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Introduction
Much is known about the emotional responses that 

military dependent children may express while residing in the 
United States when one of their active duty parent’s deploys 
to a new duty assignment either within or outside of the U.S. 
[1]. U.S. Department of Defense [2]. These deployments are of 
varying lengths of time, typically for a year or less. By contrast, 
practically nothing is known about the emotional responses 
of military children who have been living overseas and still 
settling into their new host country when their active duty 
parent deploys. By itself the PCS [Permanent Change of Station] 
relocation experience to an overseas facility for military children 
is predictably stressful but usually manageable. Yet when the 
adjustment to this foreign relocation is subsequently followed 
byan active duty parent’s lengthy and sometimes sudden and 
unanticipated deployment away from the family, the departure 
of the parent in this context now constitutes a kind of double-
stressor for the child. The cumulative impact of the PCS and the 
parent’s deployment, as back-to-back stressors, can for some 
children temporarily overwhelm their ability to cope. For most 
of the children confronted with this particular kind of double-
stressor, news of the parent’s new deployment will typically  

 
feel at a minimum like an unanticipated shock. In some cases a 
referral for short-term for behavioral health intervention may 
be indicated.

There are multiple factors that can influence how resilient or 
vulnerable any particular child may be to this double-stressor; 
these factors, but to name a few, can include: how well the 
child has adjusted to the move to the new country before the 
parent’s deployment; the timing and nature of the parent’s new 
deployment [temporal duration, ease of communication with the 
family while deployed, high risk vs. low risk location]; the child’s 
age and level of development, and the degree of psychosocial 
support available to the child and family while the parent is away. 
The range of adjustment styles these children may demonstrate, 
and the factors that will support or impede their success with 
any given adjustment style is, indeed, broad.

Impact of Deployments on Military Children
The corpus of research literature on the effects of deployment 

and its aftermath on the children of military service members 
has been growing steadily over the past several decades. Far 
more is known about the emotional impact of deployments upon 
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military children when they are living in the United States with 
their family and while they still have their extended support 
system available to them. Though not all military deployments 
are to war zones, having a primary caretaker deployed to a war-
zone for an indeterminate period is among the more stressful 
events a child can experience (The Psychological Needs of U.S. 
Military Service Members and Their Families: A Preliminary 
Report, 2007). The Cycles of Deployment Survey, conducted by 
the National Military Family Association (NMFA), found that 
the notification of a pending deployment initiates a time of 
significant stress for family members (National Military Family 
Association, 2005). Repeated and extended separations and the 
increased hazards of deployment for the service member amplify 
these stressors for families and children. Many family members 
left behind during deployment experience a period of emotional 
destabilization and disorganization [3,4]. The range of specific 
emotional reactions reported include: sadness, depression, 
disorientation, anxiety, and loneliness, feeling overwhelmed, 
numbness, anger, and relief [5,6]. Physical reactions may also 
emerge, such as sleep and health problems [7,8]. Routine 
family responsibilities and household tasks can begin to feel 
overwhelming [9]. 

For a more comprehensive review in this area see the RAND 
Report, “How Deployments Affect Service Members” [10] which 
describes the deployment cycle process and the negative impact 
deployments can have on service members and families. It 
is noted, as well, that when the deployment ends the reunion 
phase with the family begins. Yet, as the National Military 
Family Association (NMFA, 2005) reported, rather than a cycle 
of deployment, there is a spiral: “Families never come back to 
the same place they started” (p. 14). The reunion phase heralds 
its own set of challenges and stressors [11] Posits that the 
reunion and post-deployment processes are little understood 
and more complex than previously believed, especially when 
the possibility of redeployment looms [12]. Significant gaps 
thus remain in our understanding of the complex psychological 
and social effects the Global War on Terror has had on military 
families when a family member deploys. [13] Highlighted future 
research directions in this area by summarizing the results of the 
2011 CNA Workshop on the Scientific Study of Military Children. 
There is opportunity to expand this research by looking at 
theory and research findings as applied to civilian children and 
families. More recently the deployment literature has reflected 
an important area of emergent research that describes the 
concept of emotional resilience.

