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INTRODUCTION

The advent of the All-Volunteer Force ushered in a new era of American defense. The end of the draft
resulted in a stronger, more professional U.S. military; however, it has also decreased understanding of

military service and sacrifice within the broader American society.

Roughly 0.5% of the American public has served on active duty at any given time since 9/11. This
number is expected to continue to decline as a result of continued voluntary service and evolving
technology. While the smaller percentage of Americans in military service alone is not a cause for
concern, the resulting decrease in understanding between the military and the broader U.S. society

presents significant challenges for the future of American defense.

Blue Star Families’ annual Military Family Lifestyle Survey provides a comprehensive understanding of

the experiences and challenges encountered by military families. Military families are, first and foremost,
American families. As such, they are very similar to their civilian neighbors. Many need dual incomes to be
financially secure, are concerned about their children’s education and well-being, and want to establish
roots and contribute to their communities. However, the unique demands of military service mean
families must serve and sacrifice along with their service member, and this results in exceptional issues

and challenges for the entire military family.

Supporting military families strengthens national security and local communities, and is vital to sustaining
a healthy All-Volunteer Force. Toward this end, Blue Star Families, with help from its valued partners,

conducts a survey and produces a report on the state of military families each year.

The 2020 survey was designed and analyzed by a team led by the Department of Applied Research at
Blue Star Families, in collaboration with Syracuse University’s Institute for Veterans and Military Families
(IVMF).

The survey results are intended to:

® identify key aspects of military life to effectively target resources, services, and programs that support

the sustainability of military service and the All-Volunteer Force; and

® facilitate a holistic understanding of service member, veteran, and military family experiences so that

communities, legislators, and policymakers can better serve each of their unique needs.



Blue Star Families’ annual Military Family Lifestyle Survey
(@aMFLS) has been providing a comprehensive understanding
of the experiences and challenges encountered by military
families since 2009. It offers crucial insight and data to help
inform national leaders, local communities, and philanthropic
actors — functions that are even more important as decision
makers assess how to support military and veteran families
while the nation recovers from a global pandemic. The
survey also presents the opportunity to increase dialogue
between the military community and broader American
society by highlighting areas for improvement and offering
solutions to bridge the civil-military divide, strengthen
communities, and bolster the health and sustainability

of the All-Volunteer Force.

Blue Star Families conducted its 11th annual Military Family
Lifestyle Survey from September to October 2020. Capturing experiences of nearly 11,000 respondents
worldwide, and generating millions of data points, it remains the largest and most comprehensive

survey of active-duty, National Guard, and Reserve service members, veterans, and their families.

OVERVIEW OF TOP MILITARY FAMILY ISSUES

The widespread impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic may have magnified long-standing issues for
military families. Time away from family, already a top concern, may have been intensified by unexpected
guarantines and extensions, or have had a greater impact on service members and family members
managing work and home demands in an unprecedented work, school, and home environment. Balancing
work, child care, child education, and home obligations in a global pandemic brought new challenges to

the perennial issues of spouse employment, child education, and military family quality of life.

® Amount of time away from family due to military service remains the top issue for active-duty
service members, veteran families, National Guard families, and Reserve families; however, it was

the second top concern for spouses, behind military spouse employment.

® Military spouse under- and unemployment — consistently a top issue for active-duty spouse
respondents — may have intensified due to COVID-19 impacts; this issue rose to the top five issues

for active-duty service member respondents for the first time.

® Access to pay and benefits earned through military service, such as military pay, support for PTSD

and combat stress, and health care and benefits, summarize veteran family concerns.



Active-duty

. Veteran National Guard Reserve
Service

Active-duty

Spouses Families Families Families
Members

Spouse employment 52% 31% 19% 12% 17%
Time away from family 46% 52% 38% 52% 51%
Child(ren)’s education 42% 33% 19% 12% 17%
Quality of life 29% 29% 17% 17% 23%
Military pay 27% 29% 31% 27% 25%
Family stability 26% 34% 18% 17% 23%
Military career control 22% 29% 18% 24% 18%
PTSD/combat stress/TBI 9% 8% 30% 21% 18%
Military/VA health care 11% 12% 28% 19% 22%
Military benefits 10% 13% 24% 23% 21%
Deployment impact on family 22% 18% 23% 38% 34%
Active-Duty Spouses (n=3,647) Active-Duty Service Members (n=791) TOP 5 ISSUES FOR EACH SUBGROUP IN RED

Veteran Families (n=2,690) National Guard Families (=375) Reserve Families (n=348)

SUPPORTING MILITARY FAMILIES STRENGTHENS NATIONAL SECURITY & LOCAL COMMUNITIES

The tumultuous events of 2020 intensified some pre-existing concerns common across military families.
Military spouses, who already encounter considerable barriers to employment due to the military lifestyle,
often found their tenuous connection to the workforce snapped as employment opportunities shrank
and responsibilities of managing their children’s education landed on their shoulders. Military children,
who already experience educational transitions because of frequent relocation, adjusted to new methods
of learning, often shifting between virtual learning, in-person learning, and homeschooling. Service
members, who are already concerned with the amount of time their service requires them to be away

from family, experienced extended deployments and some saw more activations.

This year's events underscored the importance of addressing these long-standing concerns, while also
shining a spotlight on systemic problems. Civil unrest and national conversations of racial inequity

brought more attention to the experiences of people of color, increasing awareness of challenges that
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have long been overlooked. The global transition to remote work
demonstrated how the nation can harness the power of technology
to improve outcomes for military families on issues as wide-ranging
as military spouse employment (through telework), to concerns
about continuity of health and mental health care (through

access to telehealth), to easing school transitions (through online
enrollment and virtual schooling). Abrupt shifts to virtual schooling
shed light on the tremendous support many military families rely
on local schools to provide and the issues that are exacerbated
when those services become unavailable, from supplemental food
assistance to a variety of therapies and services for children with
special needs. While the stormy year of 2020 created significant
challenges, it also clarified issues and sparked changes, giving

stakeholders interested in supporting military and veteran families

a clearer view of the path to recovery.

The 2020 Military Family Lifestyle Survey Comprehensive Report examines these shifts and
opportunities through the social determinants of health, exploring the five pillars that set the
conditions for individual and family health and well-being: community and social context, health care
access, education access and quality, neighborhood and the built environment, and economic stability.!
The community and social context lens examines how relationships can impact well-being positively
or negatively, including experiences of discrimination, sense of belonging to the unit, supports during
stressful times like a deployment, and the military family lifestyle cultural competence of the local
civilian community. Access to and desire for mental health care, as well as access to health care
services after a relocation, are examined through the health care access and quality lens. High-quality
education access sets the conditions for healthy children and families; military children’s education is a
perennial concern that has been worsened by COVID-19-driven instability. Housing and neighborhood
quality have received increasing attention in recent years? and are indelibly tied to a family’s economic
condition. In turn, economic stability, the final social determinant, is connected to affordable, available

child care and spouse employment challenges.

11



TOP FINDINGS FOR 2020
Community and Social Context

Service members reported experiencing racial and gender discrimination, potentially impacting readiness
and retention. Most did not report the most recent incident of discrimination. Also, a smaller proportion of
those active-duty service member respondents who experienced military-connected racial discrimination
(43%) would recommend service than those who had not experienced discrimination (63%). Nearly one in

10 veterans of color reported racial discrimination was one of the reasons they left military service.

Fewer than half of service members reported feeling a sense of belonging to their unit. The number was
even lower for female service members. Fewer than half agreed their command communicates well, and

makes good decisions, but those who did agree reported significantly less stress.

More than half of families who experienced a deployment or activation during COVID-19 experienced an
unanticipated extension of their time apart. Service members and their family members reported their
top needs during deployment include communication, opportunities to exercise, and access to medical

care and mental health resources.

Reserve and National Guard service members reported negative employment consequences during their
career after an activation or deployment. Despite federal legal protections, nearly a quarter (23%) of
National Guard and a third (34%) of Reserve service member respondents noted negative consequences
with their civilian employers after returning from activation, such as losing promotion or training
opportunities, involuntary reductions in hours or pay, or loss of employment. Over half of National
Guard family respondents reported an activation since March 2020.

Health Care Access

Families still experience barriers to mental health care; 21% would like to receive care but don’t currently.
Nearly one-quarter (23%) of active-duty spouse respondents and 16% of active-duty service member
respondents indicated having a current diagnosis for Generalized Anxiety Disorder. Despite increased
use of telehealth services, active-duty family member respondents continue to report difficulty
scheduling appointments, difficulty getting time off work for treatment, difficulty finding child care, and
concerns about confidentiality.

Education Access and Quality

Families with kids who have special needs have difficulty maintaining educational and health care
services during COVID-19 or after a PCS. The majority (78%) of active-duty family respondents with

a child receiving special education services lost those educational support services during COVID-19
closures. Those transitioning to a new duty station encountered additional challenges; half of active-duty
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family respondents with a child enrolled in special education who PCSed since March 2020 reported they
had trouble transferring their child(ren)’s IEP (51%) or 504 Plan (48%) to their new school. Families are

choosing to live apart (“geobach”) to avoid these challenges.

Virtual education tripled in the last year, and more families are moving to homeschooling. Fifty-one
percent of active-duty family respondents reported their oldest child participated in virtual education
delivery in the 2020-2021 school year; 13% reported homeschooling. The shift to virtual education has
impeded spouse employment; 36% of active-duty spouse respondents who are not working reported
they were not working so they could homeschool their child(ren) or supervise virtual schooling.

Neighborhood and the Built Environment

Most families pay well over the monthly out-of-pocket housing costs the Department of Defense
projects they should be paying ($70-$158); of those active-duty families who reported out-of-pocket
costs, 77% pay more than $200 out-of-pocket each month. When choosing housing, families prioritize
proximity to base, family safety, a desirable school district, pet acceptance, and whether BAH will cover
the costs. Financial stress increases with greater out-of-pocket housing costs.

Economic Stability

Child care remains a top barrier to spouse employment, and it has intensified during COVID-19;

it's a greater challenge for families with kids with special needs. Lower-income families have a
harder time finding child care that works for their situation, but higher-income families still encounter
challenges. Over half of service member respondents reported “permission to work remotely” would
alleviate child care and schooling challenges.

While low food security is most prominent among junior enlisted family respondents (29%),
higher-ranking enlisted families also experience it. Fourteen percent of enlisted active-duty family
respondents reported low or very low food security. Improving military spouse employment could be
a sustainable upstream solution; enlisted spouses who are employed reported lower food insecurity

(10%) than those who were not working but need or want to work (20%).

The spouse unemployment rate is higher in active-duty spouse respondents of color (27% vs.

17%) and recently relocated spouses (31% vs. 16%). Since March 2020, 42% of active-duty spouse
respondents who had been working prior to the pandemic reported they had stopped working at some
point during it, with layoffs and furloughs as the top reported cause. Most (68%) of those who stopped
working remained unemployed at the time of survey fielding. Spouses identified remote/telework,
transferring to a new location within the same company, and more flexibility from their service

member’s command over their day-to-day job demands as preferred solutions.
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TOP MILITARY
FAMILY STRESSORS

TOP MILITARY FAMILY STRESSORS RELATED TO TIME IN THE MILITARY

To better understand the impact of individual stressors common to the military lifestyle, respondents

were asked:

“During your time associated with the military, what are/were the biggest stressor(s) in your military

family? Please select up to 5 top stressors.”

Active-duty Veteran National Guard Reserve

Families Families Families Families

ivili u
Civilian spouse’s employment

challenges 44% 20% 12% 18%
Isolation from family/friends 43% 25% 16% 25%
Financial issues/stress 39% 47% 39% 40%
Deployments 38% 41% 45% 43%
Relocation 36% 25% 6% 16%
Emotional/mental health issues 23% 28% 29% 25%
Marital or relationship issues 18% 27% 24% 28%
Job stress 25% 26% 32% 28%
Impact of military life on children 29% 20% 34% 30%
3:3:\;32’;2 tdue to military service, not 21% 20% 31% 29%
Active-duty Families (n=4,397) Veteran Families (n=2,669) TOP 5 STRESSOR FOR EACH SUBGROUP IN RED

National Guard families (n=366) Reserve families (n=343)
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FINDING 1

Active-duty service members in underrepresented groups — service members

of color, female service members, and LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,

queer) service members — not only recognize discrimination in the military that

their peers do not, but they also consider it in their decision to leave the service.

