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In 2010, the Department of Defense (DoD) be-

gan the Military Family Life Project (MFLP) to 

address a critical need: to better understand the 

impact of military life events on military families. 

Of particular concern was the impact of multiple 

deployments over years of combat operations. 

The MFLP is the first large-scale, representative 

longitudinal DoD-wide survey of military fami-

lies. The survey was conducted by the Defense 

Manpower Data Center (DMDC) in 2010, 2011, 

and 2012, with a total of 6,412 spouses who 

completed the survey in all three years.  

Given the potential for frequent moves and de-

ployments to disrupt family life, the research 

was designed to address how military life 

events impact spouse and child well-being.  

Further, the research addressed how spouse 

and child factors impact spousal military satis-

faction and support to stay in the military to 

better understand retention support of the mil-

itary family. The study examined two sets of 

related research questions. Research question 

1 assessed the impact of military life events 

(i.e., Permanent Change of Station [PCS] moves 

and deployments) on spouse well-being, 

spouse education and employment, and child 

well-being. Research question 2 assessed the impact of these spouse and child variables on 

spouse military support, specifically spouse satisfaction with the military way of life and spouse 

support to stay on active duty.  

Change Over Time Results 

The following table summarizes the significant changes in study outcomes from 2010 to 2012.  

Decreased Over Time Increased Over Time 

¶ Spouse depressive/anxiety symptoms (-1.7%) 
¶ Spouse education enrollment (-2.7%) 
¶ Spouses who are not enrolled in school/ training but would 

like to be (-9.5%) 
¶ Spouse satisfaction with the military way of life (-4.0%) 
¶ Spouse support to stay on active duty (-5.3%) 

¶ Child problematic behaviors (2.9%); 
however, this change is explained by an 
increase in child age 

Research Question 1: What is the Impact of Military 

Life Events on Spouses and Children Over Time?  

Research Question 2: What is the Impact of Spouse and 
Child Factors on Spouse Military Support Over Time? 
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The outcomes that remained stable from 2010 to 2012 include financial condition, financial saving, 

spouse stress, spouse employment, child problematic attachment, and child reconnection with the 

Active Duty member.   

Impact of Military Life Events on Spouses and Children Over Time 

Research question 1 focused on the impact of military life events on spouse and child out-

comes. Significant results of these analyses are summarized below.1 

PCS Moves 

} Experiencing more career PCS moves adversely 
impacts financial condition and spouse education 
enrollment. 

} Recent PCS moves have a detrimental impact on 
financial condition and spouse employment. 

 
Deployments 

} Experiencing more career deployments increases 
spouse depressive/anxiety symptoms and child 
problematic behaviors and has a detrimental 
impact on spouse education enrollment.  

} Spending more months away from home 
adversely impacts child reconnection with the 
Active Duty member and increases spouse 
depressive/anxiety symptoms and spouse stress. 

} Recent deployments improve financial saving.  

} Current deployments increase spouse 
depressive/anxiety symptoms and spouse 
stress. 

 
Child Factors During Deployment 

} Children with a better connection with the Active 
Duty member during deployment have fewer 
problematic behaviors, less problematic 
attachment, and a better reconnection with the 
Active Duty member after deployment.  

} Children with higher levels of problematic behaviors during deployment experience worse 
reconnection with the Active Duty member after deployment. 

                                                             
1 In Executive Summary figures, dashed lines indicate adverse effects, while solid lines indicate beneficial effects. 
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Impact of Spouse and Child Factors on Spouse Military Support Over Time 

Research question 2 examined the impact of spouse well-being, spouse education and em-

ployment, and child well-being on military support (i.e., spouse satisfaction with the military 

way of life and support to stay on active duty). 

Military Satisfaction 

} Spouses with better financial status have 
higher military satisfaction, whereas spouses 
with more depressive/anxiety symptoms 
and/or more stress have lower military 
satisfaction. 

} Spouses who become unemployed have lower 
levels of military satisfaction. 

} Higher levels of child problematic behaviors 
are associated with lower spouse military 
satisfaction, and an easy reconnection 
between child and Active Duty member is 
associated with higher military satisfaction. 

Support to Stay on Active Duty 

} Better financial status increases support to stay on active duty, while higher levels of 
depressive/ anxiety symptoms and stress adversely impact support to stay on active duty. 

} Better child reconnection with the Active Duty member after deployment increases spouse 
support to stay on active duty. 