Emotional Resilience
Emotional Resilience (2) is a psychological coping term that 

is frequently discussed in the military deployment literature as 
it refers to both active duty service members as well as their 
dependents. A number of researchers have examined factors 
that promote resilience among military families, including family 
readiness, active coping, “making meaning”, social support, 
acceptance of the military life style, optimism, self-reliance, and 

the ability to adapt flexibly to gender roles [14-17]. Observed 
that despite the numerous strains on the deployed families that 
most of them do display a remarkable degree of resilience that 
enables them to “rise to the occasion”, and adapt successfully 
to the stress of having a family member deploy. In large-N 
epidemiological studies the overall levels of psychopathology in 
military children have also been found to be at or below those 
observed in the civilian population [18,19]. As noted by Fox, 
Henderson, Perez-Edgar and White [20], as well as Belsky and 
Pluess [21], toxic or stressful environments can be managed 
if children can find secure and supportive relationships with 
parents or other supportive individuals. Interventions that aim 
to ameliorate these difficulties can help children build resilience. 
Family readiness is considered a key factor in promoting and 
developing resilience, with family preparedness serving as a 
strong protective factor when confronted with deployments. 
Research on civilian children demonstrates that effective 
education, and being provided with opportunities to help others, 
helps to promote positive youth development and resilience 
[22,23].

PCS (Permanent Change of Station) within the 
Continental United States (CONUS) and Military 
Children

We turn next to the emotional impact of the PCS [Permanent 
Change of Station] experience on military children within the 
U.S. According to the Department of Defense (DoD), the average 
military dependent will face PCS transition challenges more 
than twice during high school, and most military children will 
attend from six to nine different school systems in their lives 
from kindergarten to 12th grade [24]. With the PCS within 
CONUS (Continental United States), it is generally agreed that 
geographic mobility (multiple moves) and isolation, frequent 
separations, and the normative constraints of the military 
culture can have a detrimental impact on children in military 
families [25-29]. While there is ample literature that documents 
the negative impact upon children with PCS transitions within 
the U.S., there is also a counterbalancing corpus of literature 
(as noted above with resilience literature) that describes these 
children’s resilience and positive ability to cope, and the many 
positive benefits that can accrue for them from a PCS relocation. 
Children’s responses to a PCS naturally vary depending upon 
the child’s age and developmental stage, as well as other family 
and individual factors [30-32]. There is thus a mixed picture 
regarding the impact of a PCS within the United States for military 
dependent children. Some of these children will adjust to these 
moves better than others and there are multiple developmental 
and individualized factors that must be considered with each 
child. 

PCS and Military Children to Foreign Countries
In contrast to the literature on the emotional impact upon 

military dependent children who PCS within the U.S., research 
that addresses the emotional impact upon dependent children 
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who PCS to a foreign country is at present very sparse or 
essentially non-existent. Some of the above referenced studies 
of the emotional impact on children who PCS within the U.S. 
may have included within them some children who were moving 
overseas. However, as these studies typically do not clearly 
differentiate between these two populations, clear patterns in 
adjustment styles between those children who will PCS within 
the U.S. and those who will PCS overseas, cannot be neatly 
separated. We thus briefly turn to analogue studies from the 
literature on child immigration to partially bridge this gap in the 
research. 

Child Immigration
For dependent military children their experience with PCS 

relocation to a foreign country has some tangential similarities 
(and dissimilarities) to the acculturation experience of 
immigrant children who immigrate to a new country to resettle. 
Immigration to the new culture can occur for many reasons, and 
these may be voluntary or involuntary [as in the case of war 
refugees]. There are several well recognized markers by which 
the child’s cultural adaptation to the new country’s culture can 
be measured. These would include: mastery of the new culture’s 
language(s), becoming familiar with its ethnic diversity, and 
the degree to which the child participates in the new culture’s 
activities (see APA Task Force on the Psychosocial Effects of War 
on Children and Families Who are Refugees from Armed Conflict 
Residing in the United States [33]. Notes that there are large 
group and individual differences in acculturation strategies, 
which are described in terms of four basic strategies for both 
adults and children: integration, assimilation, separation 
and marginalization strategies. The particular acculturation 
strategy child adapts will partially determine how much stress 
he or she may experience in the acculturation process, as well 
as how well they will adapt longitudinally to their new culture 
psychologically and socially. Acculturation stress occurs when 
problems of acculturation emerge for the child. On balance, 
those children who actively attempt to integrate into the new 
culture will experience less stress and achieve better levels of 
adaptation than those who pursue a marginalization strategy 
where contact with the new culture is avoided. Among siblings 
within families, acculturation often proceeds at different 
rates. This can sometimes lead to an increase in conflict and 
stress within the family and to making the process of cultural 
adaptation more difficult for the entire family [34].

At a deeper psychological level, a PCS to a foreign country 
can present a child with a confluence of sudden and disruptive 
psychological changes that depart radically from what they 
have otherwise taken for granted as inherent to their “average 
expectable environment” [35] such as when they previously lived 
at home in the United States. When these cultural changes are 
experienced as occurring too abruptly or too fast, then the child 
may experience what is commonly referred to as a variation of 
“culture shock” [36-38] as they confront their new environment. 