The events of 2020 brought into focus the experiences of members of underrepresented groups across
the United States, specifically people of color, but also women and those who identify as LGBTQ+

(lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer), both Perceptions and Experiences of Racial Discrimination in the Military

CLe .. . Active-duty Service Member Respondents
within the civilian population / .

and the military. While Agreed racial discrimination against people of
o color exists in the military
the military has a long

history of leading diversity Agreed there is less racial discrimination in
and inclusion efforts,! the the military than in the civilian world

erception and recognition
P P & Experienced racial discrimination in

of discrimination reported by promotion/career advancement opportunities

service members in minority
Experienced racial discrimination in my . 4%

groups indicates the work unit/command 26%
is not done. Corroborating
recent DoD reports,? this Experienced racial discrimination on the . 4%

’ installation/base

year's Military Family
LIfEStyle survey found that B White, non-Hispanic Active-duty Service Members M Active-duty Service Members of Color
active-duty service member

respondents in underrepresented groups — service members of color, female service members, and

LGBTQ+ service members — perceive discrimination that went undetected by their peers.

SERVICE MEMBERS OF COLOR

Service member respondents of color perceive racial discrimination that their white, non-Hispanic
peers do not; 64% of white, non-Hispanic active-duty service member respondents agreed there is less
racial discrimination in the military than in the civilian world, compared to 38% of their peers of color

reporting the same. Similarly, fewer than one-third (30%)

26% of active-duty service member respondents of color of white, non-Hispanic active-duty service member
el e e sl el il sl vl respondents agreed that racial discrimination exists in the

or command; 21% reported experiencing it in promotion . . .
orep P g P . military, though nearly half (49%) of active-duty service
or career advancement opportunities

member respondents of color said the same.
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“Representation matters. It feels like the Army doesn'’t care about my family. A lot of the changes from HRC are
not very well explained to the force and had adverse effects on the family. Project inclusion does not seem to get to

the root of racism that lingers in the military and within the civilian force. If the service member is treated unfairly
then the family is also. Leaders seem afraid to deal with race head on.” — Black Female Army Service Member

FEMALE SERVICE
MEMBERS Experiences of Gender-Based Discrimination in the Military

. . Active-duty Service Member Respondents Reporting Gender-Based Discrimination
Female active-duty service

member respondents

In military-connected 26%

(68%) also reported the training [ o
perception of gender-based

discrimination at higher 26%
On deployment 2%

frequencies than their male
counterparts* (34%). This

) ) ) 25%
is consistent with a DoD On the

installation/base . 2%

report, which found that
male service members are 48%

. . In my unit/command
“less likely to recognize v - 4%

gender-based discrimination

than female service B Female Active-duty Service Members B Male Active-duty Service Members

members.”

DISCRIMINATION BASED ON SEXUAL ORIENTATION

The “Don’t Ask, Don't Tell” policy was repealed almost a decade ago, but for many LGBTQ+ service
members, being open about their sexual orientation while acting in their military capacity is still
uncomfortable.* While only 4% of active-duty respondents in this sample identified as LGBTQ+, more
than one-third (37%) of all active-duty respondents agreed that there is sexual orientation-based
discrimination against LGBTQ+ people in the military. Although the sample of respondents identifying
as LGBTQ+ is too low to report specific descriptive statistics, exploratory analysis suggests they

experience a similar dynamic to service members of color and female service members.

EXPERIENCES OF REPORTING DISCRIMINATION

The majority (61%) of active-duty service member respondents who indicated they have experienced
discrimination of any kind said the most recent incident of discrimination went unreported. Respondents
who reported the incident remained unsatisfied with the result; while 35% indicated the reported incident
was resolved appropriately, 65% indicated it was not. When asked in an open-ended question to describe
what happened after they reported an instance of discrimination, 24% said their report was dismissed by
leaders who covered up the behavior, they were told to ignore the behavior, or it was suggested that the
available evidence wasn't sufficient to justify an investigation. These responses echo findings from other

recent reports,® including the DoD.¢

*The sample of gender non-conforming/transgender active-duty service members was too small (n=34) to allow comparison with male and female active-duty service member groups. 17



“I| have a Master Chief that let it be known that he believed that women should not be in the military.

He told my chief he didn’t like me and would make sure ... my career was over. The Master Chief ended
my career and it made me very suicidal.” — Female Navy Veteran

While DoD and civilian communities are actively working to prevent discrimination, underrepresented
groups do not always feel these efforts are inclusive. Over two-thirds (69%) of male active-duty
service member respondents agree that “the military provides activities that promote diversity and
inclusion for service members and their families,” yet only 50% of female active-duty service member
respondents say the same. A similar disparity exists among service member respondents of color (48%
agree, compared to 64% of white, non-Hispanic peers), and service members who identify as LGBTQ+
around the provision of activities that promote diversity and inclusion. Overall, nearly two-thirds (65%)
of all active-duty service member respondents reported they agree civilian organizations that serve
the military and veteran

families are racially and Perceptions of Safety On and Off Military Installations

ethnically inclusive, Active-duty Service Member Respondents Reporting Feeling Safe

though only 38% agree

civilian organizations

= 86% 82% 82%
that serve military and LA 79%
veteran families are
inclusive of the LGBTQ+
community.
IMPLICATIONS

. .. . cp e Feel safe on installation Feel safe in local communit
Discrimination within /

B Female Active-duty Service Members B Male Active-duty Service Members

the mllltary has far- Active-duty Service Members of Color B White, non-Hispanic Active-duty Service Members

reaching implications to

readiness, impacting service members’ feelings of safety, a foundational human need. While the majority
of active-duty service member respondents reported feeling safe both on and off the installation, fewer
female service members, service members of color, and LGBTQ+ service members reported feeling safe

on military installations.

Furthermore, discrimination can impact recruitment and retention, potentially leading to a departure of
service members in underrepresented groups for preventable reasons, further undermining DoD efforts

to increase diversity within the ranks.” Responses from the survey show that only 43% of those who have
experienced military-connected racial discrimination would recommend military service to a young person,
compared to 63% of those who have not experienced racial discrimination. Similarly, 47% of those who
have experienced gender-based discrimination would recommend military service, compared to 64% of
those respondents who have not experienced gender-based discrimination. Because the military currently
operates with an “up or out” promotion model,® many service members may not be eligible to stay

until retirement, even if they would like to. Service members from underrepresented groups, however,
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report harassment and discrimination are some of the reasons they would leave active-duty service.

Other than retirement or medical/administrative discharge, 12% of female active-duty service member
respondents indicated gender discrimination was one of the primary reasons why they would leave the
military (compared to 1% of their male peers), and 8% indicated sexual harassment/assault was a reason
(compared to 1% of males). This trend persists among veteran respondents. While there are a myriad of
reasons people choose to leave military service, experiencing discrimination may weigh into their decision.
Excluding those who left due to retirement, 20% of female veteran respondents from communities of color

and 15% of white, non-Hispanic female veteran respondents reported sexual harassment or assault as one

of the reasons they left the service. One in 10 (10%) female veteran respondents reported gender-based

discrimination as one of the reasons they left military service. Similarly, 8% of veteran respondents from

communities of color cited racial discrimination as one of the reasons they left the service. Although Black

veterans are just one racial group among the larger communities of color, nearly one in five (18%) Black

veteran respondents reported racial discrimination as one of the reasons they left military service. These

findings illustrate the importance of listening to voices from underrepresented communities to recognize

these concerns and work collaboratively to address them head-on.

RECOMMENDATIONS

A
QI CONGRESS

LIMITATIONS

The 2020 Military Family Lifestyle Survey was fielded from September
to October 2020, after several months of civil unrest focusing on systemic

© Extend Title VII Civil Rights Act protections racism following the death of George Floyd at the hands of police officers.
to service members.” This may have influenced how respondents viewed discrimination

® Create a culture conducive to unit cohesion within the military. Furthermore, “discrimination” was intentionally left
by codifying white supremacist activity as undefined, allowing respondents to interpret the questions through their
a violation of the UCMJ.*° own definitions and experiences. Notably, perceptions of discrimination

® Order a third-party evaluation of diversity, were not limited to active-duty service member respondents in minority

equity, and inclusion (DEI) training in the military,
and take the necessary steps to improve the
efficacy of said training.

MILITARY

Conduct routine exit interviews to understand
service members’ motivations for leaving the
military; assess this data to determine reasons

for leaving among underrepresented communities.*

groups. Experiences of discrimination were reported within all groups,
including those who are white, non-Hispanic, male, and non-LGBTQ+.
This is consistent with research that indicates individuals more frequently
recognize discrimination against their own group.*

Small sample sizes of specific racial/ethnic groups prevented direct
cross-group comparisons. Instead, the term “service members of color” is
used to describe active-duty service member respondents who identified
themselves as Hispanic/Latino/a (n=109), Black/African American (n=87),
biracial/multi-racial (h=48), Asian (h=34), Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
(n=13), or American Indian/Alaska Native (n=5). It is important to note
that the experiences of respondents in these ethno-racial groups may

® Solicit survey samples that are representative vary widely. Furthermore, sample sizes are vastly different between some
by race/ethnicity; routinely report on differential groups, such as LGBTQ+ and non-LGBTQ+ active-duty service member
effects by race/ethnicity, gender, and sexual respondents, making direct comparison difficult. Although the overall
orientation. respondent sample was largely proportionate to the military as a whole

® Ensure adequate representation of under- in terms of race and ethnicity, female service member respondents were

represented groups on DoD Board on Diversity.

*More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report

oversampled and represent 50% of the service member respondents,
although women make up 17% of the military.1? 19



FINDING 2

A positive command climate, including good communication,

leadership, and flexibility, contributes to service members’ sense

of belonging to their unit, impacting readiness and retention.

The impact of command climate on overall unit cohesion and individual service member well-being
has been thrust into the spotlight after highly publicized events, such as the outbreak of COVID-19
aboard the USS Theodore Roosevelt! and the release of the Report of the Fort Hood Independent
Review Committee.? Command climate comprises many factors, including shared values, morale

and motivation, confidence in leadership, job satisfaction, and unit cohesion (belonging).® Despite
being essential to the achievement of mission success,* fewer than half (46%) of active-duty service
member respondents agreed they felt a sense of belonging to their unit/command. In contrast, 92%
of civilian adults felt like they belong within their current workplace.> A sense of belonging is not only
a fundamental human need,® but it is also an important factor in building resilience, lowering stress,’
and reducing suicidal ideation.? In line with this research, on average, active-duty service member
respondents who agreed they felt a “sense of belonging to their unit/command” reported less stress
than those who did not. Consistent with literature suggesting that lacking a sense of belonging to or
acceptance by the unit is a risk factor for suicide,’ of those active-duty respondents who reported
suicidal ideation in the past twelve months, 67% disagreed they felt a sense of belonging to their unit/
command, although the sample size was small (h=21). Comparatively, only 28% of their counterparts

who did not report suicidal ideation responded similarly.

Demonstrating effective communication and leadership and
Only 46% of active-duty service member offering flexibility are areas where employers can bolster
respondents agreed that they felt a sense belonging in the workforce.'° Of these three characteristics,
of belonging to their unit/command most active-duty service member respondents (60%) agreed
their unit/command offered “reasonable accommodations
to manage home or family obligations,” indicating some level of flexibility. Fewer than half, however,
agreed their “leadership makes good decisions” (49%) or “communicates well” (45%). However, a
greater percentage agreed their command communicated well about COVID-19-related issues (53%),
indicating there may be lessons learned during that time, which can be incorporated into day-to-day
and deployment communications.
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“...The communication needs to be put out in a timely manner... There needs to be short and long range calendars

that need to be adhered to. Everything seems reactive and off the cuff.” — Army Service Member

While a sense of belonging may look different for each individual,!* there were similarities noted

amongst active-duty service member respondents.

Sense of Belonging to the Unit/Command
Similarities Between Active-duty Service Member Respondents on Unit Communications and Reasonable Accomodations

Active-duty Service Member Respondents Who Reported Active-duty Service Member Respondents Who Did Not
a “Sense of Belonging” to Their Unit/Command Report a “Sense of Belonging” to Their Unit/Command

75% agreed that their unit/command 69% disagreed that their unit/command

O communicates well Q communicates well

88% agreed that reasonable accommodations
were made when needed

58% disagreed that reasonable
accommodations were made when needed

Notable differences by gender were seen on every aspect related to overall command climate, with male
active-duty service member respondents reporting higher levels of positive command climate attributes
than their female colleagues. This disparity is in line with previous research where female service members
indicated that having leaders who were not supportive or understanding of family needs was

a contributing factor in the creation of a negative work environment.*?