This longitudinal study assessed how military life events, including PCS moves and deployments, 

affect spouse personal and financial well-being, spouse education and employment, and child 

well-being, and ultimately, how these spouse and child factors impact spouse support for the 

military. Study findings have important implications for policy makers as well as others involved 

in improving quality of life for military families. This study provided scientific evidence that the 

military lifestyle (e.g., frequent relocations and deployments) disrupts spouse employment and 

negatively impacts ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ and emotional well-being. Financial well-being and emo-

tional well-being are both related to spouse support for member retention. The study also 

found spouses who become unemployed are less satisfied with military life. These findings un-

derscore the importance of the DoDΩǎ current efforts to support military spouses in obtaining 

and sustaining employment after a PCS move.  

Another key finding of this study is that a strong connection between children and their de-

ployed Active Duty parent is important to help counter negative impacts on the family. This 

finding suggests that deployment support programs should emphasize maintaining family 

communications between deployed Active Duty members and their spouses and children. Final-

ly, the study highlighted ǘƘŜ ŘŜǘǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŘŜǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ǎǇƻǳǎŜǎΩ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŜƭƭ-

being, which emphasizes the importance of programs to counter increased stress levels and to 

maintain emotional well-being during deployments.   

Spouse 
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Spouse  
Military 
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Spouse 
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1. LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ tǊƻƧŜŎǘ hǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ 

In 2010, the Department of Defense (DoD) began the Military Family Life Project (MFLP) to ad-

dress a critical need: to understand the impact of multiple deployments over years of combat 

operations on military families. Announced by First Lady Michelle Obama at the National Mili-

tary Family Association Summit in May of 2010, the MFLP is a landmark longitudinal study de-

veloped to assess the well-being of military families. The MFLP is the first large-scale, repre-

sentative longitudinal DoD-wide survey of military families. The survey was conducted by DMDC 

in 2010, 2011, and 2012. The MFLP provides an incredibly rich source of data on Active Duty 

families that augments research from cross-sectional DoD surveys.2 Because longitudinal stud-

ies survey the same people at multiple points in time, they allow for the examination of within-

person change while keeping other potential influencing factors constant (e.g., previous experi-

ences, personal characteristics). Conversely, cross-sectional studies that are administered to 

different people at multiple points in time can only examine average change across groups of 

individuals. Thus, longitudinal studies are better able to assess changes in relationships be-

tween variables over time. The MFLP survey was sponsored by the Office of the Deputy Assis-

tant Secretary of Defense for Military Community and Family Policy (ODASD (MC&FP)). 

The longitudinal analyses conducted as a part of this study focused on how military life events 

(i.e., Permanent Change of Station [PCS] moves and deployments) impact spouse personal and 

financial well-being, spouse education and employment, and child well-being. Additionally, the 

relationships between these outcome variables and spouse military support were examined. This 

report contains a brief overview of the survey methodology and data analyses followed by de-

tailed descriptions of project findings.  

 

                                                             
2 The Defense Manpower Data Center (DMDC) conducted cross-sectional surveys of Active Duty spouses in 2006, 2008, and 2012. The 
2014 Survey of Active Duty Spouses is being administered from December 2014 through April 2015. The information gathered from this 
research is an important resource for policy and program assessment and is the only representative DoD-wide data collected from 
military spouses.  
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2. aŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ 

This section provides a description of the topics included in the MFLP survey and an overview of 

the research questions for this longitudinal study. It also highlights details about the project 

analysis plan, the overall MFLP survey sample, and the sample used specifically for this longitu-

dinal study. 

MFLP Survey Administration 

The MFLP survey was administered to the same set of spouses over a three-year period. The 

MFLP survey was delivered via both web and paper survey format, and spouses were provided 

both email and postal reminders about the study to encourage participation. In 2011 and 2012, 

phone call reminders were added to encourage spouses to participate in the survey.  

Overall MFLP Survey Content 

The MFLP survey was a longitudinal survey, designed to follow the same group of Active Duty 

spouses for three years to examine the impacts of military life events and the well-being of 

these spouses over time. The MFLP survey gathered information on the following topics: 

} Spouse background (e.g., demographics, housing) 

} Education and employment 

} Permanent Change of Station (PCS) moves 

} {ǇƻǳǎŜΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ (e.g., children) 

} Health and well-being 

} Life in the military (e.g., satisfaction, programs and services) 

} Active Duty member deployments 

} Effects of deployments on children 

} Reunion and reintegration 

} Financial well-being 

In both 2011 and 2012, the MFLP survey content was updated slightly. As such, there are some 

items that were asked in 2011 and 2012 but not in 2010. Therefore, for any analyses in this 

study that include these new variables, only two years of data are analyzed (i.e., 2011 and 

