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Being a member of the United States 
military means being a part of a 
global force. This force encompasses 
2.2 million troops, of which all are 
on active duty, in the Reserve, or in 
the National Guard. These troops are 
stationed around the world, both in 
the US and in over a hundred nations, 
the armed forces, in most cases, have 
made accommodations for families.: 
a majority of troops are married, and four out of ten of them have at least two 
children. Of these families, about a third of them live on a military installation.1

If you are a parent or guardian in the military, it’s important to know 
that service can have a significant impact on families; since 2001, over 2 
million children have been affected by a family member’s deployment.2 In 
circumstances where family is permitted to move with the soldier for the 
duration of his or her deployment, it can be difficult and stressful for each 
family member. Being in the military means being moved to locations that 
aren’t of your choosing, on a timetable that you don’t set: military families 
move on average, once every three years. 

Such moves can be a culture shock: it’s hard to leave a community, and 
integrate into a new one, especially if it’s in a whole new country. 



Getting your bearings can be a challenge for anyone, and children may 
struggle to get used to their new environment. Fortunately, there are a 
number of options and resources available for military families to make your 
move as easy and painless as possible, and help your family adjust quickly to 
their new home.

Children of parents in the military have been studied extensively7 and 
have shown to have very resilient personalities8 and often report feeling a 
worldliness over their same-aged civilian counterparts. The term “military 
brat” is actually a term of endearment and is a long standing phrase in 
American subculture.

Families and teenagers often use social media to keep in touch with friends 
and relatives, which can be a positive factor in the adjustment of relocated 
military family members. However, most social media platforms don’t 
allow younger children to do so. Finding community events for children, or 
enrolling them in extra curricular sports, art, music or theater at their school 
can be a good way to help younger children create new networks of friends.



Relocation can be a stressful 
time for families. Often it 
means losing what’s familiar 
and certain, both to you and 
your family. The process of 
letting go of these personal 
connections, and forming 
new ones in a new location 
can put a strain on all the 
members of your family. 
Researchers at Iowa State 
University have found that 
moving comes with feelings 

of confusion, disorder, chaos, physical exhaustion, and even loss and grief for 
the community left behind.

Moving is a significant moment in people’s lives, and it can be a roller coaster 
of emotions. The Holmes and Rahe stress scale, a list of stressors that shows 
what may lead to illness, attributes a significant number of “life change 
points,” and a higher stress level to the changes associated with moving. 
Points such as social activities, church, recreation, personal habits, schools, 
work, and other responsibilities. 
When you move, these changes 
occur within your family, all at 
once.  

Children are no exceptions to 
high levels of stress, and in many 
ways, the youngest members of 
the family may struggle the most; 
children in military families may 
move 6 to 9 times during their 
school years. An organization that 



assists these frequently moving families called Families in Global Transition 
notes that children “have a difficult time projecting themselves into another 
environment. They only see what they are giving up. Having to leave 
friends, schools and their favorite activities can be devastating for children.” 
Children who move frequently may be more likely to repeat a grade in 
school, to experience behavioral problems, and to have fewer social 
relationships. For these reasons, your children will need the best support 
you can offer during this time.

Remember: 
Stress during moving is normal, and everyone experiences it.

With your care, understanding, and planning ahead, your family can calmly 
work through any difficulties, and comfortably move into a new home.



Social scientists have found that there are four stages of adjustment during a 
family member’s deployment: shock, distancing, sadness, and recovery. 

When your family is notified of deployment, 
you and/or family members may become 
upset and angry, and this can last for a couple 
of weeks. While notice of deployment may be 
given a year or more prior, it can also be as 
short as a month. 

In the immediate days prior to deployment, 
you or your partner may feel distant from each 
other, due to uncertain feelings and stress 
surrounding the event. Previously unspoken 
issues may be brought forth by stress, with 
little time to address them adequately.

Immediately following you or your 
spouse’s deployment, your family might 
experience sadness and even mild 
depression, as well as general difficulty 
adjusting to everyday life. This can last for 
six weeks or more. During this time, your 
stress can be most effectively addressed 
by frequent contact with your deployed 
partner. 

Finally, after this period, your family will 
start to adjust to your absence. While there 
may still be some distress, a regular daily 
routine will assist with general stability, 
allowing your family to take their minds 
off of the deployed parent’s absence.



A number of “resiliency factors,” defined as “anything that contributes to a 
quick recovery from a hardship or misfortune,” have been identified that can 
have a positive effect on relocating families in their adaptation to deployment 
and relocation. For example, a family’s practical and emotional preparedness 
for change suggests that they’ll be able to cope well with the adjustment. 
Secondly, proactive coping behavior, such as choosing to stay in contact 
frequently with the absent partner, helps to reduce and control stress. Also, 
having an optimistic and independent attitude, as well as flexibility with 
gender roles within the family, is a good predictor of adjustment.