Although there was no difference in the level
of stress generated by the operational tempo Positive Command Climate Attributes

Active-duty Service Member Responses By Gender

(OPTEMPO) between active-duty service member

respondents serving in conventional units and | feel a sense of belonging to my unit/command:

those assigned to the United States Special i dh dh o (f Yy
e - M

Operations Command (SOCOM), SOCOM-

. .. Overall my unit/command communicates well:
affiliated respondents reported significantly

e © 06 o o o O o o
stronger indicators of a positive command climate w w w w w 51% ?m 41%

and expressed greater levels of belonging to their
My unit/command leadership makes good decisions:

unit/command. A greater percentage (65%) of

® 6 6 o o ( ® O o o q
those active-duty service member respondents wwwww1 55% ****q 47%

assigned to SOCOM agreed they felt a sense My leadership makes reasonable accommodations
. . . for needed home/family obligations:
of belonging to their unit/command, compared c o 6 o «

o 6 6 0 0 o ( [ ]
to 46% of their non-SOCOM peers. This higher wwwwwwq 65% ?**?*q 56%

level of agreement was found in each area of
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command climate: “leadership makes good decisions” (62% SOCOM vs. 50% non-SOCOM), “good
communication from unit/command” (60% of SOCOM vs. 45% of non-SOCOM), and “reasonable
accommodations from unit/command” (79% SOCOM vs. 59% non-SOCOM). While there are many
variables unaccounted for in this analysis (e.g., longer time in SOCOM units, self-selection, mission
type, etc.), these vast differences suggest there are lessons conventional forces can learn from
SOCOM. For example, to what extent does additional funding, such as that provided through the
Preservation of the Force and Family (POTFF) program, support these outcomes?*® Given the small
sample size of active-duty SOCOM-assigned service members (n=77), these findings are exploratory,

and additional research is warranted.

The effects of a unit’s overall command climate extend well beyond the unit, impacting individual well-
being and military readiness. Poor communication, in particular, can also impact military retention. While
the data collected does not allow for causal analysis, more than one in 10 (12%) of active-duty service
member respondents who disagreed that their command communicated well also reported a “loss of
faith/trust in unit/command leadership” as one of the top
14% of veteran respondents, excluding three reasons, other than retirement, they would leave

those who left due to retirement, reported military service, compared to just 4% of their peers who
“loss of faith/trust in unit leadership” as a agreed. This was echoed by veteran respondents: 14%
reason they chose to leave military service of veterans, excluding veterans who left military service

due to retirement, also cited “loss of faith or trust in
unit/command leadership” as a reason they left military service. Because communication is a prominent
factor in a positive command climate, and there is potential for leaders to be overconfident in their
communication abilities,** it is imperative that military leaders at all levels understand this relationship

and seek external advice regarding the efficacy of their communication patterns.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

[ ]
a
Ilnl'Inl] CONGRESS
e Instruct the Services to review training
requirements and consider options
for reducing activities that are not critical
to maintaining essential operational
readiness to allow for greater flexibility
at the unit level.?®

® |Instruct the Services to conduct routine
exit interviews and/or surveys when
a service member voluntarily separates
from service for reasons other than
retirement, medical, or administrative
discharge.

MILITARY

® Include training on communication best
practices in curricula across the professional
military education system.

Expand broadening assignments to include

civilian leadership training for mid-career

service members.*

*More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report

LIMITATIONS

The term “command climate” does not have a standard
definition, though it generally refers to unit morale —

a shared sense of the culture of the unit;* the definition
provided here includes communication, leadership, and
flexibility. “Stress” was measured using the Perceived
Stress Scale.t”

Additional analysis with statistical tests was provided
when possible and appropriate. For example, while the
association between perceived stress and belonging

to the unit/command was statistically significant, the
directionality and causality of this association could not
be tested. Gender differences on responses related to
unit/command climate were also not tested for statistical
significance or strength of association.

Responses from several small sample groups are reported
in this finding. For example, the sample size for active-duty
service members who reported suicidal ideation is 21; the
SOCOM-affiliated service member sample is 77. While
these sample sizes are not robust enough for additional
statistical analysis, the responses themselves provide
important context and a preliminary understanding of the
challenges, trends, and implications of how active-duty
service members perceive their unit/command.

Although the overall respondent sample was largely
proportionate to the military as a whole in terms of race
and ethnicity, female service member respondents are
oversampled and represent 50% of the service member
respondents while they make up 17% of the military.'®
Additionally, the active-duty sample is not reflective of the
military as a whole in terms of rank; senior enlisted and
officer ranks are oversampled, which may influence the
aggregated findings on command climate presented in

our findings report.
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FINDING 3

Maintaining connection and access to self-care are

critical needs to support families of deployed or
activated service members.

Deployments and activations are common for military families, but the COVID-19 global pandemic added
a new layer of complexity to this familiar military family experience. More than half (55%) of National
Guard family respondents and a quarter of active-duty (24%) and Reserve (27%) family respondents
reported a deployment or activation from March through October 2020. Of those families who
experienced a deployment or activation, more than half of active-duty (66%), National Guard (52%), and
Reserve family (55%) respondents reported unexpected extensions due to COVID-19 or were required
to spend extra time away from family due to quarantine restrictions. The importance of supporting
military families experiencing deployment has been well-documented over the years (Conforte, et al,
2017); however, to date, there has been little published regarding what specific, practical, day-to-day
needs are for military families during a deployment, aside from inter-family communication and access to
mental health resources (Clark, O’Neal, Conley, & Mancini, 2018). Even less has been published regarding
whether or not military family members on the homefront know how to access resources to meet the
daily needs they identify.

CRITICAL NEEDS AND UNMET NEEDS ACROSS ALL MILITARY-CONNECTED FAMILIES

Among military-connected family respondents who

Active-duty spouse respondents who experienced a experienced deployment or activation from March to

deployment since March 2020 reported significantly  october 2020, or anticipated an upcoming deployment

higher levels of stress than those who did not. ~ within nine months, communication (with the deployed
service member and with the unit) and self-care were

the most important needs reported by all respondent groups: active-duty members and their spouses,

National Guard family respondents, and Reserve family respondents.

What would help support your family through a current or upcoming
deployment or activation?

“To be honest, just an open communication from the unit to the deployed spouse. Time to check in and say
hi will mean more than anything. The entire year my husband was deployed last (went from 6 months to a year)
not one person contacted me for anything.” — Air Force Spouse
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TOP 5 NEEDS DURING DEPLOYMENT OR ACTIVATION

Active-duty, National Guard, and Reserve Family Respondents Who Recently Experienced or
Anticipated an Upcoming Deployment or Activation

Active-duty Active-duty National Reserve Family
Spouse Service Member Guard Family Respondents
Respondents Respondents Respondents
Al?l|lty to communicate 79% 83% 79% 84%
with spouse
Emergency contact
information for the 72% 68% 58% 67%
unit/command
Access to medical care 71% 74% 50% 55%
Opportunity to exercise 57% 67% 54% 47%
Access to mental health 46% 58% 39% 34%

Although each of the service branches has created deployment readiness programs®+>¢ to support families
during deployment and activation of service members, active-duty spouse respondents still reported they
do not know how to access some of these services or information that may be especially critical during
deployment. Despite “emergency contact information for the unit/command” that is often included in pre-
deployment and activation briefings, this was an unmet need for many active-duty spouse respondents.
Seventy-two percent of active-duty spouse respondents who have experienced a deployment since March
2020, or will in the near future, indicated this information was or would be a need during their deployment;
however, 38% of those respondents were unaware of how to access it. While more than a third (37%) of
active-duty spouse respondents indicated their service member’s unit or command “communicates well,” this

number drops to 33% who agreed the command “communicates well during deployment.”’

Other needs were less commonly reported, but harder for families to find. Only 18% of active-duty spouse
respondents with a current or upcoming deployment reported needing caregiver respite or support, but 74%
of those respondents did not know where to find such resources. In line with previous research,” 46% of
active-duty spouse respondents with recently deployed or deploying service members reported “access to
mental health care” as a critical need. Of these, 40% were currently receiving care, 16% did not know how
to access it, and 35% reported they do not receive care but would like to. Bureaucratic and logistical barriers
to receiving mental health care are well-documented?® and align with our research: for example, “difficulty
scheduling an appointment” (45%) and “finding child care” (40%) were top reasons for not receiving
care among active-duty spouse respondents who desired it. Other unmet needs center on self-care and
engagement opportunities for family members, such as social activities that include child care, support for
children’s activities, and special needs family members.
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ACTIVE-DUTY SPOUSE RESPONDENTS’ NEEDS DURING CURRENT OR UPCOMING

DEPLOYMENT OR ACTIVATION

Needs During Deployment/Activation Critical Deployment Needs Unmet Deployment Needs
Ranked from highest to lowest reported % of respondents who reported % of those who reported this need
critical deployment need this need during deployment but do not know how to access it
Ability to communicate with spouse 79% 7%

Emergency contact information for the

unit/command 72% gee
Access to medical care 71% 7%

Opportunity to exercise 57% 24%
Access to mental health 46% 16%
Resources for child(ren)’s activities 44% 48%

Social/recreational activities that include

9 o
child care options 38% 65%

Resources for social support 34% 50%
Communication from unit/command 33% 33%
Child care 32% 49%
Assistance with child(ren)’s education 29% 40%
Resources for sports/recreation 24% 49%

After-school care 24% 54%

Employment/job opportunities 22% 39%
Help with yard/house maintenance 21% 58%
Caregiver respite or support 18% 74%
Resources for my education 15% 53%
Financial support 14% 51%

Assistance with special needs child(ren) 14% 53%

Assistance with shopping (curbside pickup,

9 o
someone to shop for me) 10% 35%

Resources for job preparedness 10% 59%

Food support 9% 49%

Transportation assistance 4% 64%

(6}l (>50%) do not know how to access SOME (25%-50%) do not know how to access FEW (<25%) do not know how to access
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The majority of respondents reporting the most common needs (communication, self-care, etc.) also

reported they knew how to access resources to meet them; however, respondents with less common

needs reported higher levels of uncertainty regarding how to access these resources or supports. These

everyday needs — things like “social/recreational activities with child care” and “help with yard/house

maintenance” — are necessary to help families on the homefront thrive, not just survive, while their service

member is deployed. High levels of unmet need in these areas offer a helpful blueprint for supplemental

nonprofit and community-based programs to provide meaningful support to military families during their

service member’s deployment or activation.

IMPLICATIONS

Time away from family remains the top issue for National Guard and Reserve family respondents, and is

RECOMMENDATIONS

A

M
Qi1 CONGRESS

Commission a report regarding child care needs
(including respite care) during deployment, and
assess the extent to which these needs are
being met. The assessment should include the
availability of programs serving families who
have special needs children, and the extent to
which access to child care supports the mental
health of the parental figure on the homefront
and that of the deployed service member.

MILITARY

Simplify communications to family members
leading up to and during deployment to ensure
they are digestible and user-friendly.

Diversify the methods of communication that
commands use when connecting with the
families in their unit. Eighty-one percent of
active-duty spouse respondents prefer receiving
information via email, 45% prefer social media,

and 41% prefer a phone call or text message.*

Provide routine, inclusive, bi-directional
communication (unit to family member and
family member to unit) leading up to, during,
and following a deployment. Examples include:
routine check-ins, virtual office hours, virtual
town halls, etc.

*More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report

second only to “military spouse employment” for active-duty
family respondents. Deployments were the top stressor

for National Guard family (45%) and Reserve family (43%)
respondents, and one of the top for active-duty family
respondents (38%). Further, about two out of every 10
active-duty (18%), National Guard (22%), and Reserve

(17%) family respondents would choose to leave military
service because of too many deployments/activations. It

is important to note that while “time away from family”
encompasses more than deployments — including long work
hours, training or field problems, TDYs, unaccompanied
tours, geo-baching (voluntarily living separately), and more —
deployments are stressors unique to military life. Supporting
families and easing some of the unmet needs could support
retention and recruitment, as well as provide needed

resources to keep families healthy and thriving.