2012) since it was not possible to conduct the longitudinal analyses for all three years. Notes 

are provided in the results section for any analyses where it was not possible to conduct the 

longitudinal analyses for all three years. 
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Research Questions 

The research questions for this project sought to examine how military life events impact 

spouses and children, and in turn, how the experiences of spouses and children impact spouse 

support for the military. These research questions are provided in Exhibit 2-1. Two main sets of 

research questions were identified to guide the subsequent analyses; research question 1 ex-

amines the impact of military life events (i.e., PCS moves and deployments) on spouse well-

being (i.e., financial status, depressive/anxiety symptoms, and stress), spouse education and 

employment, and child well-being (i.e., problematic behaviors, problematic attachment, and 

reconnection with the Active Duty member after deployment). Research question 2 focuses on 

the impact of these spouse and child variables on spouse military support, specifically spouse 

satisfaction with the military way of life and spouse support to stay on active duty. 

 Exhibit 2-1 ƴ MFLP Longitudinal Study Research Questions 

Research Question 1: What is the Impact of Military 
Life Events on Spouses and Children Over Time? 

 

 

Research Question 2: What is the Impact of 
Spouse and Child Factors on Spouse Military 

Support Over Time? 

 

 

The results of this report are organized by military life event so that readers can easily under-

stand the full impact of PCS moves and deployments. The results are presented as follows:  

} What impact do PCS moves have on spouse and child outcomes? 

¶ Impact of cumulative number of career PCS moves 

¶ Impact of recent PCS moves 
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} What impact do deployments have on spouse and child outcomes? 

¶ Impact of cumulative number of career deployments 

¶ Impact of months away from home 

¶ Impact of recent deployments 

¶ Impact of current deployments 

} What impact do child factors during deployment have on child well-being? 

¶ Impact of child connection with Active Duty member 

¶ Impact of child problematic behaviors during deployment 

} What impact do spouse and child factors have on spouse military support (i.e., spouse 
satisfaction with the military way of life and spouse support to stay on active duty)? 

¶ Impact of spouse well-being 

¶ Impact of spouse education and employment 

¶ Impact of child well-being 

Data Analyses 

Two types of data analyses were conducted for this longitudinal study using SPSS Complex 

Samples (version 22): change over time and key relationships. These two types of analyses are 

described below.  

Change Over Time 

For every outcome included in this study (i.e., spouse well-being, spouse education and em-

ployment, child well-being, spouse satisfaction with the military way of life, and spouse support 

to stay on active duty), the change in the outcome from 2010-2012 was analyzed using regres-

sion. The significance of the overall change from 2010 to 2012 was tested, as well as the signifi-

cance of the year-to-year change (i.e., 2010 to 2011 and 2011 to 2012).3 Outcomes that 

changed significantly over time as well as outcomes that remained stable over the course of the 

MFLP longitudinal study are described in this report.  

Key Relationships 

To test the key relationships of interest, each outcome was regressed on all of the proposed 

predictor variables (e.g., military life factors) simultaneously. Each regression was run in SPSS 

Complex Samples to determine which of the predictors had a significant relationship with the 

outcome being examined. Active Duty member rank and year of data collection were not inde-

pendent from most of the predictors; therefore, analyses held rank constant for each of the key 

relationships (i.e., comparisons were made only to spouses with an Active Duty member in the 

                                                             
3 Results are defined as significant at the p < .05. 
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same rank). This is important because rank is likely related to many of the variables examined. 

Additionally, all analyses that included the child well-being variables controlled for child age, as 

some of the child well-being scales may be related to child age.  

Results in the key relationships sections are only reported if they are significant. When report-

ing results, significant relationships are described as having either a statistically positive or neg-

ative relationship. A positive relationship means that as the predictor increases, the outcome 

also increases; a negative relationship means that as the predictor increases, the outcome de-

creases. As such, when a positive relationship is reported, it does not necessarily mean that 

there is a good outcome; rather, it indicates that the predictor and the outcome change in the 

same direction. 

To demonstrate the magnitude of significant key relationships, mean values for the predictor 

variables are calculated and plotted on bar graphs. For example, current deployments are asso-

ciated with higher spouse stress levels. After this key finding is described, a bar graph compares 

the mean stress levels for spouses currently experiencing a deployment and the mean stress 

levels for spouses not experiencing a deployment. Within bar graphs, specific mean value dif-

ferences were not tested for significance. Additionally, percentage change over time or per-

centage differences between mean values on bar charts are presented to compare the magni-

tude of effects across different relationships. In all cases, percentage change and percentage 

difference are calculated by subtracting one value from the other and dividing by the range of 

the scale. 