Healthy adaptation for your family typically includes a regular schedule of 
communication, sending unique gifts and messages, and having a plan for 
how to use your time alone. Help your children become comfortable with 
the deployment by reassuring them that it isn’t their fault, telling them where 
their parent will be, and reassuring them that their parent will return.

You might also cope with your spouse’s deployment by journaling, taking part 
in fun and relaxing activities with your children, taking up hobbies to continue 
your personal growth, finding support in churches and support groups, 
and engaging with a counselor or 
therapist.

A number of support programs are 
available for you and your family. 
Command-sponsored support 
networks called Family Readiness 
Groups consist of “all assigned and 
attached soldiers, their spouses, 
children, extended families, fiancés, 
boyfriends or girlfriends and retirees”, 
as well as interested community 
volunteers. This offers a sense of 
community and participation in the 
unit, along with the presence of 
many other families who are coping 
with the experience of deployment. 
These groups engage in supportive community and social activities and 
outings, while also providing information on your spouse’s status. 



While having to uproot yourself and move 
around the world can feel disruptive 
and stressful, there are also a number of 
psychological benefits to traveling abroad. 
Both you and your children may ultimately 
experience personal growth from these 
opportunities to see the world.

Hitting reset: getting away from it all

Leaving behind an old neighborhood and 
settling into a new home can actually 
give your mood and energy a big boost. 
Psychologically, we often associate the 
difficulties facing us with physical locations. 
If you’ve been staying in the same place 
for too long, it’s going to feel like your 
problems are physically closer too. Staying 
in the same location can emphasize wary 
feelings, while travel tends to have the 
opposite effect.

While losing your usual routine may come with a feeling of uncertainty, it 
can also be liberating. Breaking out of old ways can open your mind to new 
ideas and approaches. Sure, it might not make all your troubles go away, but 
it helps to give them a sense of distance. Studies have actually shown that 
this feeling of distance can help with innovation, imagination, and creative 
problem solving. In many ways, moving is a chance to start over and take a 
fresh look at everything.5

Life coach Dr. Jack Bennett describes the mind opening experiences that 
come with travel6: “When I’m visiting a new country, I get most curious about 
doing everyday things, like going to the supermarket, getting a cup of coffee, 
taking public transportation or just walking down the street.”



The power of a resilient personality

You won’t be the only one to benefit 
from the opportunity to see the world. 
Children raised in a military environment 
often have a number of personality 
traits that give them a strong foundation 
for the future. The rigorous routine 
and discipline of military life, as well as 
the experience of frequently traveling 
around the globe, teach them to have 
flexibility and preparedness as a normal 
part of their lives.6

“Military brats” receive the benefits of being 
exposed to diverse cultures throughout their 
childhood: they are global citizens. Due to moving 
frequently, they quickly learn how to make new 
friends almost anywhere. They typically have 
excellent social skills, and may even start to pick 
up foreign languages. Military children are most 
likely to pursue career paths that are independent, 
creative, and service oriented; the military culture 
and code of honor prepares them for a lifetime of 
helping to serve others.

The benefits of worldly childhood experiences will 
stay with them for a lifetime. Military kids graduate 
college at a higher rate than civilians, and they 
also have lower rates of divorce.7 Many will choose 
to serve in the military themselves, continuing a 
family tradition. Others will become police officers, 
teachers, or counselors. No matter their path, your 
children will grow and learn from seeing the world, 
and draw strength from being in a military family.



The process of moving your family 
with your spouse’s new deployment 
can be very extensive and detailed, 
with a number of crucial factors that 
must be accounted for throughout 
the move. There are different types of 
relocation associated with a spouse’s 
deployment.

Most relocations occur within the 
continental United States, though 
your spouse may also be deployed 
at sea, or overseas. In the event of 
sea duty, your family will be moving 
to the homeport of the vessel your 
spouse is stationed on. Overseas 
duty will involve moving your family 
to a new country, and living there 
for the duration of your spouse’s 
deployment.1

In a do-it-yourself (DITY) move, as part of the military’s program to help 
servicemembers logistically and financially, called the Personally Procured 
Move Program, you manage the details of moving on your own. Details such 
as including hiring your own carrier service to transport your possessions or 
using your own vehicle If you hire a carrier, the military will reimburse 100% 
of the calculated cost of a government procured move. If you use only your 
own vehicle to move, you’re entitled to an advance payment of 95% of this 
amount. Movers can offer a variety of planning, packaging, shipping services 
to coordinate this process. Many families prefer the personal control offered 
by DITY, but DITY moves are not recommended in the event of overseas 
deployment due to the significant transportation expenses that families 
would incur otherwise.2