LIMITATIONS

Although the sample includes respondents from all currently-
serving military families, the subsamples of National Guard (n=106)
and Reserve (n=61) family respondents who had experienced

or anticipated deployment or activation were small. Also due to
sample size constraints, we do not separate out National Guard or
Reserve spouses as a separate subsample group for discussion as we

sometimes do for active-duty spouse respondents.

COVID-19-related school and child care closures, as well as limitations
to medical and wellness services that were commonly utilized by
military families, may also have influenced spouses’ reported needs2

and wants during a current or upcoming deployment.



FINDING 4

The overwhelming majority of military family respondents

are registered to vote. Their decisions about where they
registered were influenced by rules/regulations and their
desire to maintain connection to specific communities.

Military families are highly civically engaged. In fact, 89% of active-duty family respondents reported
they were registered to vote, and of those registered, 95% reported an intent to vote in the next national
and/or local elections (as of September-October 2020). This engagement is also evident in veterans,’
who are more likely to vote than their civilian peers, and persists across demographics, such as race
and citizenship; voter registration rates were similar among active-duty family respondents of color and
white, non-Hispanic active-duty family respondents. While only 7%
89% of active-duty family of active-duty service member respondents and 4% of active-duty
respondents reported that they  spouse respondents are U.S. citizens by naturalization, more than 80%
are registered to vote of active-duty family member respondents who are naturalized U.S.
citizens are registered to vote, and more than 90% of those registered
intended to vote in the next national election. On the other hand, fewer than one in 10 active-duty family
member respondents (9%) reported not being registered to vote. Of those who were not registered at the
time of the survey, the most common
reasons were lack of interest in voting Location of Voter Registration
(30%), lack of external efficacy about Active-duty Family Respondents
electoral politics — e.g., do not think
my vote will make a difference (14%) — Home of Record
ineligibility (13%), and lack of knowledge
about the voter registration process — _

Current Duty

Station 33%

e.g., do not know where (12%) or how

(12%) to complete voter registration.

Previous
Service responsibilities are worldwide Residence/ 15%
. - Duty Station
and can take military families away from
the United States, making absentee
Other 1%

voting a necessity for civically-engaged

military families. Prior to the November

2020 elections, roughly 12% of the active-duty force was stationed overseas.? While only 7% of active-
duty family respondents were living overseas at the time of the survey, 94% of those individuals reported

they were registered to vote.
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Military families, protected under legislation such as the Servicemembers Civil Relief Act (SCRA) and

the Military Spouse Residency Relief Act (MSRRA) are unique in their ability to select where they are
registered to vote, often choosing between their or their service member’s state of residency, home of
record, a previous duty station, or current duty station. Active-duty family respondents’ voter registration
decisions were influenced by a number of factors. The most common are bureaucratic in nature, such

as state residency rules and requirements (42%) and the ease or convenience of registering (23%).
Respondents reported feeling their vote will matter more in the state where they are registered (24%),
they want to stay connected to a community at home (22%), or they would like to have a voice in their
current community (20%). Having a voice in the community is an important component of having a sense
of belonging to that community, which, in turn, is associated with many other health and mental health
benefits.® Furthermore, there is evidence of a relationship between voter registration decisions and
respondents’ belonging to their local communities: active-duty family respondents who were registered
to vote at their current duty station also reported significantly higher levels of belonging to the local

community than those who were not registered locally.

While the current level of voter registration amongst military families is high, efforts to provide clear and
easy access to registration materials and timely voting information must be maintained to ensure there are

no voting barriers for any service members or their eligible family members.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1 MILITARY
—

mmn CONGRESS

® Empower active-duty families to make informed decisions

about their voter registration by providing clear and consistent
information about voter registration requirements.*

® Support policies that allow for the continued
use and tracking of absentee ballots for service
members and military spouses voting locally
and absentee.

*More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report

LIMITATIONS

STATES

While there is a very high degree of voter registration among
active-duty family respondents, it is possible that social desirability

bias may have influenced respondents to report higher voter registration
and intent to vote than actually voted.* Military family members may

® Provide clear guidance and answers to frequently be registered to vote in their home of record, their state of residence,
asked questions for active-duty families on state or their current or previous duty station.

® Simplify the voter registration process for
active-duty families.

el el el o GlsErens e, Additionally, about 3% of active-duty spouse respondents were

® Educate civilian personnel and volunteers non-citizens at the time of the survey. Voter registration is only one
supporting local voter registration about indicator of civic engagement and does not capture the full extent
requirements and procedures unique to active- of civic engagement among active-duty family respondents in their
duty families. communities. Mean belonging score, measured by the Blue Star Families

Belonging Scale, for those active-duty family member respondents
registered to vote at their current duty station was 3.05, in comparison
to a mean score of 2.84 for active-duty family respondents 29
registered to vote in another location.



FINDING 5

During COVID-19, National Guard families reported higher rates
of activation and less time to prepare than their active-duty and Reserve

peers. Despite protection by federal labor laws, both National Guard
and Reserve service members reported negative employment consequences
after an activation or mobilization.

The events of 2020 — from the global COVID-19 pandemic to the destructive wildfires in the western
states to civil disturbances across the nation — resulted in the activation of National Guard service
members at historic levels.? As of September-October 2020, when the 2020 MFLS was fielded, over
half of National Guard family respondents (55%) reported they or their service member were deployed or
activated since March 2020, compared to about a quarter of their active-duty family (24%) and Reserve
family respondent peers (27%). National Guard service members are called upon to respond to national
disasters and other crises; however, they often do so on shorter notice than their counterparts in other
components.® In line with this research, a greater percentage (40%) of National Guard family respondents
reported they received less than a month’s notice for their most recent activation, compared to 27%

of Reserve family respondents. Further, a third (30%) of activated National Guard family respondents
reported their activation was extended. Activation is often stressful for a family under normal conditions;
however, extended activations during COVID-19, coupled with virus exposure concerns, school and child
care closures, civil unrest, and other events of 2020, may have intensified the stress of mobilizations in
2020. In fact, the average stress levels for National Guard service members who were activated during

COVID-19 were higher than those who were not.

The overwhelming majority of National Guard (85%) and Reserve (89%) service member respondents
reported they are employed either full- or part-time. Although the Uniformed Services Employment and
Reemployment Rights Act (USERRA)*

protects uniformed service members Negative Employment Consequences of Activation

National Guard and Reserve Service Member Respondents
from retaliation or discrimination in B National Guard M Reserve

14%
12%
11%
8%

Yes, lost my job Yes, lost a promotion Yes, lost training Yes, involuntarily
: d

opportuni d hours/pay

their employment and their right to re-
employment after their service, many

of these respondents reported negative
employment impacts. While most (68% of
National Guard and 58% of Reserve service
member respondents) reported no negative

employment consequences of activation,

nearly a quarter (23%) of National Guard

and a third (34%) of Reserve service

*Have you ever experienced negative employment consequences after returning from
activation/mobilization?
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“| got laid off from my job because | had three consecutive deployments with about 4-6 months interval between

them and had exhausted my five year military leave allowance.” — Army Reserve Service Member

member respondents reported they had faced some sort of negative consequences with their civilian
employer after returning from an activation. Examples of negative consequences included the loss of
a job, promotion, or training opportunities, as well as involuntarily reduced hours and/or pay. Perhaps
consequently, one in five (21%) National Guard and one in four (27%) Reserve service member respondents

reported their military affiliation has prevented them from receiving a promotion in their civilian job.

Increased activations, deployment and training extensions, and potential consequences to civilian
employment as a result of activations has the potential to impact recruitment and retention. Like their
active-duty counterparts, among the top five reasons for leaving military service as cited by National Guard
family respondents were “concerns about the impact of military service on family” (26%), “insufficient time
with family” (22%), and “too many deployments/operational tempo too high” (22%). While most National
Guard and Reserve family respondents reported they would recommend service to a young person, the
percentage who would recommend service has decreased for both groups since 2019 (71% to 63% among
National Guard family respondents, and 75% to 71% among Reserve family respondents). These responses

could indicate a future challenge to recruitment and retention for National Guard and Reserves.

RECOMMENDATIONS

EMPLOYERS MILITARY

® Provide continuous information to National Guard and Reserve

® Learn about employer rights and responsibilities
under the Uniformed Services Employment and members regarding their employment-related rights, and how to
Reemployment Rights Act (USERRA). seek redress if they feel those rights have been violated.

® Signal support of National Guard and Reserve

service member employees by signing the

“Statement of Support”® hosted by the DoD'’s LIMITATIONS
Employer Support of the Guard and Reserve
(ESGR) program. Grouped family respondents (spouses plus service

members) are not evenly split for either the National Guard
1 family or the Reserve family group; spouses comprise over
ﬂ*‘h half of the National Guard family respondent group, and
OIN CONGRESS service members make up over half of the Reserve family
® Commission a report on the civilian employment respondent group. Changes in the likelihood to recommend
ramifications of activation for National Guard military service to a young person from 2019 to 2020
and Reserve members. The report should include were not tested for statistical significance, and may be

an assessment of the extent to which arbitration influenced by differences in the samples from year to year.
clauses in employee contracts undercut USERRA

protections.*

*More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report
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FINDING 6

Throughout the military life cycle, female service member

respondents face greater challenges with balancing military
and family life and report more negative experiences associated
with service than their male counterparts.

Female service members experience active-duty service differently than their male counterparts. To start,

active-duty military family members are less likely to recommend service to their female relatives in the

first place,! and females who join do so for different reasons than their male colleagues.? Moreover, their

experiences, both in uniform and their transition back into civilian life, all follow a somewhat different

trajectory than those of their male colleagues. These differences can be a reinforcing cycle and a barrier

to increasing gender diversity in the armed forces. Overall, the Military Family Lifestyle Survey (MFLS) has

found that female service members and female veteran respondents perceive a poorer command climate,

face greater challenges balancing military and family life, and report more negative service-related

experiences than their male peers.

“There is never adequate coverage of female service members. We need uniforms, child care, and medical care
designed for us ... Also, the height and weight standards for female service members is the largest contributor
to eating disorders and one of the highest to stress and separation.” — Female Marine Service Member

19%
Spouse
of a Veteran

11%

0,

.4/) Adult Child of a

Active-Duty Service Member
Spouse or Veteran

5% 9%

Sibling of a Parent of
Service Member a Service Member
or Veteran or Veteran

Female Veterans’ Multiple Service-Connected Identities

MULTIPLE SERVICE-CONNECTED IDENTITIES

Results from the 2020 MFLS showed that a good
proportion of respondents whose primary identity is

a female veteran (n=545) are also connected to the
military in multiple ways; 19% are also the spouse of
another veteran, 11% are the adult child of another
service member or veteran, and 4% are active-duty
spouses. Aside from those identities, 9% are the parents
of a service member or veteran, and 5% are siblings of

a service member or veteran. For female veterans, the
military is a family tradition. For male respondents whose
primary identity in the survey is a veteran (n=1367), 6%
are the adult child of a service member or veteran, 5%
are parents of a service member or veteran, 4% are a
sibling of a service member, 3% are spouses of another
veteran, and fewer than 1% are active-duty spouses.
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“Senior chief made a comment to other males about me. | tried to report it and

the chief that was responsible for that told me that the senior chief didn’t mean
anything by it and refused to continue with it.” — Female Navy Spouse and Veteran

Despite preliminary evidence of a multi-layered service-related identity, females

are in fact less likely to have military service recommended to them by active-duty
family members. Blue Star Families’ 2018 MFLS found that active-duty service
member respondents were more likely to recommend service to their sons versus
their daughters (51% versus 39%). Moreover, previous Blue Star Families research
suggests that female active-duty service members have different motivations for
joining and may not see the military as a viable long-term career, with female active-
duty service member respondents indicating their top reason for joining the military
was educational benefits (60%), rather than retirement benefits (32%).2 Given the
underlying incentives, it may be unsurprising that only 17% of active-duty service

members are female.*

“I've been denied promotion because | had children. | can’t go to military schools while

pregnant or postpartum. Therefore, I'm put at least 18 months behind my male peers
for EACH CHILD.” — Female Army Service Member

FEMALE SERVICE MEMBERS AT WORK

Once female service member respondents start their military careers, their
experiences differ from those of their male peers. Female active-duty service
member respondents’ perceptions of their unit leadership are less positive than their
male peers. For example, fewer female active-duty service member respondents
agreed they feel a sense of belonging to their unit/command, compared to their
male peers (41% vs. 52%).