MFLP Sample 

This section provides information on the overall MFLP survey sample and the smaller MFLP 

sample used specifically for this longitudinal study. The smaller sample is a subset of spouses 

that responded to all three years of the MFLP survey. 

Overall MFLP Sample 

For the 2010 MFLP survey, the target population was spouses of Active Duty members in the 

Army, Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force, up through paygrade O-6. As such, all references to 

spouses in this report refer to Active Duty spouses. Spouses were ineligible to participate in the 

survey if they were also an Active Duty member,4 and Active Duty members were required to 

have at least six months of military experience at the initiation of the survey period. Spouses of 

Warrant Officers were excluded from the sample frame;5 in addition, spouses of National Guard 

                                                             
4 Spouses who became an Active Duty member in 2011 or 2012 were retained in the sample, even though they became a dual-military 
marriage. 
5 Spouses of Active Duty members who became a Warrant Officer in 2011 or 2012 were retained in the sample. 
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and Reserve members in Active Duty programs were excluded. In 2010, 28,552 eligible spouses 

responded to the MFLP survey.  

Spouses who completed the 2010 MFLP survey were invited to complete the 2011 MFLP sur-

vey. To be eligible to participate, the spouses were required to still be married to an Active Duty 

member of the Army, Navy, Marine Corps, or Air Force. Data were collected from 12,355 eligi-

ble respondents in the 2011 MFLP survey.  

The final year of the longitudinal survey was 2012. Spouses who completed the MFLP survey in 

both 2010 and 2011 were invited to complete the 2012 MFLP survey. As in 2011, respondents 

must have remained married to an Active Duty member to be eligible to participate. A total of 

6,412 spouses completed all three years of the MFLP survey. Response rates for each wave of 

the MFLP survey are presented in Exhibit 2-2. 

Exhibit 2-2 ƴ MFLP Survey Response Rates by Wave 

 2010 2011 2012 

Spouses invited to survey 101,812 28,552 12,355 

Spouses who provided completed surveys 28,552 12,335 6,412 

Response rate6 30% 43% 55% 

 
Longitudinal MFLP Survey Respondents 

The analyses for this study were based on the respondents who participated in the MFLP spouse 

survey in all three years (i.e., 2010, 2011, and 2012). The analyses use the longitudinal sampling 

weights, as well as the stratification (i.e., categorization) and eligibility variables, from 2012. The 

target of inference is the population of spouses who remained eligible across the three years (i.e., 

those who remain married to an Active Duty member). Because the sample for the longitudinal 

study is restricted to spouses who remained married to an Active Duty member and did not add 

new spouses in 2011 and 2012, the sample for this study may have a restricted range that does 

not represent the full Active Duty spouse population. For example, spouses with very low military 

support or well-being may be more likely to divorce, or their spouse may be more likely to sepa-

rate from the military, and thus would ƴƻǘ ōŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ. 

In total, 6,412 spouses participated across all three years of the MFLP survey and are included 

in the sample for this longitudinal study. Spouses were mostly female and the majority reported 

their race/ethnicity as White, non-Hispanic. Further, participating spouses were more likely to 

be married to an Active Duty member of the Army, followed by the Air Force, Navy, and Marine 

Corps. Demographic information, including the Service branch of the Active Duty member and 

the gender and race/ethnicity of the spouses, is provided in Exhibit 2-3. In Exhibit 2-3, minority 
                                                             
6Overall weighted response rate for eligible respondents, corrected for non-proportional sampling. 
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includes Black or African American, American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian (e.g., Asian, Indian, 

Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Korean, or Vietnamese), and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Is-

lander (e.g., Samoan, Guamanian, or Chamorro).  

 Exhibit 2-3 ƴ Survey Respondent Demographics (2010-2012) 

 

 

Note: Results reflect weighted demographic data.  

Exhibit 2-4 provides additional demographic information for the sample by year of survey admin-

istration, including the rank of the Active Duty members and the percentage of survey partici-

pants with children. 

