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TODAY’S TOPICS

• Characteristics of military families 
that require resilience

• Potential benefits of military life
• What is resilience?
• Protective and risk factors
• What caregivers can do



CHARACTERISTICS OF 
MILITARY FAMILIES THAT 
REQUIRE RESILIENCY



Characteristics
• While each family is unique and 

individual, there are certain 
characteristics of being affiliated with the 
military which require families to be 
resilient.

• These characteristics fall into two 
different categories:
» Demographic
» Situational 



Demographic

• The military population has some 
specific demographics which can 
pose challenges for families.
» Typically young service members
» Often marry young
» Have children at a young age

Department of Defense. (2010) Demographics Profile of the Military Community.  Retrieved from:  
www.militaryhomefront.dod.mil/.../Reports/2010_Demographics_Report.pdf



A Young Population

Active Duty Enlisted Service 
Members of all branches:

50.3% are 25 years or 
younger



Young Families 

55.6 % of service members were between the ages of 20-25 when 
they had their first child



Ages of Children of Active 
Duty Families

73% of these children 
are elementary 

school and younger



What are the challenges 
young families face?
• 60% of couples who marry between 20 and 25 

are destined for divorce.
• Emotional immaturity and limited life experience 

contributes to the challenges of married life.
• Young parents may have limited parenting skills 

based on their immaturity, youth and 
inexperience.

• Additional stressors of deployment, being away 
from extended family, and a sense of isolation 
increase risk for young families and children.



Situational 
Characteristics
• Apart from the demographic 

challenges, military families have 
other characteristics which call for 
being resilient.  These characteristics 
can be both for the Active and 
Reserve components or more 
prevalent in one than the other. 



Challenges of Military Families

• Operation tempo
• Spousal employment
• Child care
• Shifting of care givers, routines, 

roles and expectations
• Financial fluctuations
• Frequent deployments
• Dual military families
• Communication
• Transition form soldier to civilian and 

back again
• Ambiguous loss

• Nature of dangerous work for the 
military parent

• Isolation from extended family 
support

• Suddenly “military family” for NG/R
• Military parental injury and death
• Family separations (long work hours 

& deployments)
• Housing
• Health care
• Family support services
• Single soldiers
• Moves related to PCS



Stressors can pile up….
Resiliency

Skills
Stressors



AT HOME 
PARENT’S STRESS 

LEVEL

TOTAL NUMBER OF 
MONTHS OF 

DEPLOYMENTS

AMOUNT OF 
EXTERNAL SUPPORT 
A FAMILY RECEIVES

AGE OF CHILD

AGE OF PARENTS, 
LENGTH OF 

MARRIAGE, AND 
LEVEL OF PARENTAL 

EDUCATION

Factors that Predict a Child’s 
Difficulty with Parental Deployment

Lester, P. (2010) The Long War and Parental Combat Deployment: Effects on Military Children and At-Home 
Spouses, Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 49,310-320.



POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF 
MILITARY LIFE FOR 
CHILDREN



Is it all Bad News?



Basic Needs are Being Met
Military Population (Active 
Duty)
• At least one person in the 

household is employed full 
time

• Families have adequate 
housing

• All children have access to 
health care

• Only 5.4% of military force 
are single parents

• 98.5% of service members 
have High School diploma

Civilian Population
• At minimum: 8% 

unemployment and more 
under employed or 
employed part-time

• 23% of homeless people 
were members of families 
with children(National Coalition for the 
Homeless)

• At minimum, 10% of 
children have no health care

• 34% of population are 
single parent households

• 87.1% of population has 
High School diploma 

Department of Defense. (2010) Demographics Profile of the Military Community;  Kids Count Data Book, 2010







10 things military kids 
want you to know….
• We are proud of our 

parents.
• We think about war 

and we know what it 
means.

• We move. A lot.
• We take on a lot of 

responsibility.
• We live in the 

community.

• We appreciate 
recognition of our 
family’s service.

• We value diversity 
and new experiences.

• We miss our parents.
• In lots of ways, we 

are just like other 
kids.

• We serve too.
10 Things Military Teens Want You to Know, 2008.  National Military Family Association. http://www.nasbhc.org/atf/cf/%7BB241D183-
DA6F-443F-9588-3230D027D8DB%7D/WHAT-MILITARY-TEENS-WANT-YOU-TO-KNOW-TOOLKIT.PDF



Intangibles….
• Family closeness
• Sense of pride, patriotism, and service
• Opportunity to travel and live in different 

cultures
• Increase in independence
• More open to others and ideas
• Ability to handle new and different 

situations



Army Brat…..
I am an Army Brat. My hometown is nowhere, my friends are 
everywhere, and if I haven't been someplace yesterday, I am sure to go 
there tomorrow. I grew up with bugle calls and artillery salutes and the 
knowledge that home is where the heart is and the family--with no 
dependence on the dwelling……

Travel has taught me to be open. By age nine I had seen more of the 
world than most people do in a lifetime; I had touched many and allowed 
their cultures to touch me. Shaking hands with the universe, I found a 
brotherhood in all men…..