While both male and female service member respondents agreed there is gender
discrimination in the military, a greater proportion of female service members agreed
(68% of female vs. 34% of male) that this is the case. A greater proportion of female
active-duty service member respondents than male also reported they experienced
gender-based discrimination in their unit or command (48% vs. 4%), in military-
connected training opportunities (26% vs. 4%), and in promotion or advancement
opportunities (37% vs. 10%). This is consistent with previous reports that female

service members often experience gender-based discrimination and are not promoted

“| didn’t expect to separate, but my unit was unwilling to work with me or my spouse
to accommodate our schedules for the baby we were expecting. | ended up separating

due to pregnancy as a result. | was a high-achieving and high-performing airman, and
my unit did nothing to try to retain me in the service, so separation was a bit
unexpected.” — Female Air Force Veteran, Active-duty Spouse

FEMALE SERVICE
MEMBER MILITARY
LIFE CYCLE

Service member
respondents are less likely
to recommend service to

daughters than sons
(39% vs. 51%; 2018 MFLS).

Female service member
respondents are more
likely to join for education
benefits than retirement
benefits (60% vs. 32%),
indicating they may not
see the military
as a long-term career
(2018 MFLS).

48% of female service
member respondents
have experienced gender
discrimination
in their unit/command.

Female service member
respondents reported
less belonging to the unit
and were less likely to
report their unit has good
communication and
leadership.

13% of female
service member respondents
experienced sexual
harassment in the past year.

37% have experienced
gender discrimination in
promotion or advancement
opportunities;

26% have experienced
it in military-connected
training.
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at the same rates as male service members.> Furthermore, most female active-

duty service member respondents (74%) reported they have experienced gender
discrimination. Fifty-two percent of female active-duty service members stated they
did not report the most recent incident of gender discrimination from a military-
connected setting. Only 47% of female service members who experienced military-

connected gender discrimination recommend service to a young person.

Experiences often extend past discrimination to acts of hostility, such as sexual
harassment and assault, long noted as an issue for female service members.®

The DoD has noted that respectful and healthy workplace climates reduce the risk
of sexual assault and recognizes the need for command leadership in emphasizing
the importance of sexual assault prevention.” Despite efforts to address sexual
harassment and assault,® more than one in 10 (13%) female service member
respondents indicated experiencing sexual harassment within the past year, and
yet very few of female active-duty service member respondents (n=5) reported

the most recent incident of sexual harassment.

FEMALE SERVICE MEMBERS AT HOME

Female service members who choose to partner and build families face increasing
challenges to their military career, as obligations for family and household compete
and are sometimes incompatible with active-duty service. A 2019 DoD report noted
more female service members are in dual-military marriages compared to their

male peers (20% vs. 4%).7 In our survey, 29% of female active-duty service member
respondents are in a dual-military marriage, compared to 4% of male active-duty
respondents who reported the same. Dual-military marriages can be a challenge to
maintain. In fact, two in 10 (19%) female active-duty service member respondents
reported one of the reasons they would leave the military, other than medical or
administrative discharge, would be because “being in a dual-military family is too
difficult,” compared to only 3% of male active-duty service member respondents who
reported the same. While the lack of high-quality child care is a widespread issue that
challenges military and civilian families alike,*® female active-duty service member
respondents are particularly affected by these difficulties with a third (33%) reporting
it is a top concern in military life, compared to only 15% of male service members.
Aside from child care issues, female service member respondents also reported
spending more hours per day on household and child care responsibilities than their
male service member peers (5.5 hours vs. 4.3 hours per day, on average). This is a
weekly difference of 8.4 hours.

Female service member
respondents reported
significantly more hours per
day (5.5 vs. 4.3) spent on
household responsibilities
than their male service
member peers.

Nearly 2 in 10 (19%)
female service member
respondents would leave
the military (other than
for retirement or medical/
administrative discharge)
because “being in a dual-
military family is too
difficult, compared to
3% of their male peers.

Child care is a top issue
for 33% of female service
member respondents,
compared to only 15%
of their male peers.

Female service member
respondents are more
likely to leave the military
before retirement
eligibility than their male
peers. They are also
more likely to cite family-
related reasons (vs. career
opportunities) when
deciding to leave the
service.

Transitioning male service
member respondents
intend to do similar work
after the military at twice
the rate of their female
service member peers
(41% vs. 27%).

34



RETENTION OF FEMALE ACTIVE-DUTY SERVICE MEMBERS

This imbalance of home-life responsibilities, combined with gender discrimination
and possible concerns and experiences of sexual harassment and assault in their
workplace, are reasons female service members are leaving service before retirement
eligibility is reached.'* In the MFLS, there is a greater proportion of female veteran
respondents who left service due to medical or administrative discharge (22%)
compared to their male peers (15%), and a smaller proportion of retired female
veterans (44%), compared to male retired veterans (56%). Additionally, excluding
those who left service due to retirement or medical or administrative discharge,
more male veteran respondents reported leaving service because of work or
education opportunities, such as feeling “more valued and/or able to earn more
money in the private sector” (24%), compared to 12% of female veteran respondents
who said the same. In contrast, female veteran respondents registered a higher
proportion in a cluster of reasons related to challenges in balancing family life with a
military career, such as “concerns about the impact of military service on my family”
(27%), compared to 16% of male veteran respondents. Finally, excluding those who
retired from military service, 4% of veteran respondents said one of the reasons
they left was because of gender-based discriminations, and 7% reported sexual
harassment or assault as a reason. This percentage jumped to one in 10 (10%) for
gender discrimination and 16% for sexual harassment or assault when exclusively

looking at the experiences of female veteran respondents.

IMPLICATIONS

Service experiences are complex, and experiences of gender-based discrimination,
harassment, assault, and general life challenges often occur alongside positive
experiences of meaningful work and camaraderie with peers. Nonetheless, data
from the 2020 MFLS showed that challenges such as gender discrimination

and sexual harassment and assault affect female active-duty service members
disproportionately compared to their male peers. These negative experiences
related to military service can have long-term implications on both retention and
recruitment of females to active-duty service and run counter to DoD efforts

at increasing diversity.'? In contrast, research shows that a positive experience
from reporting an incident leads to decreased emotional distress and a stronger
intention of retention.’®* Additionally, service members take all of these factors into
consideration when recommending service to a younger generation, so reducing
challenges and eliminating discrimination and harassment may be necessary for a

sustainable pipeline of recruiting and retaining a gender diverse military.

Transitioning female service
member respondents
reported less time
to prepare for transition;
46% reported they had
less than a year
or no preparation at all,
compared to 31% of
transitioning male service
member respondents.

16% of female veteran
respondents reported one
of the reasons they left
military service were sexual
harassment or assault, and
10% indicated gender-
based discrimination as
one of the reasons.
24% of female veteran
respondents highlighted
military sexual trauma as
a key challenge in their
transition.

Many female veterans
remain closely tied to the
military as active-duty
spouses; 5% of active-duty
spouse respondents were
also veterans, and 4%
of female veteran
respondents were also
active-duty spouses.

Female veteran
respondents’ top
transitioning challenges
are loss of connection to
military community (59%)
and loss of a sense of
purpose (59%), followed
by navigating the VA
healthcare system (54%)
and finding employment
(52%).

Yet, 69% of female
veteran respondents would

recommend service to
a young person.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

MILITARY

Standardize, expedite, simplify, and
expand the Career Intermission Program
(CIP) application process for service
members who are unable to implement
their Family Care Plan due to an

unexpected extended emergency (such as
virtual schooling during a pandemic).*

Revamp military manpower assumptions
to allow for flexible career timelines and
adaptable personnel policies, including
replacing “up-or-out” requirements

to allow families (especially dual military)
to balance career aspirations with
whole-family success.'*

Work to improve access to affordable,
high-quality child care [see Child Care
Recommendations].

*More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report

A
QI CONGRESS

Implement Fort Hood Independent
Review Committee recommendations
across the Services to alleviate instances
of sexual harrassement, assault, and
gender discrimination.

Require military schools and training
programs to waive their physical fitness
requirements for pregnant and recently
pregnant service members looking

to enroll.

Commission a report on the benefits

of expanding CIP to account for general
family emergencies beyond the failure

to implement a Family Care Plan. (This
report should assess the impact of such an
expansion on individual/family resilience
and Total Family Force readiness.)

LIMITATIONS

The 2020 MFLS oversampled both female active-duty
service members and female veterans. Females make

up 50% of active-duty service member respondents

but only 17% of the military.'®> Similarly, 29% of veteran
respondents identify as female while only 10% of the
overall veteran population is female.*® While not reflective
of the general active-duty and veteran populations, the
robust number of female respondents in those categories
allows us to analyze and report their responses with greater
confidence. Nonetheless, topics such as discrimination are
highly sensitive, and these findings are limited to survey
respondents’ self-reporting of experiences, which
inevitably introduces biases.
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FINDING 7

Despite the increased use of telehealth services,

active-duty families continue to report barriers
to obtaining mental health care.

The COVID-19 pandemic has changed

the way the military health system Active-Duty Service Member Respondents’ Reasons

. . For Not Receiving Care
provides health care to its more than

three million aCtlve'dUty service 16% of active-duty Itis difficult to get time off work

. - . for treat t (42%
members and family recipients.! TRICARE service member or treatment (

respondents (n=80)
would like to receive
allowing greater access to care during care but do not

revised its policy on telehealth services, I have concerns about confidentiality

of treatment (39%)

the pandemic,? and the Defense Health It is difficult to schedule
X an appointment (39%)
Agency (DHA\) pivoted to offer telehealth

appointments to active-duty service

members at military treatment facilities.®
Despite these changes, one-fifth (21%) of

active-duty family respondents reported

they would like to receive mental Active-Duty Spouse Respondents Reasons
health care but do not, indicating that For Not Receiving Care
despite this move to increase telehealth .
21% of active-duty Itis difficult to schedule an
accessibility, there are still obstacles to spouse respondents appointment (45%)
receiving mental health care. The reasons (n=556) would like
. . toreceive care but It is difficult to find child care (40%)

for not receiving care differed between do not
active-duty service member respondents I do not know where

. . to get help (26%)
and active-duty spouse respondents, with .
service member respondents indicating Treatment is not sensitive

. . . to my needs (24%)
more difficulty getting time off work,

concerns about confidentiality, and the
potential to harm their career, while spouse respondents expressed difficulty scheduling appointments,
finding child care, and difficulty knowing where to get help — help that is sensitive to their needs.

Fewer than one in 10 active-duty family respondents (9%) who receive mental health care have
done so through telehealth before COVID-19, though nearly one quarter (23%) indicated receiving
services through telehealth since the pandemic began. Additionally, one in four of all active-duty

family respondents (26%) indicated a preference for receiving mental health care via telehealth over



“I'm a flyer. I'd love to start medication, but | can’t afford the DNIF [Duty Not Involving Flying].

