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PCS. ETS. FAP. NCOER. Welcome to the Army! Or the Navy! Or the Marines! Or the Air Force! The military society is a culture wholly unto itself. A different language is spoken within the military. It has its own set values, standards, and mores. It is a culture that pervades every aspect of a service member's and his or her family's life. Even though it is a unique culture like other ethnic-based or geographic-based cultures, the military culture is extremely diverse, and it is comprised of members from every other culture group found in our society. This article will focus on some of the specific challenges and nuances found within the military society in hopes that it will assist Marriage and Family Therapists (MFTs) in providing exceptional care to the members of the culture.
Demographics
The composition of the military society has changed drastically since the close of the Vietnam era. The present military society is also comprised of more dual-military couples, more married service members, more dependents of service members, and a greater number of military spouses working outside the home. Another area of change has been the number of women serving in the military. Currently, over 14% of military personnel are women (Rotter & Boveja, 1999).
Marital Status. The profile of military families is changing. Today, approximately 55% of all service members are married (Dept. of Defense, 1999). This represents an increase from the percentage of service members who were married during the Vietnam era. There are also a growing number of single parents in the military. Today, approximately six percent of the members of the armed forces are single parents (Dept. of Defense). Some personnel enter the military as single parents. Those who enter the military as single parents must give up legal custody of their children for their first term of obligation. Usually this is for a period of three to four years. The children may live with the single parent, but some other family member must have legal custody. The purpose of this regulation is to keep the service member from being unavailable for a deployment because no one was available to take care of the children. 
Children of Service Members. Although the percentage of service members who are married has increased over the past twenty years, the ratio between service members and family members has remained fairly constant at a 40% service member to 60% family member ratio. The majority (73 percent) of children are 11 years of age or younger (Ibid).
Special Populations. "With the changing demographics of military members, there is now a greater diversity of family structures, each with unique stresses and needs. These groups include junior enlisted members, women, and joint-service marriages" (Department of Defense, 1999). Junior enlisted members are the youngest and lowest-ranking members of the military society, but they also comprise the largest sector of the military community (46 percent) (Dept. of Defense, 1999). They are normally very young (18-25 years old), and they have very little discretionary income. An increasing number of junior enlisted service members are married. This is a distinct change in the armed forces over the past twenty years. Even as late as the mid 1980's, a junior service member could not enter the service if he or she was married, and if the junior enlisted service member wanted to get married, he or she had to get permission from the military chain-of-command to do so. Presently, junior enlisted service members may be married prior to coming on active duty.
The next special population within the military is the women in the armed forces. The role of women is undergoing continual revision. The role of women in the armed services has undergone significant transformation since the days of the gender-segregated services like the Women's Army Corps. Contrary to popular belief, the Women's Army Corps was active long after World War II and the Korean War. There are women serving in uniform today who were a part of these gender-specific services when they first entered military service. Today's services are fully integrated from the onset of basic training forward, and women have risen to fulfill the highest-ranking positions within the military.
            The last special population is dual-military marriages. Six percent of all military marriages are dual-military marriages (Dept. of Defense, 1999). Dual-military marriages are marriages where both spouses are members of the military. Most likely both of the members belong to the same service, but that is not always the case. One of the greatest challenges for dual-military marriages is childcare. In these relationships, both the husband and the wife face the rigors and unpredictability of military service. One of the greatest challenges comes when both military members are absent from the home due to military service. Dual-military couples must have family care plans in place that specify how the children will be cared for in the event that both military members are absent from the home. The military will not permit one of the couple to decline participation in a deployment or exercise because no one is present to care for the children.
Stress Factors in the Military Setting
The military society is a complex society that is characterized by continual change, a global culture, the tension of potential conflict, and a hierarchical structure of authority. Some of the factors that make the military setting stressful are institutional, and some of the factors that create stress are common to all sectors of society. A number of the key institutional and common stress factors are discussed below.
Relocations
The military is truly a mobile society. Although the military is seeking to extend normal tour lengths to four years, most soldiers and their families move more frequently. Many families move on an average of almost once a year. Changes of assignment, mandatory military schooling, downsizing of the force structures, and promotions are some of the triggers that shorten the average length of tours. These shortened tours cause military families to relocate with an increased frequency.
            Understandably, relocations cause stress on the soldier and his or her family. Close relationships are difficult to sustain in a mobile society. Strong friendships develop, but very often one individual in the relationship will soon be on the move, and a person's support network must be redeveloped. Service members also experience a sense of loss with each move. Each move severs some ties. New friendships help to offset the pain of losing old friends, but one day soon, the service member and family will have to bid farewell to these friends, as well.