As an Army Brat, I go out to others extending hand and heart. 
Friendships are formed in hours and kept for decades. I will never grow 
up with someone, but I will mature with many, and the help that I offer 
today will be returned farther down the road. Be it inevitable that paths 
part, there is constant hope that they will meet again.



Inside and Outside 
Perspective on Resilience 
Building in Military Families
Emic or Inside Perspective Etic or Outside Perspective
• Those on the inside of 

military life or who have 
experienced it first hand.

• Those who have authentic 
stories to tell or who are 
contributors in an authentic 
way.

• Those who “know” what it is 
like to live the life of military 
families.

• Those on the outside of 
military life (looking in).

• Those conducting research 
with military families but are 
not military.

• Those who are working on 
behalf of military families or 
caring for children from 
military families.



Resilience – What Is It?
• The ability to bounce back

in times of separation 
and loss

Divorce
Deployment
Incarceration 
Work
Death
Injury

• The capacity to cope and feel competent
• The ability to persevere and adapt when things 

go awry



What Do Resilient 
Children Do?
• They often show emotional hardiness in 

stressful moments.
• They often have resistance to quitting or 

being overcome or overtaken
• They have learned to problem solve or to 

“go around” or “over it”



What Do Resilient 
Children Do?
• They are “hurdlers”
• They show persistence 

and flexibility
• They often invoke 

optimism over 
disappointment

• They seek relationships 
with significant others



What Do Non-Resilient 
Children Do?
• They appear to have an external locus of 

control
» Perceive events to be out of their control
» Have difficulty in taking

ownership of their 
successes and 
misfortunes



Protective and Risk 
Factors
Protective Factors Risk Factors
• Affectional ties within 

families and others
• Family accord rather than 

discord
• Consistent caregiving by 

loving, warm caregivers
• Internal locus of control
• Secure attachments with at 

least one significant other
• Opportunity factors

• Loss and separation from 
loved ones

• Disruptions in family life 
and caregiving

• Insecure attachments
• Disruption in play
• Adverse temperaments



Maximizing Protective 
Factors & Minimizing Risk 
Factors

• Provide resiliency “tool-boxes”
» Help them to become active problem-solvers

Practice, practice, practice

» Improve communication (listening and 
speaking)

» Speak of hope and optimism
» Help children to set goals (Goldilocks style)



What Caregivers Can Do
• Build knowledge of early childhood 

development / ages and stages
• Offer Emotional support

» At different ages and stages
» Build attachments
» Provide emotionally 

supportive environments
» Teach patriotism
» Provide peaceful 

classrooms & environments
» Teach tolerance
» Provide routines and rituals



More of What We Can Do
CHANGE!

» Become proactive rather than reactive
» Become more resilient ourselves by learning to 

re-center
» Model resilience - Change the way in which we 

solve our own problems
» Coach children in problem solving and 

opportunity seeking
» Change the way we respond to children 

(listening and speaking)
» Mentor one child (or two or three)



Building Resilience: 
Addressing Bullying
• Bullying prevention (bully is a “verb”, not a 

“noun”)
» Call out the bullying rather than label a child as a 

“bully”
» Help children to put on their “bully-proof vests”
» Work with all children involved 
» Know the origins of bullying

Lack of resilience
Lack of tolerance
Stress/anxiety
Being bullied by someone else
Lack of authoritative parenting
Lack of empathy and perspective taking



Resilience and Play
• Two types of play that offer optimum 

experiences in resilience building:
» Emotional play
» Social play

• Play provides an arena in which children 
can:
» Safely express their feelings and thoughts
» Actively change their perspectives
» Build resilience



Promote Play for 
Emotional Benefits
• Promote play as a stress reliever / play 

is therapeutic
» Allow for disruptions
» Address violent or war play in a positive way
» Know when to refer to 

outside resources
• Scaffold play
• Restore play

» Through music, dance, 
and art



Promote Play for Social 
Benefits
• Extend “me” to “we”

» Find opportunities for two-some activities or 
multi-person games 

» Promote activities where boys and girls play 
together

• Foster inclusion over exclusion
• Dramatize real life situations that “teach” 

resilience building
» Creative dramatics can provide opportunities 

for problem solving activities



Final Caregiver 
Opportunities for 
Resilience Building
• Allow or encourage “do-overs”
• Model appropriate behaviors and 

expectations
• Have reasonable (age and stage 

appropriate) expectations
• Look for the child’s “islands of competence”

» Reinforce and/or grow them



FOR MORE INFORMATION
Military Families Learning Network – Child Care Page: 
Find links to articles and social media channels 
blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/child-care/

To ask questions about the presentation and to 
continue the discussion of resiliency in young military 
children, please join our closed group on LinkedIn: 
http://www.linkedin.com/groups?gid=4276983&trk=hb_side_g

If you have specific questions about the Military 
Families Learning Network: Child Care project,
contact Kathy at kreschke@uga.edu. 

http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/child-care/�
http://www.linkedin.com/groups?gid=4276983&trk=hb_side_g�
mailto:kreschke@uga.edu�
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