Also, it's impossible to make time for appointments; they increased my clinic’'s workload 5x and simultaneously
cut our manning.” — Active-Duty Service Member

an in-person visit. For many, access to telehealth has been positive, though for others, telehealth is not
a preferable substitute for in-person mental health care. Nearly one-fifth (18%) of active-duty family

respondents who prefer in-person services would like to receive
28% of active-duty family respondents mental health care but do not.

have used telehealth for mental
health services during/since COVID-19 While the majority of active-duty family respondents (61%) do
(up from 9% prior to COVID-19) not need/want mental health care and do not have a current
mental health diagnosis (64%), nearly one-fourth of active-duty
spouse respondents and 16% of active-duty service member respondents indicated having a current
diagnosis for generalized anxiety disorder, a rate that is higher than the overall civilian pre-pandemic
rate of 3%,* though there are important differences between the groups. The higher levels of anxiety

are consistent with civilian reports of increasing anxiety diagnoses amid the COVID-19 pandemic.®

Respondents Who Report a Current Diagnosis

Active-duty Service Member Active-duty Spouse
Respondents Respondents
Generalized anxiety disorder 16% 23%
Major depressive disorder 7% 9%
PTSD 11% 7%
Sleep disorder 15% 6%

THE IMPORTANCE OF SLEEP . .
43% of active-duty service member

Lack of quality sleep has been shown to have respondents report they do not get 2_

both short-term and lasting effects on mentaland  enough sleep to function effectively
physical health.® Despite guidance supporting

the need for sleep among service members’ and common knowledge that fatigue can result in deadly
accidents,® 43% of active-duty service member respondents indicated they did not get enough sleep to
function effectively. Active-duty spouse respondents (37%), veteran respondents (40%), and respondents
who are spouses of veterans (39%) reported the same. Disturbances in sleep may be an early symptom of
an underlying health concern or can co-occur with a mental health disorder.” For active-duty families, it
may also be the result of stressors such as OPTEMPQ.'° Seven in ten (71%) active-duty family respondents
indicated their/their spouse’s OPTEMPO was stressful or very stressful for healthy work/family life. Only
one-third (33%) of those who reported OPTEMPO was stressful or very stressful for healthy work/family life
agreed they got enough sleep to function effectively, compared to 51% of those who said OPTEMPO was
an acceptable level of stress or no stress at all for healthy work/family life.
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SUICIDAL THOUGHTS AMONG MILITARY FAMILIES

Suicide is the tenth leading cause of death in the United States, and the overall suicide rate has been
trending upwards for several decades.!' Despite universal health care providing greater access to
diagnosis and treatment of mental health disorders, the military has also noted increased suicides,
with just under 500 troops dying by suicide in 2019 and a reported 20% increase in suicides during
the first three quarters of 2020.* COVID-19 is thought to be adding increased stress to an already
strained force,* and rates of suicidal ideation during COVID-19 are higher among youth® than other
civilian populations. To meet both existing need and increasing stress levels from the pandemic, timely
access to quality mental health care has been identified as an area of need across the DoD,*¢ yet just
over half (51%) of active-duty family respondents with one or more children under the age of 18

indicated that they were able to access high-quality mental health care for their child.

Respondents Reporting Suicidal Thoughts During Past 12 Months

Active-Duty Service Active-Duty Active-Duty Recently Transitioned
Members Spouses Children* Veterans**
4% 4% 6% 11%

*6% of active-duty family member respondents with children reported that their child had expressed suicidal thoughts
** Separated from service less than 3 years prior to survey fielding
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RECOMMENDATIONS

MILITARY/DHA/VA

A
A
amm

m

Establish a grace period policy, allowing
for the short-term continuation of therapy
service done via telehealth until new care
can be established following a PCS.

Coordinate with states to ensure all
Americans can receive mental health care
through telehealth by addressing broadband
inequity and, where possible, extending
provider licensure across state lines.

Provide co-located hourly child care
at mental health locations and military
treatment facilities.

CONGRESS

Ensure that military dependents are not
being unfairly penalized (relative to their

civilian peers) for utilizing mental health

care, if and when they choose to join the
military.*

Commission a report on the number

of military dependents who have been
denied entry to the military because of
information placed in their medical records
when they were minors.

*More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report

LIMITATIONS

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in increased

need for mental health services throughout the world.*”
Government lockdowns, travel restrictions, extended
deployments, and the Stop Movement Order may all have
been related to the higher levels of anxiety and suicidal
ideation levels reported by respondents. The rate of active-
duty family respondents reporting a current diagnosis

of generalized anxiety disorder exceeds the rate for the
overall civilian population, but several factors can influence
diagnosis in these two groups. The active-duty population
has access to universal health care, potentially increasing
the number of mental health diagnoses, while disorders
may go undiagnosed in the civilian population without
accessible, affordable health care. Conversely, the active-
duty military population differs demographically from

their civilian peers and may be less at risk of mental health
disorders due to socioeconomic status.'® Additionally, the
sample size for respondents reporting suicidal ideation

is very small. Of those surveyed, 130 active-duty family
member respondents and 33 recently transitioned veterans
(veterans who separated from service in the three years
prior to survey fielding) reported suicidal thoughts in the
past year. Finally, because respondents must be 18 years of
age or older to participate in the survey, data on children’s
suicidal ideation is reported by a parent or guardian, which

is subject to bias.'?

Additionally, it was not possible to determine the age

or number of children being referred to by active-duty
family respondents when reporting on children’s suicidal
thoughts.
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FINDING 8

Active-duty families with children with special needs

experience difficulty accessing educational and health care
supporl services, particularly during relocation; these
issues were exacerbated by COVID-19.

Relocation can be disruptive for many active-duty families, but especially for families with children who
have special needs, whether those needs are for special education services or a health- or mental health-
related need. Most active-duty family respondents (80%) have a child 18 years of age or younger at
home, and nearly one-fourth of them have a child with special needs (22%). For these families, frequent
relocation requires repeatedly locating and setting up educational- or health care-related support

services with each PCS.

ISSUES AND CONCERNS

While many active-duty families make choices that balance the needs of their family with their
military lifestyle, these choices can be more complicated for families with a child with special needs.
“Dependent children’s education” is the top military life issue among respondents who have children
with special needs, and “financial issues and stress” is the top stressor they experience in their military
life, compared to families without a child with special needs who ranked “time away from family”

as the top issue and “isolation from family and friends” as the top stressor. Although military family
respondents continue to report that “time away from family” is a top issue, military families with
children who have special needs often voluntarily live apart from their service member (“geobach”)

to provide stability for their children’s education.

In fact, 23% of all active-duty family respondents reported geobaching in the last five years. Among
geobaching families who had a child with a special education plan (Individualized Education Program (IEP)
or 504 Plan), 65% cited their “children’s education” as one of their reasons to geobach. By contrast, half
(49%) of geobaching families with children not enrolled in special education reported children’s education

as one of the reasons for geobaching.

“We have considered moving away from our military member for the sake of finding better education at our
home of record ... | hope that at some point, the DOD listens to members and families and [...] starts moving

bases/posts to locations that can support the mission and the families better to include education for children,
medical support for families, and opportunities for working spouses/partners. COVID has only amplified the
obvious deficit in our current community in these areas.” — Air Force Spouse
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When considering preferences for their next duty station, “education options for children” was a top
factor for all active-duty service member respondents with children under 18 (64%), but for families who
have children with special needs, “support for a family member with special needs” (59%) was also a top
consideration.

When asked to provide preferences on your next duty station, which of the following factors

are/were most important to you and your family?

Active-Duty Service Member Respondents With Active-Duty Service Member Respondents With
Children With Special Needs Children Without Special Needs
Education options for your child(ren) (64%) Education options for your child(ren) (63%)

Move to an area where you would like to

Support for a family member with special needs (59%) retire/separate (47%)
(]

Promotion opportunities for service member (43%) Promotion opportunities for service member (43%)

ACCESS TO EDUCATION SUPPORTS

Access to education support is a vital need for all families who have children with special needs. However,
for active-duty military families, this access can be disrupted or even cease while moving to a new duty
station. Students in K-12 who are struggling in school can obtain formal help with either an Individualized
Education Program (IEP), which is mandated under the Individuals with Disabilities Act, or a 504 Plan,
which is a plan created under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. Despite the fact that the
transferability of IEP and 504 Plans has been a concern of military families for many years, the problem
still persists.?

Retention of Special Educational Services During COVID-19 Closures
Active-Duty Family Respondents with Children Enrolled in Special Education

COVID-19 IMPACTS ON
EDUCATION SUPPORT
While some respondents
noted that COVID-19- 39%
related closures provided an
advantage for families who
could now enroll students
in a new school online after
a move, for many active-

duty families who have

children enrolled in special
education (28%), these

closures complicated an

Retained None M Retained Some M Retained All
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already challenging process of transferring special education services to a new school. These respondents
reported their top challenge when transferring to a new school during COVID-19 was transferring their
IEP and/or 504 Plan. Despite the Interstate Compact on Educational Opportunity for Military Children
having been signed by all 50 states and the District of Columbia, which states that “the receiving State shall
initially provide comparable services to a student with disabilities based on his/her current Individualized
Education Program (IEP),” half of active-duty family respondents with a child enrolled in special education
who PCSed since March 2020 reported they had trouble transferring their child(ren)’'s IEP (51%) or

504 Plan (48%) to their new school. The FY21 NDAA included language to allow service members the
ability to request a continued stay at their current location when there is a “documented substantial risk

of transferring medical care or educational services to a new provider or school at the specific time of
permanent change of station.”* While this provision would not solve the difficulty military families face in
transferring their child(ren)’s IEP, it would allow them to potentially avoid having to do so at inopportune
times. Moreover, the FY21 NDAA allows service members to request a second review of their new
assignment if they believe the gaining location would cause undue hardship on their family.> The move to
virtual education during COVID-19 also impeded necessary in-person evaluations for educational services,

and delayed many families from obtaining an initial IEP and/or 504 Plan for their children.

“We are new to this district and during IEP evaluation, was told that it would be quite a while before my child
could be evaluated for services and my other child needs additional support that we have not been able to get

evaluated for due to lack of in-person services being provided.” — Army Spouse

Even families who did not transition to a new school found COVID-19-related closures curtailed their
child’s support services. Active-duty family respondents with a child receiving educational services
reported their child either could not retain any (39%) or could retain only some (39%) of their existing
educational supports during COVID-19. Less than one-fourth (22%) reported they could retain

all educational supports during COVID-19.

ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE

In addition to educational support, active-duty families who have children with special needs must

have the ability to maintain continuity of health care. While the increased use of telemedicine during
COVID-19 was theorized to increase health care accessibility,” families with children who have special
needs continue to report difficulty obtaining health care, regardless of whether they had a recent PCS.
Of families who relocated during COVID-19, 50% of active-duty family respondents with a child with
special needs disagreed that they were able to get a referral and see a specialist in a reasonable amount
of time, compared to 38% of their peers. One-fourth of active-duty family respondents (24%) stated they
had a family member enrolled in the Exceptional Family Member Program (EFMP), and of those, 74%
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“Services provided from school and private health insurance went from in person to virtual and progress my child

had been making stalled and has declined. She benefits so much more from in person sessions.” — Navy Spouse

were enrolled for their child(ren). While the EFMP intends to ensure access to special health care and

educational needs for families who require them,® EFMP-enrolled families encounter the same challenges

with obtaining appointments after relocation. For active-duty family respondents who had a family

member enrolled in EFMP and had a recent PCS, half (48%) disagreed they were able to get a referral and

see a specialist in a reasonable amount of time after relocating to a new duty station.

RECOMMENDATIONS

SCHOOLS/STATES

e Ensure IEP/504 Plan transferability for
up to six months after a PCS. Current
requirements under the Interstate
Compact are to maintain supports to the
extent possible but do not require a time

frame.?

MILITARY

e Fast-track referrals to chronic health
specialists for EFMP families by not requiring
a Primary Care Manager (PCM) referral for
chronic health conditions.

e Allow special needs/EFMP families enrolled
in TRICARE Prime to make appointments
at their new duty station before they move.

Enable online school enrollment to enhance
the “warm hand-off” between the sending

and receiving districts, and to minimize
disruptions in special education services.*

® Provide special education attorneys
and advocates across all service branches
in densely-populated EFMP locations.

*More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report

 §
ot
N WHITE HOUSE/CONGRESS
® |Instruct State Education Agencies and the U.S.
Department of Education to gather and provide data
on special education disputes involving military children,

using the existing Military Student Identifier.%°

e Establish a committee to advise the Secretaries of Defense
and Education on matters concerning the education of
military children with special needs, and on the model
of the National Advisory Council on Indian Education.

LIMITATIONS

While there is overlap in the groups, not all families with
children who have special needs are enrolled in special
education services, nor are they all enrolled in EFMP. Almost
two-thirds (64%) of children of active-duty family respondents
who are enrolled in EFMP are also in special education. Thirty-
six percent of children of active-duty family respondents are
enrolled in EFMP but are not in special education. Families
with children who have educational supports may not identify
as caring for a child with special needs. References to “families
with children who have special needs,” “families with children
enrolled in special education,” and “EFMP-enrolled families”
are three different, but overlapping groups. The appropriate
reference group is included with each data point in this finding.
Additionally, the term “special needs” includes a range in both
the types and severity of education and medical/health care
needs. Families with different types of special needs may

have different experiences.
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FINDING 9

Mirroring the civilian community, nationwide shifts to virtual,

hybrid, and homeschool education have had secondary effects on
military spouse employment; however, more than half of active-duty
family respondents agreed their oldest child is thriving in school.