Such jarring dislocations in the child’s sense of time, as well as 
their grounding in space and geography, can create a disruption 
in the fabric of the child’s internal life experience and sense 
of core identity. The pain inherent in this relocation process 
compels the child to confronta radically altered external and 
internal environment. A psychological mourning process is 
thereby initiated which requires the child to grieve their lost 
sense of self as they had once experienced it, and there by now 
ruptured attachment to a once stable and familiar cultural and 
physical world [39]. As described by Volkan [40] in the case of 
refugee children: since moving from one location to another 
involves loss- loss of country, loss of friends, and loss of previous 
identity- all dislocation experiences may be examined in terms 
of the immigrant’s or the refugee’s ability to mourn and/or resist 
the mourning process. The extent to which the individual is able 
to intra psychically accepts his or her loss will determine the 
degree to which an adjustment is made to the new life (p. 65).

Psychoanalyst Salman Akhtar, who himself immigrated 
from India to the United States while still a university student, 
writes that there are four signal factors that influence how a 
move to a foreign country will be emotionally experienced: 
first, whether the move is going to be temporary or permanent; 
second, the degree of choice one experienced in leaving one’s 
country. Military dependent children, of course, typically have 
little choice in these decisions; third, the possibility of revisiting 
the home country. Those who can visit easily and frequently visit 
their country of origin suffer less than those barred from such 
“emotional refueling”; and fourth, the reasons for leaving one’s 
home country.

The age at the time of the move to the foreign country 
is likewise an important variable as immigrant children at 
different ages will experience different acculturation problems. 
The situation with children who have had little voice in the 
immigration decision [as with many military dependents] can 
be especially difficult: “Parents may be voluntary or involuntary 
emigrants, but children are always ‘exiled’: “they are not the ones 
who decide to leave and they cannot decide to return at will” [41]. 
The period of adolescence, in particular, may possibly be even 
more difficult, where the youth is faced with the developmental 
task of a psychological “second individuation” [42].

Discussion
The U.S. military has become increasingly aware of the 

importance of taking care of the families of its service members 
[43]. Admiral Mike Mullen, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs speech, 
2009, quoted in MacDermid Wadsworth and Southwell [44]. 
Military policy makers have now accepted that maintaining 
the overall integrity of the service member’s family is integral 
to the member’s wellbeing. There is also a recognition that 
mission success depends upon the wellbeing of these families. 
If a service member is overly distracted by concerns about their 
family then mission success can be compromised. Extending 
upon this military concern for dependents this paper has 
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provided a brief scope review of the literature on the impact 
of military deployments upon children, as well as the impact 
upon them when confronted with a PCS to a foreign country. 
As noted, the literature on PCS for military children to foreign 
countries, in particular, is relatively sparse or non-existent, and 
in need of further development. The bridging literature of the 
impact upon immigrant children is more readily available but 
it is also merely a rough analog for our purposes. In clinical 
experience it is observed that numerous children are negatively 
impacted psychologically when they are confronted with the 
kind of unique double- stressor previously described; namely, 
having undergone the inherent stress of a PCS move to a foreign 
country, which is then subsequently followed by having a parent 
deploy to another geographical location. These deployments can 
sometimes be announced with little notice and their duration 
can be quite variable or even indeterminate. The level of risk 
for the deploying parent on any particular deployment can also 
vary and the details of the assignment may not be known to 
the family- this situation creates open space for the emergence 
of catastrophic thinking and a depression spiral. Though this 
kind of double-stressor is a relatively common experience 
among military children, and taken for granted as simply part 
of military family life, here is no research that has directly 
addressed this double-stressor phenomenon. This brief review 
is thus a tentative first step toward bridging this gap in our 
understanding.

Though this review has briefly referred to children from 
immigrant families as a rough bridging concept, it is recognized 
that the differences between the military child’s experiences of 
settling into their host nation are also sharply distinct from that 
of children from an immigrant family. The military child typically 
knows that he or she will be in the host nation temporarily, 
usually for a matter of several years or more; they know they 
have not settled there permanently. Over time they will adapt to 
the host nation’s culture and language in degrees, with some, as 
suggested by Berry, adapting better and more successfully than 
others. Yet to adapt successfully may not be as imperative for 
the military child as it would be for the immigrant child, who 
understands that the new country will become their permanent 
home. For both the immigrant child, as well as the military 
dependent child, if they are to successfully adapt to their new 
culture, they must each actively work to learn the language and 
customs of the new country and find a place for themselves 
within it. Yet the military child is not necessarily required to 
invest the same amount of emotional energy and active learning 
into the process of integrating into the host country because 
they have already accepted that their life within it is transitory. 
They know they will eventually be returning to their land of 
origin, their psychological “real home”, as it were, when their 
tour of duty with their family is over. The military child will also 
recognize that the circumstances of their stay far exceed a mere 
vacation as a tourist; they are not merely passing through the 
host nation’s cultural space and absorbing what they can from 

it. Rather, as they settle into their host nation, they will have 
entered into a prolonged transitional space. Thus, whilst within 
the host culture they are neither short term guests (as tourists), 
nor are they permanent residents, such as with the case of the 
immigrants who are intent on settling in to a new life. 