 Exhibit 2-4 ƴ Additional Survey Respondent Demographics 
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3. /ƘŀƴƎŜ hǾŜǊ ¢ƛƳŜ wŜǎǳƭǘǎ 

The research questions for this study focused on the impact of two different types of military 

life events (i.e., PCS moves and deployments) on spouse well-being, spouse education and em-

ployment, and child well-being, as well as the impact of these outcomes on spouse satisfaction 

with the military way of life and spouse support to stay on active duty. The change over time in 

outcome variables was examined first. Specifically, regression analyses were conducted to de-

tect changes in average levels of the variables across each of the three survey years. The follow-

ing sections describe outcomes that changed significantly as well as outcomes that remained 

stable over the course of the MFLP longitudinal study. Using longitudinal data to test for a 

change over time in the outcomes maximizes the value of this type of data because the change 

ōŜƛƴƎ ǘŜǎǘŜŘ ƛǎ ŀ άǿƛǘƘƛƴ-personέ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ άōŜǘǿŜŜƴ-personέ change. With cross-

sectional data (i.e., data from different people at multiple points in time), it is impossible to 

know if a change over time is due to a change in the outcome over time or a change in the 

composition of the study population. However, with longitudinal data we know that differences 

are due to changes in the outcomes, and that changes are occurring within spouses who have 

stayed with their Active Duty member for the three years of the study.   

Outcomes that Changed Significantly Over Time 

Of the outcomes examined in this study, seven out of eleven changed significantly over time. The 

levels of these variables and associated changes over time are described in the following sections. 

Spouse Depressive/Anxiety Symptoms 

During each year of the MFLP survey, spouses were asked to answer questions regarding de-

pressive/anxiety symptoms that they were currently experiencing or had experienced over 

the past two weeks. Depressive/anxiety symptoms include having little interest or pleasure in 

doing things, feeling hopeless or down, having a high level of anxiety or nervousness, or hav-

ing uncontrolled worrying. These symptoms were measured using an established scale, the 

Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-4).7 With this 12-point scale, scores of 3 or above indicate 

that the respondent has a higher-than-normal level of depressive/anxiety symptoms and 

should seek additional evaluation from a mental health professional. Spouses, on average, do 

not report levels of depressive/anxiety symptoms that require further evaluation by a mental 

health professional. Additionally, relative to the scale, spouse levels of depressive/anxiety 

                                                             
7 Kroenke, K., Spitzer, R. L., Williams, J. B. W., & Lowe, B. (2009). An ultra-brief screening scale for anxiety and depression: The PHQ-4. 
Psychosomatics, 50, 613-621. 
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8.9% of spouses earned a 

degree between 2010 and 

2011 and between 2011 

and 2012. 

symptoms decreased by 1.7 percent from 2010 to 2012.8 Exhibit 3-1 displays the change over 

time for spouse depressive/anxiety symptoms. 

 Exhibit 3-1 ƴ Change Over Time for Spouse Depressive/Anxiety Symptoms 

 Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-4): Depressive/anxiety symptoms 

 
 

æ 2010-2011: Not Significant          æ 2011-2012: Significant          æ 2010-2012: Significant 
 

Spouse Education 

To examine the educational experiences of spouses, the survey respondents were asked if they 

were currently enrolled in school or training, with the following response options: Yes; No, but I 

would like to be; or No, and I do not need to be. Results show a decrease over time in the percent-

age of spouses who are enrolled in school and of spouses who are not enrolled in school but would 

like to be enrolled. Specifically, there is a decrease of 2.7 percent from 2010 to 2012 in spouses 

reporting that they are enrolled in school/training, and a 

9.5 percent decrease in spouses reporting that they are 

not enrolled in school or training but would like to be 

during the same time period. Correspondingly, from 

2010 to 2012 there was an increase of 12.3 percent for 

spouses reporting that they are not enrolled in school, 

nor do they want to be enrolled. Exhibit 3-2 shows the 

change over time in spouse reports of their education or 

training enrollment. 

                                                             
8 Percentage change is calculated by subtracting the smaller value from the larger value and dividing by the range of the scale. Using the 
change over time in depressive/anxiety symptoms as an example, percent change from 2010 to 2012 was calculated as (2.4 ς 2.2) / 12 = 
0.017, or 1.7%. 
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 Exhibit 3-2 ƴ Change Over Time for Spouse Education 

 Are you currently enrolled in school/training?  

 

 Yes: æ 2010-2011: Not Significant æ 2011-2012: Significant æ 2010-2012: Significant 
 No, but I would like to be:  æ 2010-2011: Significant æ 2011-2012: Significant æ 2010-2012: Significant 

 No, and I do not need to be:  æ 2010-2011: Significant æ 2011-2012: Significant æ 2010-2012: Significant 
 

Spouse Employment 

Spouses were also asked about their employment status on every year of the MFLP survey. 