Dependent children’s education continues to be a top issue for active-duty military families, but this
year, COVID-19 brought many changes to education across the globe. Active-duty family respondents
were asked to identify the modality and curriculum used by their oldest child for both the 2019/2020
and the 2020/2021 school years. Like their civilian counterparts, active-duty military families saw a
shift in school modality from in-person to virtual education for their children since March 2020. Virtual
education delivery more than tripled from the 2019/2020 school year to the current school year; from

just 15% to more than half (51%) of active-duty military respondents with at least one school-aged child.

Education Delivery Modality for Oldest Child While most military children
Active-Duty Family Respondents with at least One Child in K-12 continue to attend public
Education schools in their local
2019/2020 2020/2021 communities (71%), there
Online/virtual 15% 51% was also an increase in

In-person 3% 8% the percentage of active-
duty family respondents

choosing to homeschool their children, either through a self-selected or a purchased school curriculum.
Only 8% of active-duty family respondents with children eligible for K-12 education reported they
homeschooled their oldest child during the 2019-2020 school year, but this number jumped to 13%
who homeschooled their oldest child in the 2020-2021 school year. These rates are higher than the
general U.S. population before COVID-19, in which only 3% of children were homeschooled.! Although
homeschooling also increased among civilian families as a direct response to COVID-19,> homeschooling
has become a growing practice among military families to offset some of the challenges of military life,
such as relocation and gaps in child(ren)’s education.®*°> Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic seems to
have sparked more families to shift to this education style; 7% of active-duty family respondents whose
oldest child was in public or private school moved their child to homeschooling for the 2020-2021 school
year. A quarter of currently homeschooling active-duty family respondents (26%) indicated they will
homeschool their children until they graduate, but most (63%) intend to transition to traditional school at
some point. While the Interstate Compact provides guidance for military families transitioning from state
to state, it does not include guidance for schools supporting families transitioning from homeschooling.
School administration, educators, and School Liaison Officers (SLOs) should be prepared to support
military families who may be moving from homeschooling to a public school setting.
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“We chose to homeschool our children because the quality of education was inconsistent from state to state.

We will continue to homeschool our children until there is quality education available to them.”
— Air Force Spouse

Despite challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic, active-duty family respondents have a generally favorable
impression of their oldest child’s private, public, or DoDEA school, rating the school as above average
(32%) or excellent (22%), and over half (56%) feel their oldest child is thriving. Since COVID-19, some
military family respondents reported they chose to move their oldest child to a homeschool curriculum;
however, most (85%) active-duty family respondents’ oldest child is enrolled in a public or private school

curriculum in the current school year.

The majority of active-duty family respondents with children attending public or private school (68%)
were offered a choice of delivery method (e.g., virtual, in-person, or hybrid education) for their children’s
2020/2021 school year. While most active-duty family respondents (65%) did not change the education
delivery method for their oldest child from public or private schools, among those who did, over half (54%)
of the respondents did so because they wanted in-person instruction for their children; one-fifth (21%)
reported it was due to a conflict with parent(s’) work schedule, and one-fifth (21%) of respondents were

concerned schools were unsafe because of COVID-19.

IMPACTS BEYOND THE CLASSROOM

In addition to changes in education options for their oldest child, COVID-19 school closures have
added another obstacle for active-duty spouses seeking employment. Of those active-duty spouse
respondents (does not include active-duty spouses who are also active-duty service members) who
were working before the COVID-19 pandemic, one-third (30%) said they stopped working at some
point during COVID-19, and half (49%) reduced hours during COVID-19 because of an inability

to juggle work and child(ren)’s educational support. Further, of those who stopped working during
COVID-19 because of a mixture of competing priorities among child care, children’s education and
health, and work responsibilities, nearly three-fourths (72%) are still unemployed. At the time of our
survey, over a third of active-duty spouse respondents (36%) who are not working stated they were

not working so they could homeschool their child(ren) or supervise virtual schooling.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

A
AR
am

oIm

STATES

Identify and share best practices
(including applicable provisions) from the
Interstate Compact to support families
moving from homeschool to public school.

Collect and share data on prevalence
of homeschooling military families
attempting to transition into the public
school system.

Identify best practices from a virtual
schooling environment and explore
feasibility of maintaining some remote
learning capabilities to better support
military families transitioning out

of a school district in the midst of an
academic term.

CONGRESS

Commission a longitudinal study on
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic
and virtual schooling on military children’s

education and military spouse employment
— comparing long-term outcomes
of military-connected family members

to those of their civilian peers.*

Fully fund the Department of Education’s
Impact Aid grant program and increase
funding provided via DoD Impact Aid

to ensure public schools serving military
children have adequate resources

(i.e., adequate SLOs, military cultural
competency, etc.).

*More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report

LIMITATIONS

This large (n=2,385) sample, while not representative

of the active-duty population as a whole, provides
compelling insight into the impacts of COVID-19 school
closures on military children’s education. Families with
multiple children enrolled in K-12 education may have
different experiences and situations for each child. To
simplify analysis, this sample only includes information
about the family’s oldest K-12 enrolled child. For that
reason, it will not be representative of all military children

of respondents in K-12 education.

The sudden increase in virtual, online, or distance
education, in which the child is learning from home, guided
by a teacher and supervised by an adult, may have blurred
the definition of homeschool for many families.® Active-
duty family respondents whose oldest child is receiving
virtual education via a public or private school may consider
themselves “homeschooling” even if the child’s curriculum
is provided by a public, private, or DoDEA entity because
they are often responsible for the child’s day-to-day
educational tasks, particularly with younger children. The
unintended interchangeability in the terms “homeschooling”
and “online/virtual schooling” may have impacted how
respondents answered related child’s education questions

in this year's MFLS.
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FINDING 10

For military families, finding housing that

fulfills both location and family needs can be
a costly balancing act.

Military families may not always
. . . Top 5 Important Factors Influencing the Housing Choices
have a choice over their duty station of Active-Duty Family Respondents

assignment, but often they are able to

choose whether to live on installation or E [ X ] ‘ﬂ‘

to use their Basic Allowance for Housing

(BAH) to live in the local community. 64% 579%

Most active-duty family respondents Distance Safety of Desirable Pets Allowed BAH Fully
to Base or My Family School District Covers Cost

(64%) live off installation and use their Installation

BAH to rent (27%) or purchase (37%)

housing. BAH is set at 95% of local market value,! leaving military families with 5% of their housing to
cover out-of-pocket, which should range from $70 to $158 per month in 2021.2 Eighty-three percent
of active-duty family respondents who live off-installation, however, reported varying levels of out-of-
pocket monthly housing costs and only 17% reported all of their monthly housing costs are covered by
their BAH. Of those who

reported out-of-pocket Monthly Out-of-Pocket Housing Costs For Active-duty Family Respondents
costs, more than three Seeking "Desirable School District"

Active-duty Family Respondents with Children, Living Off the Installation
quarters (77%) reported y yResp g

the costs exceeded the 17

anticipated range (>=$200).
$70-158 1%
Active-duty families who 7%
live in civilian housing
. 3%
balance different factors . .
when choosing housing and -
W« A L e A L L LY.L @“"
often must make trade-offs. o S\eo B T S T P R
For example, families with
. What amount of your monthly out-of-pocket housing costs, including utilities, are NOT covered by your BAH?
children, who make up the
majority (85%) of active-duty

family respondents, often choose between housing that is affordable within their BAH or housing that is

in a desirable school district for their children. Of those families who listed “desirable school for children”
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“Rent in the area exceeds BAH and doesn'’t allow certain breeds of dogs.” — Air Force Spouse

as one of the important factors in their housing choice, 76% pay more than $200 per month. Desirable
school districts often come with higher housing costs® due to zoning restrictions that ban rentals,

multifamily housing, and smaller homes like those that are used to determine BAH rates.*

Pets are also influential in housing decisions. More than one-third (41%) of active-duty family
respondents indicated the ability to have a pet as a deciding factor in their housing choice. While half of
civilian rental housing allows pets, only 9% allows pets without any restrictions on size or type.> Pet-
friendly housing can also be significantly more expensive,® making it challenging for military families to

find affordable, pet-friendly rental housing.

While housing decisions are unique to individual families as a whole, active-duty family respondents
reported financial stress more often as their out-of-pocket housing costs increased. Families whose
housing expenses are a cost burden may have secondary effects on their ability to maintain other
household financial obligations, further adding to financial stress.”

Financial Stress Generally Increases with Out-of-Pocket Housing Costs

I”

Active-duty Family Respondents Reporting “Some” or “A Great Deal” of Stress

74%

$0(\e o S\QQ g‘f’q 5‘?9q Sb«c’q g‘ﬁg quq &l o g%gq ch’q

S\QQ ’ ‘E{LQQ ’ S%QQ . BD‘QQ ’ (:.f_')QQ ’ Sbg% ’ S/\ [\ %%QQ ’ ‘BQQQ . &

O~

What amount of your monthly out-of-pocket housing costs, including utilities, are NOT covered by your BAH?
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RECOMMENDATIONS

A
mm
OO0 CONGRESS

® Restore BAH to 100% of local area rent.*

e Implement and enforce all 18 provisions
of the Tenant Bill of Rights.

e Commission a report on the costs
associated with, and barriers to, military
pet ownership — including implications
for PCS moves and leasing housing on
or off installation.

*More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report

LIMITATIONS

Our survey was fielded during September-October 2020,
and impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic may have
created additional constraints on the housing market.
Families may have experienced increased out-of-pocket
housing costs due to the Stop Movement Order restricting
PCS moves (e.g., some families were caught with two

housing payments).8

“Distance to the installation” may have different
interpretations, with some families desiring to live farther

from the installation, and others preferring to live closer.

Due to small samples in subgroups, especially junior enlisted
family members, several respondent categories were
grouped together in housing costs analysis. Warrant officer
family respondents were not included in the comparison due
to small sample size. Out-of-pocket housing costs differ for
junior, mid-grade, and senior enlisted service members, but
groups were combined due to small sample sizes in junior
enlisted ranks. Similar differences were seen across the
officer ranks as well.

The maximum expected out-of-pocket housing costs for
2021 is $158, which falls in the middle of the $100-$199
interval. Therefore, respondents who indicated their out-of-
pocket housing costs were $200 or greater were considered

to have excessive out-of-pocket housing costs.
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FINDING 11

Work flexibility, alternative care options, and increasing child

care affordability are active-duty families’ preferred solutions
for addressing child care and schooling concerns.

Child care has been, and continues
Ability to Find Child Care

to be, a top issue for a quarter (24%)
Active-duty Family Respondents with a Child Care Need

of military family respondents.
Further, it is recognized as a
critical issue by the Department of
Defense for all military families.?

The inability to access affordable,

quality child care is a barrier to
military spouse employment, which "l am able to find child care that works for my current situation."

also impacts the financial well-being Yes M Sometimes B No

of military families,®* particularly

during this past year with the impact of COVID-19 on schools and child care centers. Active-duty family
respondents, however, have noted some possible solutions that can help ease some of the barriers to

accessing child care.

Most active-duty family respondents have children under the age of 18 (80%) at home, and among those,
65% need child care at least some of the time. Of those with a need, 23% reported always being able
to find child care that works for their situation;
Ability to Find Child Care by Household Income however, that number falls to 19% for respondents
Active-duty Family Respondents with a Child Care Need . . .
with a special needs child.

= Yes == No

In line with 2019 MFLS findings, child care costs
continue to be a concern. Of those active-duty
family respondents who reported being financially

stressed and have a need for child care, out-of-

15% pocket child care costs are the most commonly
. . o
Less than $25Kto  $51K to $100k/year $101K to $150K/year Greater than reported contributor to financial stress (31/0)'
$50K/year $151K/year Unfortunately, having a higher level of income
does not solve the whole problem. Although
active-duty military family respondents in lower income brackets had greater difficulty accessing child

care, respondents across all income levels reported child care was a need that was often out of their
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“[The Child Development Center] (CDC) closed during [the] base lockdown due to COVID, so my husband
and | were attempting to both work from home with two young children at home. | moved/started geo-baching,

and [the] CDC in [the] new location is not accepting any children, local child care is not up to the same standard
and not open long enough hours.” — Air Force Spouse

grasp. Child care expenses remain a top barrier to spouse employment, with 34% of active-duty spouse
respondents who are not working but need to work stating “child care is too expensive.” Furthermore,
child care accessibility and affordability impacts female active-duty service members to a greater degree
than their male peers. One-third (33%) of female active-duty service members ranked “lack of child care”
among their top five military life issues, compared to only 15% of male active-duty peers. There were also
differences by branch, with a greater proportion of respondents associated with the Navy and Marine

Corps reporting more
Ability to Find Child Care by Branch

Active-duty Family Respondents with a Child Care Need

difficulty accessing child
care, in line with previous

5,6
reports. Air Force 27%

Barriers to child care were
further exacerbated during Army 25%
COVID-19 with the closure

of child care facilities and

Marine Corps 22% 40% 35%
schools, which meant

families with school-aged

) % %
children were unable to Navy 19% 40 37

utilize after school care.

