• More about what is being communicated than how 

often
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What they tell us…
• Our Deployment Studies (Huebner & Mancini et al. 

2004; 2008; 2009)

• Adolescents have a great deal of access to their 
deployed parent. Most reported having contact via e-
mail or phone at least once a week. In many cases, 
contact occurred multiple times a week.

• Although they report watching television and reading 
newspapers, adolescents were wary of media 
coverage of the war. They repeatedly stated that the 
media does not report events accurately. Many 
adolescents relied on their deployed parent to 
provide them with accurate information about the 
war.

• Youth reported:
• Perceived inauthenticity of disclosure (mismatch)
• Inappropriate level of disclosure
• Feeling tethered to home, television, internet
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Youth Quotes

• “I still feel close to my dad because I talk to him like every 
day on the phone and he sends me letters and I do like 
the video chat on the computer thing.”

• “We talked, we communicated all the time. He had Skype 
and MSN Messenger. I hooked him up with it before he 
left, and so whenever he was on-line, we could talk to him 
and Instant Message him and he's gotten pretty computer 
savvy...When my mom finally got over the fact that you 
don't have to sit at home waiting for him to call--that you 
can just Instant Message him--then we were good.”
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Youth Quotes

• “[During the webcam I'd ask my dad] 
Yeah, are you okay? He'll be like, yeah, 
I'm fine, but I know he's really not 
because like the little web cam thing you can see his face, and 
he wasn't liking it….Every time they do the web cam I try not to 
be around or nothing because I don't really want to see him like 
that….Because I know, like, he's having a hard time over there 
so I don't want to see him mad and upset and stuff.”

• “[When my dad is] in Afghanistan, [I don’t get to talk to him as] 
much, because he can only like call once a month like he used 
to be. And I couldn't really talk to him because mom always 
wanted to talk to him, “Give me the phone! [mom says].”
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Spouse Quotes
Maggie: “I think I have realized how much I love him and need 

him and how good we are together. You know, how we are a 
team and I actually also think I’ve realized how much he actually 
cares for me.  Cause you know, I’m not one of the wives who 
calls up and you know, and says, “It’s great.”  I’m like, “Honey, 
this sucks.” …if it’s not okay I’m not going to pretend like it is. 
And he listens to me and he supports me, and when he was 
here I guess I took it for granted and now I realize how important 
he is.”

Rebecca:“…there would be some nights they [children] were just 
so constantly crying, if he would call I’m like, “You deal with it.”  I 
don’t know what to do.  I mean, “I don’t know what to tell ‘em
anymore.  I don’t know when to tell them you are going to be 
home.  I don’t know what to tell them you are going to be doing.  
I don’t know.” … and I told him, I said “If this is way it’s going to 
be for leave, don’t come home.”  I said, “I don’t want you to 
come home.”
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Other Examples
• The Minnesota NG family

• Different experience for each family member

• Guilt associated with not wanting to talk

• Felt pressure to connect

• Distress after conversation

• Worry during conversation 

• Ft. Belvoir family
• Lack of understanding by Service Member and Spouse about 

others’ experience

• Challenge of respecting boundaries and staying connected

• “protective buffering” (e.g. Joseph & Afifi, 2010)
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Other Types of Co-Parenting from a 
Distance

• There are many situations when parents may be 
apart, it’s important to keep connected
• Work Travelling

• Divorce/Separation
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Tips for Co-Parenting

• Maintain Self-Care

• Try to stay on the same 
page as your partner

• Schedule

• Discipline

• Routines
• Maintain (healthy) communication

• Keep children out of the middle

• Let children be children

• Watch for red flags
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Ways to Stay Connected
• Skype, Instant message/text message, facebook, 
• Storytime Apps- allow you to read with your child (Nursery 

Rhymes with StoryTime- via ipad/iphone)
• Scriblink.com- Shared White board, can do homework or 

artwork together in real time
• Real time digital photo frame–
share photos via mobile phone 
(http://vizitme.com/)

• Online scrapbook (flicker)
• Play online games together
• Voice Recorder on smart phone–
record your children’s voice 
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Other Resources for Families
• http://www.familiesnearandfar.org/- Ways for children to 

create art or music and share with their family, also many 
“resources for grownups”. 

• http://cofamilies.com- online shared calendar

• Allow kids to connect to other kids going through the same 
thing: https://www.militarykidsconnect.org/
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