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From Combat to Home

Presented by Military & Family Life Counselors
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Agenda

» Challenges and benefits of military life

» Challenges of returning home

» Challenges for military member, spouse and 
children

» Solutions for individuals, couples and children

» When to seek help for children

» When adults should seek help
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Challenges & Benefits of Military Life

Challenges

» Family separations

» Multiple relocations

» Separation from extended 
family

» Multiple deployments

» Fear of death or serious 
injury

Benefits

» Education and job training

» Access to health care

» Being part of a tradition

» A sense of pride and 
patriotism

» Financial 
stability/retirement benefits

» Builds resilience in families

» A sense of belonging and 
community

While there are many benefits of military life, there are also challenges which 
provide an opportunity to build resilience in the family and bring family members 
closer together.

Ask participants if they can think of other challenges/benefits.

In the next slides we will first look at general challenges of returning home and then 
look at specific challenges for military members, spouses and children.  Then we 
will look at solutions.
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Challenges of Returning Home

» Unrealistic expectations

» Role changes 

» Financial changes, struggles, mismanagement

» Lack of intimacy

» Changes and differences in values and world view

» Playing the “who had it worse” game

» Possible issues of mistrust and jealousy

Unrealistic expectations:  When our expectations don’t meet up with reality, our 
stress level can increase and exacerbate the marital issues.
Role changes: This may require some negotiation.  The spouse and family  have 
taken on different roles while the service member has been deployed.  Sometimes 
the spouse and children have found the new roles fulfilling and are resistant to 
letting go of them.  Other time, the spouse and children are happy to have the 
service member back to resume some of those responsibilities.
Financial changes, struggles, mismanagement: Sometimes the deployment 
means financial hardship on the family.  The service member may think the spouse 
hasn’t managed the budget well.  This can lead to stress and tension in the marital 
relationship.
Lack of intimacy: It’s best to take this slowly and give each other time to readjust.
Changes in differences and values:  Sometimes perception of the world and values 
can change during deployment for both the service member and the spouse.  Each 
may be seeing the world differently now due to the new experiences they each had 
during the deployment.
Who had it worse:  Both spouses have had challenges during the deployment and 
can sometime feel resentment toward the other when they think they are not being 
acknowledged for their sacrifices.  Getting into this game only makes the 
resentment worse and increases the likelihood of distancing from each other.

Possible issues of mistrust and jealousy:  Spouses may question each other’s 
commitment during the separation.  Spouse at home may have expanded their social 
network and have new friends the military member doesn’t know.  If the military 
member has buddies at home, they may want to spend more time with them than 
their spouse.
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Challenges for the Military Member

» In Combat
– Split second decisions 

are necessary
– Anger keeps you 

pumped and alert, 
awake and alive

– It can be kill or be 
killed

– Made strong ties with 
their buddies

» At Home
– May come across as angry 

and authoritarian towards 
others

– May display inappropriate 
anger and/or overreact to 
minor events

– May respond with 
inappropriate aggression

– May spend more time 
with buddies than spouse

Aggressive behaviors necessary in combat can become destructive at home.
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Challenges of Military Member cont…

» In Combat

– Emotions are controlled 
Fear, sadness, and 
loneliness can get 
suppressed

» At Home

– Emotions may still be 
controlled which can 
inhibit the ability to 
reconnect with family 
and friends
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Challenges of Military cont…

» In Combat
– Survival depends on 

discipline and 
obeying orders

» At Home
– The lack of order and 

predictability can 
lead to anger and 
conflict
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Challenges for Spouse

» Expanded responsibilities

» Single parenting

» Handling finances

» Anxiety, anger, stress

» Loneliness

» Growth, change, self confidence

While new responsibilities can create added pressure, they can also build confidence 
and be a positive challenge.  When the military members returns home, the spouse 
may have difficulty relinquishing responsibilities and resentments can build.
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Challenges for Children

» Separation from parent

» May experience anxiety, anger, stress

» Sense of safety may be threatened

» Taking on new responsibilities

» Building new bonds with both parents

» Experiencing growth and change

Some children adjust very well to the deployment cycle.  For some children, 
separation from a parent or parents can create anxiety and threaten their sense of 
safety, separation can also bring about positive changes such as building new 
confidence and creating closer bonds with parents.
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Solutions - Individual

» Adjust your expectations

» Give your partner time and space to ease back into a 
post-combat reality

» Solve your own issues that contribute to marital stress

» Expand your own personal skills and resources

» Discuss how to balance time spent between family 
and friends/buddies
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Solutions - Couple

» Build and enrich the marital friendship

» Identify and honor values, ideals and goals for each 
spouse, for the relationship and for the family.

» Take time to increase intimacy – both emotional and 
sexual – don’t try to rush it

» Take time to get to know each other again

» Create rituals that celebrate the marriage, the family, 
and connect you to the community
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Solutions – Couples cont…

Use good communications skills:

» Be attentive to what is said

» Clarify understanding

» Listen for the feelings being communicated

» Notice body language

» Avoid mental rehearsal of your response while the 
other person is talking

» Use “I” messages when you do respond

Good communication means sending clear and consistent messages not just with 
words but with gestures, tone of voice and body language. Good communication 
also involves being a listener which will also be covered more in depth later. 

“I” statements:  With “I” statements you are taking responsibility for your feelings 
and  not blaming or attacking the other person.  Example:  “When you say you had 
it worse than I did, I feel angry, because I think you don’t understand my sacrifice.”
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Solutions – Couples cont…

» Renegotiate priorities and responsibilities and be 
flexible  - let go of the little things

» Acknowledge the sacrifices each of you made

» Express your love and appreciation of each other and 
practice saying “thanks”
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Solutions – Children

» Spend some special time with each child

» Let them know you love them – give lots of hugs and 
kisses

» Encourage them to talk about their feelings

» Listen without being judgmental

» Acknowledge the responsibilities they have taken on 
and express appreciation

» Praise your children often

» Comfort them as often as needed
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When to Seek Help for Children

» Extreme irritability and acting out behaviors that do 
not respond to usual discipline methods

» Getting into fights, hitting, biting or kicking

» Decline in grades at school

» Withdrawing from family and friends

» Sad most of the time
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When Adults Should Seek Help

» Seek help if the following persist and/or interfere with 
your ability to function:
– Feelings of sadness, hopelessness, irritability

– Crying episodes

– Difficulty sleeping or sleeping too much

– Withdrawing from social activities

– Use of alcohol or drugs

» If you have thoughts of hurting yourself or others, seek 
help immediately
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Summary

» While there are many challenges of being in a military 
family, there are also many benefits.

» Challenges can arise when the military member returns 
home from combat.

» Adjusting your expectations, renegotiating your priorities 
and spending special time with spouse and children can 
be helpful solutions to the challenges of readjustment.

» It is important to know when to seek help for both 
children and adults.
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Questions
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Resources

» Military Community Services

» Chaplain and Local Clergy

» Military OneSource  (800) 342-9647

» TRICARE   www.tricare.osd.mil

» Behavioral Health Services
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References

» Family Readiness, Family Readiness Program, Robins AFB Gerogia

» www.defenselink.mil

» www4.army.mil

» Predeployment Ongoing Readiness, Operation R.E.A.D.Y.

» www.militarychild.org

» www.survivingdeployment.com

» www.deploymentkids.com

» www.wholefamily.com

» www.parentingpress.com

» www.familyeducation.com

» www.parenting-ed.org

» www.askdrsears.com