Most of the spouses in the labor force reported that they are employed. However, the number 

of spouses who were employed decreased by 2.8 percent from 2010 to 2011 but then in-

creased by 3.7 percent in 2012. Because of this decrease and then increase in the number of 

employed spouses, the overall change from 2010 to 2012 in employed spouses is not signifi-

cant. The number of spouses reporting that they were unemployed and seeking work de-

creased by 1.9 percent from 2011 to 2012. Finally, the percentage of spouses who were not in 

the labor force did not change significantly over the three years of the survey. Exhibit 3-3 dis-

plays the change over time in spouse employment status across the MLFP study years.  

 Exhibit 3-3 ƴ Change Over Time for Spouse Employment 

Employment Status 

 

 Employed: æ 2010-2011: Significant æ 2011-2012: Significant æ 2010-2012: Not Significant 
 Unemployed, Seeking Work:  æ 2010-2011: Not Significant æ 2011-2012: Significant æ 2010-2012: Not Significant 

 Not in Labor Force:  æ 2010-2011: Not Significant æ 2011-2012: Not Significant æ 2010-2012: Not Significant 
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Child Problematic Behaviors 

In both 2011 and 2012, survey participants with a child between the ages of 0 and 18 living in 

the household were asked to identify a focal child, the child in the household whose birth 

ƳƻƴǘƘ ƛǎ ŎƭƻǎŜǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƻǳǎŜΩǎ ōƛǊǘƘ ƳƻƴǘƘΦ The average age of focal children was 7.8 years at 

the time of the first survey in 2010, and 51.2% of these children were male and 48.8% were fe-

male. Spouses were asked to report if the child displayed seven different behaviors in the past 

12 months. These child problematic behaviors include issues such as academic problems, be-

havior problems at home or school, anger, and lack of responsibility. The total number of be-

haviors reported was combined to form the child problematic behaviors scale. Survey results 

show a 2.9 percent increase in the number of child problematic behaviors reported from 2011 

to 2012. Because some of the behaviors included in this scale can only be exhibited by older 

children (e.g., behavior problems at school), a follow-up analysis was conducted controlling for 

child age. The increase in child problematic behaviors over time is no longer significant when 

controlling for child age, indicating that the increase in child problematic behaviors over time is 

due, in part, to the referenced children getting older and becoming school-aged. Exhibit 3-4 

provides a visual depiction of the change in child problematic behaviors over time. 

 Exhibit 3-4 ƴ Change Over Time for Child Problematic Behaviors 

Child Behavior Checklist: Behavior in past 12 months 

 

 æ 2011-2012: Significant  
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Child Problematic Attachment   

The Attachment Behavior Index (AQS),9 ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

past four weeks, was used to measure child problematic attachment in all three years of the 

MFLP survey. Child problematic attachment includes ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƭƛƴƎȅ ƻǊ άōŀōȅ-

ƭƛƪŜέΣ ōŜƛƴƎ ƭŜǎs willing to try new things, being demanding or impatient, or being afraid of do-

ing normal things in the previous four weeks. On average, parents reported that their children 

display low levels of problematic attachment. Results of the longitudinal study show that chil-

ŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘic attachment increased by 2.5 percent from 2010 to 2011 and then decreased 

by 2.5 percent from 2011 to 2012. Exhibit 3-5 displays these problematic attachment changes 

over time.  

 Exhibit 3-5 ƴ Change Over Time for Child Problematic Attachment  

Attachment Behavior Index: Measure of insecurity during the last four weeks 

 

æ 2010-2011: Significant          æ 2011-2012: Significant          æ 2010-2012: Not Significant 
 

Spouse Satisfaction with the Military Way of Life  

In the MFLP survey, spouses were asked each year to indicate how satisfied they were overall 

with the military way of life. On average, spouses are satisfied with the military way of life; 

ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǎǇƻǳǎŜǎΩ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜŘ пΦл ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ н010 to 

2012. The change over time in spouse satisfaction with the military way of life is displayed in 

Exhibit 3-6. 

                                                             
9 Waters, E., Vaughn, B., Posada, G., & Kondo-Ikemura, K. (1995). Caregiving, cultural, and cognitive perspectives on secure-base behav-
ior and working models: New growing points of attachment theory and research. Monographs of the Society for Research in Child De-
velopment, 60 (2-3, Serial No. 244). 
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 Exhibit 3-6 ƴ Change Over Time for Spouse Satisfaction with the Military Way of Life 

Overall, how satisfied are you with the military way of life? 