For both the immigrant child as well as the military dependent 
child, their initial psychological task is to negotiate the tension 
arcs within this transitional culture space, psychologically 
balancing between the world they have left and the new one they 
have now entered. Typically these children are psychologically 
situated somewhere in the middle of the tension arc between 
these two cultural worlds. For some of these immigrant and 
military children who are more successful in the process, 
this oscillation between cultural worlds may begin to feel 
easier, almost second nature. For these children the process is 
comparable to the manner in which bilingual speakers eventually 
can fluidly transition between several languages. Some of these 
children begin to think of themselves as “bi-cultural.” To positively 
transcend one’s current cultural framework, and thereby expand 
one’s cognitive mappings and beliefs about oneself and others 
in the world, can for some children feel liberating. As some 
of these successful adaptors begin to acclimate to their new 
culture and develop a more transcendent world view, they can 
effectively straddle the bridge between their previously held 
cultural views developed in their country of origin and their 
newfound assumptions about their core identity and host 
culture. This growth process also entails tolerating lengthy 
periods of ambiguity and uncertainty, and a deep sense of loss. 
Yet knowing that one is on the way to a larger, indeed, multi-
cultural view of the world, will not be enough for some children 
to prevent breakthrough anxiety and mood disruption[or their 
behavioral equivalents] as well as a transient sense of identity 
confusion. For some military dependent children who negotiate 
this acculturation process less proficiently, their adaptation to 
the new culture may be fraught with acculturation stress and the 
emergence of emotional symptoms [45]. Maintaining a sense of 
continuity of one’s identity can be challenged when moving from 
one country to another or from one culturally distinct region 
of the same country to another. This transition can mobilize a 
destabilization-re-stabilization process Vis-a’-Vis the internal 
psychic structure.

Among the children observed and treated in an overseas 
military clinic, most of their emotional deregulation and 
associated behavioral symptoms tend to be transient and 
reversible, and would be generally conceptualized within 
the realm of brief adjustment reactions. Behavioral health 
treatment typically focuses upon helping the child restore their 
internal sense of connection with the absent culture through 
the use of familiar symbolic connections such as heart-felt 
photographs of their home country and family, count-down 
calendars to measure when they will return home, special 
blankets (for younger children) and stylized clothing ( with 
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national monograms or logos of sports teams), special family 
treats at food establishments that offer food reminiscent of 
home (i.e., pizza or hamburgers), and other symbolic objects 
and paraphernalia that evoke the internal emotional presence 
of the former culture. As noted by [46] and as operational zed in 
our clinic, “to maintain a sense of belonging and continuity, it is 
important to have exposure to familiar symbols: the dress, the 
language, the food, and the participation in rituals all reinforce a 
sense of identity (p. 144).” 

As indicated earlier, when this ongoing and often somewhat 
psychologically destabilizing process of adapting to the host 
country is then disrupted by the departure of a parent for duty 
elsewhere [typically out of the country, for variable lengths 
of time and with variable degrees of risk], it can feel for some 
children like the proverbial “last straw.” Especially for those 
children who have struggled less successfully with their 
adjustment to the host country, their excess load of accumulated 
cultural stress creates a weakened psychological foundation 
that ill prepares them for the sudden and unanticipated shock 
of their parent’s deployment. The added distress now imposed 
upon the child by the parent’s deployment may also be amplified 
and reinforced by the instability that reverberates throughout 
the family system with the parent’s departure. 

Parents left behind may feel overwhelmed with managing 
the household alone and when their previously relied upon 
social support systems may still be in the U.S. and no longer 
available. Under these conditions, the added emotional support 
that an emotionally fragile child needs may be unavailable or of 
sufficient measure to them at a time when they need it the most. 
At a fundamentally deeper level, what is at stake for children 
confronting this double-stressor is the temporary destabilization 
of their identity, as well as confrontation with yet more grief and 
loss not only for their dislocation from their native culture, but 
now also with the additional loss regarding the absent parent. 
The confluence of these two basic psychological processes (i.e., 
culture shock and parental departure) can deepen the child’s 
sense of grief and loss and engender significant anxiety and 
emotional disequilibrium.