In a government procured move, the military will directly hire a contractor to 
transport your belongings and household goods, helping you move free of 
charge. One useful option is to use government procured moving services 
for most of your possessions, while also filing for a partial DITY move. This 
will allow you to be reimbursed for the travel expenses you personally incur 
as part of your move. Ultimately, the choice to move as full DITY, partial DITY, 
or government procured only is your decision. No matter what you choose, 
the government will assist you in the process of filling out the proper forms 
and reimbursement claims, and help ensure that your move goes smoothly.3 

Overseas moves will require special preparation. You and your family may 
be named on the orders stationing your spouse overseas, meaning you’re 
“command sponsored” and the military will provide for your move, including 
one “personally owned vehicle” such as a car. If not, your spouse is on an 
“unaccompanied” tour, as the military did not consider it necessary, safe, or 
cost effective for them to bring you along. While you can still go with them 
on an unaccompanied tour if you choose, you won’t be allowed on the base 
as the military did not consider it necessary, safe, or cost effective for your 
family to relocate.4



Leaving a familiar community of good 
friends and neighbors is never easy, and 
abruptly moving to a distance place 
you didn’t choose can be disorienting, 
even alienating. It can be difficult to get 
comfortably settled at your new location 
and develop connections within your new 
community. Many military families struggle 
with the disruption of deployment and 

relocation, and numerous resources have been made available to help you 
and your family adjust to your new home.

The military Family Readiness System (FRS) provides an 
extensive network of programs to support you and your 
family while your spouse is deployed.8 These programs 
range from assistance with your housing, childcare 
and parenting, education and employment, to financial 
management, savings and investment tools, as well as 
emergency assistance.

Family members with special needs can receive help 
from exceptional family member (EFM) support, and 
medical care and personal counseling is available 
whenever in need.9 Recreational and morale programs 
are provided, including sporting events, libraries, and 
training programs in various skills. Once your spouse’s 
service is finished, transition assistance is available to 
help you and your family return to life as civilians.

Adjusting to deployed life may be a challenge, but the military is equipped to 
do everything it can to support you and your loved ones, so that you have the 
resources to support your spouse and children during this time.10



Children can have an especially 
hard time making sense of 
moving. They’re young, not in 
control of the situation, and 
may not understand why it is 
happening. Moving is a major 
event in a child’s life and they 
need your help to adjust to a 
new way of living.

It’s important to be especially 
attentive to your child’s emotional needs as they get used to their new 
home and community. Make sure to keep them informed about why you’re 
moving and exactly what’s going to happen, so that they’ll be less uncertain 
about everything going on. And if they have questions about the move and 
their parent’s deployment, answer them honestly. Let them know that their 
feelings are valid, that you’re listening to them, and that everything is going 
to be okay.

Keeping a consistent routine 
is essential to providing 
children with a sense of 
stability and order. Even if 
their environment is new and 
unfamiliar, they still need to 
be able to trust in its regularity 
and reliability, and yours. The 
move may weigh heavily on 
their minds, and you can help 
distract them by involving 
them in recreational activities, 
hobbies, and special outings to 
movies or outdoor events.



Even if your children have 
found moving to be an easy 
experience before, that 
doesn’t guarantee that they 
still won’t face new struggles 
and difficulties adjusting. It’s 
essential to watch for signs 
of poor adaptation to their 
new circumstances, such 
as disrupted sleep patterns, 
lethargy or hyperactivity, 
problems with attention span 
or scholastic skills, or unusual 

changes in weight. If this becomes an issue, it may be necessary to consult 
a counselor in order to provide them the personal attention they need. By 
working with therapists and school staff, you can help a struggling child 
successfully transition into their new home, school, and community.11



Even in a civilian environment, moving is a 
difficult process that comes with a great deal 
of physical, mental, and emotional stress. The 
deployment of a servicemember, and your 
family’s relocation, comes with a number of 
additional challenges. Spouses may find that 
they need to become increasingly self-reliant, 
while children struggle to understand why 
their parent has been deployed and what this 
means for their relationship.12 The effects of 
deployment on stress levels, emotional stability 
and behavior can be significant.

Substantial resources have been provided to assist you in your adjustment 
to these changes. The military offers numerous support services for your 
family, and their social and faith communities can also offer a comforting 
ear while providing necessary care. While millions of families face the 
challenge of military deployment every year, this adjustment can nevertheless 
be accomplished successfully, and the ongoing healthy functioning and 
well-being of the family can be preserved even under these stressful 
circumstances. 

Want to find out more about what resources are available to servicemembers?
Click the appropriate link below and read all about what you and your family can expect 
when relocating both financially and logistically.

U.S. Army Relocation Information
U.S. Navy Relocation Information

U.S. Marine Core Relocation Information
U.S. Air Force Relocation Information

http://www.goarmy.com/soldier-life/army-family-strong/relocation.html
www.FFSP.navy.mi
http://www.mccsmcrd.com/personalandprofessionaldevelopment/relocationassistance/index.html
http://www.afpc.af.mil/lifeandcareer/relocation.asp
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