 
 

æ 2010-2011: Significant          æ 2011-2012: Not Significant          æ 2010-2012: Significant 
 

Spouse Support to Stay on Active Duty 

For each year of the MFLP survey, respondents were asked if they thought their spouse should 

stay on or leave active duty.  Most spouses who completed the MFLP survey indicated that they 

favor their Active Duty member staying on active duty, but there was ŀ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ ƛƴ ǎǇƻǳǎŜǎΩ ǎǳp-

port to stay on active duty from 2010 to 2012. Spouse ratings for support to stay on active duty 

decreased by 5.3 percent over the course of the study; however, despite this decrease, the av-

erage level of support to stay on active duty is fairly high overall, with 76.3 percent of spouses 

indicating that they somewhat favor or strongly favor their spouse staying. The change over 

time for spouse support to stay on active duty is shown in Exhibit 3-7.  

 Exhibit 3-7 ƴ Change Over Time for Spouse Support to Stay on Active Duty 

Do you think your spouse should stay on or leave active duty? 

 

 æ 2010-2011: Not Significant          æ 2011-2012: Significant          æ 2010-2012: Significant 
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Outcomes that Remained Stable Over Time 

Other important outcomes were also examined that did not show a significant change across 

the MFLP survey years. These variables that remained stable over time include the following: 

} Financial Condition (across time 66.5% of spouses indicated that they are financially 
comfortable and secure or are able to make ends meet without much difficulty) 

} Financial Saving (across time 70.5% of spouses save regularly by putting money aside each 
month, and 74.5% have $500 or more in emergency savings) 

} Spouse Stress (across time 35.7% of spouses indicated that they have about the same level 
of stress as usual, and 38.2% of spouses indicated that they have more stress than usual) 

} Child Reconnection (across time 67.3% of spouses noted their child had a very easy or easy 
reconnection with the Active Duty member parent following a deployment) 

In summary, the majority of spouse and child outcomes examined either displayed a significant 

average change for the better or remained unchanged. Specifically, depressive/anxiety symp-

toms decreased, the percentage of employed spouses increased, and the percentage of spous-

es who want to be enrolled in school/training but are not decreased). Further, financial factors 

and spouse stress stayed consistent across the three years of the MFLP survey. Conversely, the 

spouse military support outcomes (i.e., spouse satisfaction with the military way of life and 

support to stay on active duty) decreased on average across the MFLP survey years. 
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 Exhibit 4-1 ƴ Significant Effects of Number of Career 
PCS Moves on Outcomes Over Time 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

4. LƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ aƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ [ƛŦŜ 9ǾŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ {ǇƻǳǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ  

hǾŜǊ ¢ƛƳŜ 

In addition to the change over time analyses, key relationships of interest were also examined in 

this study. Research question 1 focused on the impact of military life events on spouse and child 

outcomes. Specifically, we examined the impact of two military life events, PCS moves and de-

ployments, on spouse well-being, spouse education and employment, and child well-being over 

time. Additionally, the impact of child factors during deployments (i.e., child connection with Ac-

tive Duty member parent during deployment and child problematic behaviors during deploy-

ment) were considered for their impact on the child well-being outcomes. Results in this chapter 

are only reported if they are significant. 

Impact of PCS Moves on Spouse and Child Outcomes Over Time 

Both the recentness and the cumulative effect of PCS moves over the course of a career have 

the potential to impact outcomes for spouses and children of Active Duty members. According-

ly, to examine these potential impacts, PCS moves were operationalized, or defined, in two dis-

tinct ways:  

} Cumulative number of career PCS moves 

} Recent PCS move (i.e., whether the spouse has experienced a PCS move within the past 12 
months) 

The significant outcomes of each aspect of PCS moves are described in the following sections. 

Cumulative Number of Career 
PCS Moves 

PCS moves were first examined in terms 

of the number of career PCS moves. Spe-

cifically, the MFLP survey asks how many 

times the spouse has experienced a PCS 

move over the length of the Active Duty 

meƳōŜǊΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΦ Spouses reported an 

average of 2.70 career PCS moves over 

time. Analyses found that the number of 

career PCS moves impacts two spousal 

outcomes, financial condition and spouse 

education (see Exhibit 4-1). Further, over 

time the number of career PCS moves 

Spouse 

Education 

 

PCS Moves 
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Well-being 
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Career PCS 
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would like to be 

 + 

 - 



MFLP: Active Duty Spouse Study |  Longitudinal Analyses 2010 -2012 |  Project Report 

   
 

19 

Im
p

a
c
t o

f M
ilita

ry L
ife

 E
ve

n
ts

 o
n

 S
p

o
u

s
e

s
 a

n
d

 C
h

ild
re

n
 O

ve
r T

im
e

 

does not impact financial saving, depressive/anxiety symptoms, spouse stress, spouse employ-

ment, or any of the child well-being factors that were examined. 