The psychosocial factors that can influence how successfully 
these military dependent children adjust to this kind of double-
stressor would include: individual and developmental factors 
[child’s stage of development], as well as individual temperament 
and personality characteristics, such as cognitive flexibility, 
creativity, intelligence, and curiosity. Those children who are 
affected most adversely by this double-stressor are also typically 
diagnosed as falling within an adjustment disorder spectrum. 
Symptoms typically have their onset after the child has received 
the news of the parent’s future departure, though in some cases 
the emotional reaction may be delayed. Some of these children 
who might have been initially described as “struggling adapters” 
to the new culture may have been able to contain their distress 
at a relatively sub-clinical level until the news of the parental 

deployment. At that point, with he added weight of the parent’s 
deployment; their symptom level can tip from the sub-clinical to 
the clinical level. 

The range of presenting symptoms in the clinic can be wide 
despite the identified etiological common pathway to symptom 
expression. Among younger children an array of externalizing 
behaviors may emerge: regression with toileting behaviors is 
common, as well as changes in eating habits and food preferences, 
more disturbed sleep with breakthrough nightmares, increased 
conflict with siblings and peers, and more behavioral acting out 
at home or school (or pre-school).Younger children respond 
better to the use of evocative physical objects that have the 
potential to re-instill their felt emotional connection with the 
absent parent (i.e., “daddy dolls”, special blankets and pillows, 
special pajamas, pictures of the absent parent, special bracelets 
and charms, etc.). With older latency age and adolescent children, 
there will be observed an admixture of both externalizing and 
internalizing behaviors. Among these children, for example, it is 
not uncommon to observe more social withdrawal and isolation 
(such as spending more time in their bedroom alone listening 
to music or playing video games), lower academic performance 
with grades and negative attitudes toward school, and more 
arguments with siblings and parents. Older children can be 
therapeutically re-directed to re-establish or create anew their 
support links with friends (or on-line communities), and with 
personally valued activities (i.e., sports, martial arts, creative 
arts projects, etc.). Both children and adolescents generally 
respond positively to behavioral health approaches that help 
them to internally evoke (or re-evoke) a temporarily disrupted 
emotional connection with the deployed parent [47] as well as 
with their disrupted sense of connection with their culture of 
origin [48-50].

Conclusion
This article is a brief scoping review that adds to our 

understanding of the complex and unique stressors facing the 
children of military service members with deployments. It 
is noted that there is a range of clinical reactions that can be 
observed after these children have already made their PCS to 
a foreign country and then a parent is subsequently called to a 
deployment [51]. This is a compounding phenomenon which at 
present is not yet fully understood. Children who have adopted 
to the host culture well may be more resilient and at less risk 
for emergent symptoms when confronted with a subsequent 
parental deployment. Such emotionally de-centering 
experiences, though typically transient and reversible are not 
uncommon among military children but to date they have not 
been clinically researched. Clinicians should be alert to the 
potential effects of this double-adjustment requirement for these 
children who are living abroad. These affected children do tend 
to respond adequately, in most cases, to brief behavioral health 
interventions that focus upon helping the child to internally 
restore a ruptured sense of continuity and connection with the 
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absent parent during the deployment, as well as their longing 
to have restored their sense of connection with their absent 
culture in the United States. These cases are typically diagnosed 
as a variation of adjustment disorder. More psycho education 
and family readiness training may be indicated to help families 
prepare for and militate against this form of double-stressor 
phenomenon when it occurs. Clearly more research is needed 
in this area before more prescriptive and firmer conclusions can 
be drawn and strategic interventions for them can be developed 
[52,53].

Footnotes:

a)	 Cited in Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations (1992). John 
Bartlett, Justin Kaplan, (General Editor)-16th Edition. Little, 
Brown & Company (Canada) Limited. (p. 10:1).

b)	 According to the APA Concise Dictionary of Psychology 
(2009) the term Resilience is defined as: “the process and 
outcome of successfully adapting to difficult or challenging 
life experiences, especially through mental, emotional, and 
behavioral flexibility and adjustment to external and internal 
demands. A number of factors contribute to how well people 
adapt to adversities, predominant among them (a) the ways 
in which individuals view and engage with the world, (b) the 
availability and quality of social resources, and (c) specific 
coping strategies. Psychological research demonstrates that 
resources and skills in each of these domains associated 
with more positive adaptation (i.e., greater resilience) can 
be cultivated and practiced” (p. 434).
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