Deployments
The deployment of military personnel to Afghanistan and Iraq has grabbed the attention of the media and the nation lately, but it's important to note that there were over one hundred deployments of troops in the first five years after Operation Desert Storm. Before Operation Iraqi Freedom, the Army had been involved in numerous humanitarian missions in countries like Somalia, Haiti, Cuba, Guam, Bosnia, Kosovo, Panama, and Honduras. Obviously, not all of these deployments have been into conflict situations, but they still represent stressful situations of prolonged separation from families and loved ones for soldiers.
            Family separations are now normal expectation for military families. Coolbaugh and Rosenthal estimate that 90% of all Army soldiers residing with their spouses can expect to be separated from their families for at least one night in a six-month period, 58% can expect to be separated for two weeks or more, and 37% will be separated for thirty days or more (Rohall et al., 1999).
            Deployments cause stress because the soldier is leaving a fairly stabilized network of family, friends, and support and is entering an entirely new environment without most of the former network. Gimbel and Booth (1994) report that the long periods of separation caused by deployments clearly affected marital stability. Spouses of deployed soldiers experience loneliness, depression, anxiety, anger, and physical illnesses. Soldiers who are deployed often experience guilt for leaving their families, and they may also experience some of the depression, loneliness, and anxiety that their spouses are experiencing. (Rohall, 1999)
Deployments also cause turbulence in the structure of families. Sometimes the strain on the family structure is so great that the result is family breakdown (Van Breda, 1999). If a single soldier was responsible for taking care of ailing parents while stationed in the United States, a deployment outside of the continental United States could significantly impact that soldier's ability to take care of his or her parents. An increasing number of single parents also serve in the military. These parents are not exempt from deployments. They must arrange for the care of their children while they are deployed. This obviously creates an adjustment in the structure of their family. For the married soldier, it means the spouse who is not deployed must take full responsibility for the daily operation of the family. One spouse plays the role of mother and father. One spouse pays the bills, cleans the house, chauffeurs the children to school events, and provides the stability to keep the home tranquil.
Structural Authority
The military contains a fairly rigid structure of authority. This is not totally unique to the military, although perhaps in no other place is the penalty for rejecting this authority as high as it is in the military. A worker in civilian society can be upset with his employer and walk away from his job. The military soldier cannot do this without facing criminal charges. A civilian worker can seek employment elsewhere to garner better wages or benefits, but a soldier cannot leave the service just because he has found a more lucrative position. A service member can only leave the service at the end of service contracts. This structure affects the life of the soldier every day-he or she is always held accountable to someone.
            This highly structured environment impacts the military family as well as the soldier. New members of the military society learn that "the military retains a strong culture supported by traditions not yet set aside, which demand respect from its members" (Knox & Price, 1999). There is still an expectation in the military today that the spouse and children of a military member will participate in the military culture. Spousal and family member involvement is "interpreted as a sign of commitment and adaptation to military life" (Know and Price, p.130, 1999). This pressure is not as great as it once was in the military, but it is still present.
Threat of Loss of Life
            The soldier and the family member live in the ominous shadow of potential violence and loss of life. Again, the recent conflict in Iraq has highlighted this truth, but military families live with the constant reminder that their loved one may be called to serve in a military conflict (Black, 1993). Lehman (1999) stated, "It is difficult to deny that war is, to many different segments of society, an extremely stressful situation." One of the challenges facing researchers as they study the impact of the stress of war on individuals is that each new conflict brings with it new stressors. For example, the Persian Gulf War was the first time that individuals had to respond to SCUD missile attacks. It was also unique as compared to other conflicts due to the large number of women who participated in the war (Lehman, 1999).
Even when there is no conflict, military training missions often involve great risk. Sometimes the price is paid with the loss of lives of soldiers. The threat of being called into an armed conflict is ever present. Although the Cold War has melted away, the threat of violence continues. Again, the recent deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan serve to allow the threat of violence to linger in the minds of service members.
            The military is also becoming increasingly involved in what it calls "Peacekeeping Operations." Peacekeeping operations are situations like the ones seen in Somalia, Bosnia, Kosovo, and Cuba. These are not situations necessarily of armed conflict, but they do contain the potential for violence as evidenced by the loss of American lives in Somalia.