¢ƘŜ aC[t ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǎǇƻǳǎŜǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ 

results revealed that only a small percentage of spouses report a very poor financial condition. 

Specifically, across time only 1.7 percent of spouses indicated they are in over [their] heads fi-

nancially, whereas 66.5 percent of spouses indicated that they are either able to make ends 

meet or very comfortable and secure financially. However, the analysis did reveal that the num-

ber of career PCS moves negatively impacts spouse financial condition, as spouses with more 

career PCS moves report worse financial conditions. Exhibit 4-2 displays the percentage of 

spouses who report at least occasional financial difficulty in making ends meet, separated by 

rank and number of career PCS moves. The number of career PCS moves is split at the median 

(median = 3 PCS moves) to show the difference between spouses reporting a low versus high 

number of career PCS moves.10 Overall, 33.5% of spouses reported that they have occasional 

[financial] difficulty, find it tough to make ends meet, or are in over [their] heads financially. As 

can be seen in this figure, across most ranks, spouses with more career PCS moves are more 

likely to report at least occasional financial difficulty than those with fewer career PCS moves. 

 Exhibit 4-2 ƴ Financial Condition (At Least Occasional Difficulty) by Number of Career PCS Moves and 
Rank Over Time 

Which best describes the financial condition of you and your spouse? Responses: Occasional difficulty, Tough to 
make ends meet, or In over our heads 

 

Career PCS Moves 
 

                                                             
10 A median split separates the top half of responses on a scale from the bottom half, creating two equal-sized groups: a high group and 
a low group. Median splits are used in this report to clearly depict significant relationships with continuous predictor variables. 
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Of spouses who want to be 

enrolled in school but are 

not, 27.7% report that PCS 

moves prevent them from 

attending school/training. 

Experiencing more career PCS moves may ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴƘƛōƛǘ ǎǇƻǳǎŜǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǳǊǎǳŜ ŀƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ 

The MFLP survey differentiated participants who are not enrolled in school or training based on 

whether or not they actually wanted to be enrolled in school or training. Because the goal of 

this study is to understand whether military factors negatively impact spouse and family out-

comes, our analyses focused on participants who indicated they were not enrolled in 

school/training, but wanted to be (i.e., something was preventing the spouse from being en-

rolled). Overall, 40.1% of spouses indicated that they would like to be enrolled in 

school/training but were not enrolled (45.5% in 2010, 38.7% in 2011, and 36.0% in 2012). Hold-

ing rank constant, spouses who have experienced more career PCS moves are more likely to 

report that they are not enrolled in school/training but would like to be enrolled in comparison 

to spouses with fewer career PCS moves. Specifically, for ranks E7 and above, spouses who 

have experienced three or more career PCS moves are 

more likely to report that they are not enrolled in school 

but would like to be enrolled in comparison to spouses 

who experienced two or fewer career PCS moves. This 

finding does not hold true for spouses with an Active Du-

ty member whose rank is E1 ς E6. This is likely because 

very few Active Duty members at these ranks have expe-

rienced a high number of career PCS moves. Exhibit 4-3 

highlights this finding across the rank groupings.  

 Exhibit 4-3 ƴ Percentage of Respondents Selecting No, but I would like to be in School/Training by 
Number of Career PCS Moves and Rank Over Time 

Are you currently enrolled in school/training?  Response: No, but I would like to be in school/training 
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Recent PCS Moves 

The impact of recent PCS moves (i.e., whether a spouse has experienced a PCS move within the 

past 12 months) on spouse and child outcomes was also examined. Recent PCS moves impact two 

spousal outcomes, financial condition and spouse employment (see Exhibit 4-4). Recent PCS 

moves over time do not impact financial saving, spouse depressive/anxiety symptoms, spouse 

stress, or any of the child outcomes examined. 

Overall, a much higher proportion of 

spouses are employed than unem-

ployed and seeking work, with an 

average of 42.0 percent of spouses 

employed and 13.2 percent of 

spouses unemployed and seeking 

work across the MFLP study years. 

Recent PCS moves negatively impact 

spouse employment. Controlling for 

rank, spouses with a recent PCS 

move are 14.4 percent less likely to 

be employed and 9.9 percent more 

likely to be unemployed and seeking 

work compared to spouses who have 

not made a recent PCS move (see 

Exhibit 4-5). 

 Exhibit 4-5 ƴ Spouse Employment by Recent PCS Moves Over Time 

 Employment Status
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 Exhibit 4-4 ƴ Significant Effects of Recent PCS Moves 
on Outcomes Over Time 
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