Accelerated Career Pattern 
Another institutionalized stress factor in the military is an accelerated career pattern. Soldiers serving in the military often reach positions of significant responsibilities and prestige ahead of their peers in the civilian sector. The career pattern in the military is based on a twenty-year retirement versus a forty-year retirement in the civilian sector. Many soldiers in the military reach the apex of their military careers in their late thirties. If they exit the military after twenty years, they are reentering the civilian job market in their late thirties or early forties. They have already achieved a great deal personally in the military, but now they must start over in the civilian job market. Entering the civilian job market at this point in their lives puts them at a disadvantage because they have been out of the civilian sector during their most productive and marketable years (Figley, 1993). Many have to take a job that offers a lower level of responsibility and prestige than their military positions offered. In addition, these soldiers are making a significant career change when many are facing the additional financial burden of supporting children in college. 
Ethnic and Cultural Diversity
The military community is normally more culturally diverse than its surrounding civilian community. The military has service members from all over the United States and from all over the world. Along with the varied backgrounds of the service members themselves, the spouses of these service members come from diverse backgrounds. In addition to spouses from the many different ethnic groups within the United States, there are a significant number of spouses in the military from Europe and from the Asian-Pacific area. 
            If a soldier comes from a community that is predominantly composed of one ethnic group and one social class, the soldier can face significant adjustment problems when he or she is placed in a close community that is comprised of numerous ethnic groups and social classes. New languages and social mores must be learned. A refusal to mingle with others outside of one's customary social group can cause isolation at best and ethnic tension or prejudice at worst. 
Strength Reduction of the Armed Forces
This is the military equivalent of industry-wide layoffs. Just as entire industries in the United States have faced massive lay-offs, the military has also recently experienced a monumental reduction in forces or downsizing. This means that careers of outstanding soldiers have been cut short. Many of these soldiers had planned to make the military at least a twenty-year career, but now they find themselves involuntarily separated from the service well before that benchmark. This sudden and unwanted change is a major adjustment issue that causes significant stress.
The downsizing affects even those soldiers who remain in the service. There are fewer individuals to do the same amount of work. A decreased number of soldiers coupled with an increased number of deployments creates a stressful situation for those who remain in the service. As an example of the downsizing in the military, over six hundred military bases have been closed since 1989. Over the past decade, the number of personnel assigned to the United States Army in Europe (USAREUR) has decreased by nearly 70 percent. The personnel strength of Army bases in Europe has dwindled from 213,000 to 62,000 personnel. The downsizing of the military and an increase in operational requirements has created a negative compounding effect on soldiers and their families. In USAREUR, nearly 50 % of soldiers who were deployed during the first year of peacekeeping operations in Bosnia and Kosovo deployed again for the same mission a second time (Castro & Adler, 1999).
Inadequate Housing
The relocations that military families are undergoing at an ever increasing pace also means they are changing housing at the same frequency. This creates a double-edged problem for the service member and his or her family. In most places the government does not fully reimburse a family who resides off-post in non-government housing or quarters. In many high cost of living areas, the soldier cannot afford to live off-post and make up this deficit, so they apply to live on-post in government housing. The housing that is available to military families varies greatly from location to location. Some installations have brand new housing, while others have old, dilapidated housing. An increasing number of housing units are being labeled "substandard" by the Department of Defense (Twiss and Martin, 1999).
Inadequate pay
For most of the past decade, military pay increases have not even kept pace with the cost of inflation. This deficit in pay increases coupled with an already inadequate pay scale for many members of the military has left numerous military families in difficult situations. The situation is bleakest for the young, married, enlisted families. A junior enlisted soldier who is married and has children automatically qualifies for food stamps, and many are forced to accept other types of government assistance (Knox & Price, 1999). At a time when more and more is being asked of soldiers and their families, the compensation for these individuals has not increased in commensuration with these new requirements. In fact, the pay increases for soldiers have lagged behind what other government employees have received.
Confronting Challenges
The military culture is a fascinating culture that undoubtedly presents unique systemic challenges to both its members and those who serve their mental healthcare needs, such as MFTs. These challenges for the therapist can be overcome if he or she approaches the military culture with the same curiosity and respect that they would approach other cultures. The need for efficient and quality care within the military culture is as great now as it has ever been, and presents opportunities for more MFTs to take part in serving these individuals and families.
Chaplain (Major) Jason E. Duckworth, D.Min., M.Div., M.S. is an active-duty Army chaplain who currently serves as the Director of the Family Life Chaplain Ministry and Training Center at Fort Belvoir, Virginia. He is an Associate Member of the AAMFT.
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