. "I am able to find child care that works for my current situation" (Totals may exceed 100 due to rounding)
Furthermore, a child care

. Yes M Sometimes B No
system that prioritizes
essential workers prevented many, if not most, active-duty families from accessing child care.” Forty-two
percent of active-duty spouse respondents who were working prior to the pandemic reported they had
stopped working at some point during COVID-19, and 49% reported they had reduced their work hours.
Over a quarter (29%) of active-duty spouse respondents who had stopped working since COVID-19
began cited they “did not have child care” as one of the reasons. Lack of child care was also a reason for

37% of spouses who reduced their work hours during COVID-19.

Limited child care access also impacted families with school-aged children. Inability to juggle work and
children’s educational support was a primary reason cited by 30% of those who stopped working and
half (49%) of those who reduced their work hours. Of active-duty family respondents who experienced
challenges with child care during COVID-19 and have children eligible for K-12 education, 16% reported
the inability of the child care facility to support their child(ren)’s virtual school learning as a challenge.
Like their civilian peers,® the COVID-19 pandemic challenged many active-duty spouses’ ability to

balance employment and children.
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“Ability for my active-duty member to reliably be home to assist. This is something technically supported by the

command but is difficult to count on in practice.” — Air Force Spouse

Active-duty family
Preferred Solutions to Alleviate Schooling and Child Care Difficulties

Active-duty Service Member and Spouse Respondents

respondents, however,

noted potential solutions

. for alleviating current
Permission to work remotely
schooling and child care

Financial support to cover additional issues, although solutions

More control over my day-to-day

from active-duty spouse

schedule respondents differed
from service members’
Flexible spending account to pay for .
child care solutions. Amongst the
top proposed solutions
Ability to shift my work hours earlier
or later were work flexibility,
child care ﬂexibility, and
Access to in-home child care . . .
o increasing affordability.
B Active-duty Service Member Respondents [l Active-duty Spouse Respondents Predictable service

member schedules also
made it easier to find child care that would work for the family’s situation. Active-duty family respondents
who agreed their service member’s schedule was predictable had fewer challenges accessing child care
during COVID-19 than those who disagreed (53% versus 36%). Work predictability, flexibility, and child
care affordability would alleviate both service members’ and active-duty spouses’ challenges in balancing

work and family responsibilities.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

A
m
O CONGRESS MILITARY

® Commission a report on the demand for e Implement Dependent Care Flexible Spending
various child care options among military Accounts (DCFSAs) to allow service members to use
families and assess the pros/cons of pre-tax dollars to pay for child care, as recommended
requiring families to first seek care at their by the Military Officers Association of America and
local CDC before being authorized to use the National Military Family Association.
Military Child Care in Your Neighborhood
(MCCYN) fee assistance.*

LIMITATIONS

e Enhance and expand access to fee

assistance programs (e.g., to military

families who wish to enroll their child in While not representative of the active-duty population as

a child care facility that is state licensed a whole, this large sample of active-duty family respondents

even if it is not nationally accredited). who have children under 18 living at home and indicated they

need child care (n=1,950) provides compelling insight into the
impacts of COVID-19 on child care and, in particular, impacts

A of child care challenges for families with children who have
A CONGRESS . . . .
amm special needs as well as possible solutions to help alleviate
xm AND MILITARY )
those challenges. In answer to the prompt “l am able to find
e Enable innovative public-private childcare for my current situation” respondents were able to
partnerships (e.g., commercial leasing select “Yes,” “Sometimes,” “No,” or “Other.” “Other” responses
and/or purchasing child care slots at were excluded from graphs. As a result, the sum of the
local civilian child care providers) as individual response categories does not equal 100%.

recommended by Weber and Grobe.?

e Allow service members flexible work
options such as telework, control over
day-to-day schedules, and the ability
to shift work hours as able.

*More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report
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FINDING 12

Some degree of food insecurity was found in all enlisted ranks,

beyond junior enlisted families, and is intensified in families with

a spouse who needs or wants to work but is not employed.

Food security — the ready availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods® — is essential for good
health. However, 11% of Americans were food insecure at some point during 2019,% and as many as one
in five reported food insecurity six months into the COVID-19 pandemic.® Despite the generally steady
income of military service, 14% of enlisted active-duty family respondents reported food insecurity (low

or very low food security) in the 12 months preceding the

September-October 2020 MFLS fielding. 14% of enlisted active-duty family
respondents reported low or very low
Food insecurity is a complex issue, and low income levels food security in the previous year.

are not the sole risk factor.* While a greater proportion of

junior enlisted (E1-E4) family respondents reported food insecurity (29%), this issue was not limited to

junior enlisted ranks. Lower education level, lack of homeownership, lack of savings/emergency funds,
income changes, poor health status,

Active-duty Enlisted Family Respondents’ and social isolation are all factors that
Food Insecurity Rates

Active-duty enlisted family respondents who reported low or very low food
insecurity during the twelve months preceding survey fielding miIitary spouses are generally more

can influence food security.> While

highly educated than their civilian

Low Food Security*

Households reported reduced quality, 6,7,8 hi
varicty, or desirability counterparts,®’® high unemployment

of food intake. Little or no indication 2019 National Average 6% rates among military spouses,9 child

of reduced food intake. |
care costs, student loans, and high

Very Low Food Security* 9 . .
Households reported multiple 5% Out-of-pocket housmg and relocation

indications of disrupted eating . .
patterns and reduced food intake. 4% costs can contribute to milita ry

Active-duty Enlisted Family Respondents 9%

families’ financial instability.*® This
*Adapted from USDA Economic Research Service A
issue is particularly apparent among
active-duty enlisted spouse respondents who are unemployed but need or want to work; 20% reported
low or very low food security, compared to the 10% among active-duty enlisted spouses who are

working (both full time and part time).

To meet their needs, military families have made use of charitable food assistance; 5% of active-duty
spouses reported using a food pantry in the previous 12 months.** In line with existing data that show the
use of charitable food assistance is higher for active-duty families with a spouse who is unemployed (7%)

or not in the labor force (6%), compared to families with employed spouses (4%),'? the 2020 MFLS also
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shows higher frequencies of food insecurity in active-duty spouse respondents who were not employed
but need or want to work. Military families may turn to charitable food assistance due to concern about the

potential impact to their careers

if they seek assistance through Level of Food Security By Enlisted Rank

Active-duty Enlisted Family Respondents' Food Security Levels by Rank Grouping
their chain of command®® or

@ High/Marginal Food Security

are unaware of existing military @ Low Food Security
resources,* whereas food Very Low Food Security
pantries may be more visible as

they operate on or near every

military base in the U.S.?°

Senior Enlisted
Those who seek assistance, (E8-E9)
however, often do not qualify Mid-Level E(fE";StEe;’)
for federal programs such as

Junior Enlisted
" E1-E4
the Supplemental Nutrition (ELE

Assistance Program (SNAP) due
to their Basic Allowance for
Housing (BAH) being included as
part of their income calculation.®
While 14% of active-duty enlisted family respondents reported some level of food insecurity in the past
year, only 2% of active-duty enlisted family respondents reported utilizing SNAP benefits within the 12
months preceding the 2020 MFLS fielding. BAH allotment is
140/ included as income in SNAP eligibility determination, even if
(o) the service member’s housing allotment is diverted to military

housing and is not included in their paycheck to spend as their
or 1in 7 Active-Duty Enlisted Family Respondents
Reported Low or Very Low Food Security in the
Past 12 Months

family needs.

Food insecurity in active-duty families has short-and long-
term implications on overall mission readiness. Service members who are not able to maintain appropriate
nutrition levels have an increased risk for stress, fatigue, and impaired ability to perform their duties in
the short term, with more serious health complications possible in the long term.?” Financial readiness,
including food security, is a critical component of mission readiness. Service members preoccupied with

financial and food security concerns are less able

10% of enlisted active-duty spouse respondents
who are employed are food insecure (with low

or very low food security), compared to 20% who
are not working but need or want to work.

to focus on mission readiness. Children from
food-insecure households have higher risks of
health and development problems,*® impacting

both the currently-serving family as well as the
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“My wife can barely work, due to people not traveling [due to COVID-19]. Because of that, our finances have

been so much tighter, including food budgets. We don’t qualify for food assistance by the state because they
count the BAH into our income.” — E4 Active-duty Service Member

children who may be potential future service candidates, as new service members are increasingly drawn

from military and veteran families.??

RECOMMENDATIONS

Address child care, housing, and spouse
employment as upstream prevention.

 §
@Il CONGRESS
® Support the inclusion of the Military Family
Basic Needs Allowance provision in the
FY22 NDAA to provide assistance to meet
basic needs for military families living at
or below 130% of the federal poverty line.

Support legislation to exclude Basic
Allowance for Housing (BAH) as counted

income for the determination of eligibility
and benefits for all federal nutrition
assistance programs.*

MILITARY

e Create a Military Family Food Insecurity

Task Force that includes stakeholders
from military service and anti-hunger
organizations to make recommendations
for steps to address this issue.

*More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report

LIMITATIONS

Junior enlisted family respondents to the 2020 MFLS included
active-duty service members and active-duty spouses in

ranks E1-E4 (n=279), while mid-grade enlisted included ranks
E5-E7 (n=1,945), and senior enlisted included E8-E9 (n=361).
The sample of enlisted active-duty family respondents we

are able to include in our food security calculations is 1,757
respondents. Forty-two percent of married women in the U.S.
have a four-year degree or higher,?° while 50% of active-duty
spouses have a four-year degree or higher.?* Forty-six percent
of this sample of enlisted active-duty service member spouses
and 88% of officer active-duty service member spouses have
a four-year degree or higher.

The long-term impacts of COVID-19 on military family food
insecurity are unknown. While some active-duty military
families may have been shielded from some pandemic financial
impacts due to maintaining at least one stable income, the
number of spouses who became unemployed or walked away
from the workforce to manage family obligations may lead

to long-term impacts on family financial security.

The survey was fielded very shortly after the termination of
pandemic unemployment benefits, which may have resulted
in lower levels of reported food insecurity than if the survey
had been fielded even a few weeks later. The social security
tax deferral was enacted at the beginning of survey fielding
and may have impacted respondents’ reporting of food
insecurity as well. The extension of summer food programs??
to allow for all children to receive meals, regardless of
qualification requirements, has likely assisted many families
with food needs that otherwise may not have been met.
Additionally, respondents may have equated receipt of these
meals as having received assistance from a food pantry.
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FINDING 13

Despite military spouse hiring initiatives, military spouses still perceive
employers as reluctant to hire and promote them; they identify work schedule

flexibility, hiring through corporate employers with multiple locations,
and reasonable accommodations from commands for service members
to maintain work-life balance as potential solutions.

Spouse employment has been identified as one of the top concerns for active-duty families since the
inception of the Blue Star Families annual Military Family Lifestyle Survey (aMFLS) in 2009. Challenges
to military spouse employment remain the top contributor to financial stress for military families, and
COVID-19 impacts, including limited child care availability, school closures, and the shift to hybrid/
online learning, have further exacerbated existing employment barriers. This year, more than half (52%)
of active-duty spouse respondents and a third (31%) of active-duty service member respondents listed

military spouse employment as a top issue they are concerned about.

While nearly half of active-duty military spouse respondents are employed either full-time (30%) or
part-time (17%), 35% reported they are not employed but need or want employment. Despite multiple
efforts over the past decade, the current unemployment rate of our military spouse respondents is
nearly seven times the rate of similar civilian peers (20% vs. 3%)! and has not appreciably improved
since 2012.2% While active-duty spouse respondents of color are employed (both full-time and part-
time) at similar rates as their white, non-Hispanic peers (46% vs. 47%, respectively), a higher proportion
of respondents of color who are not employed reported they need or want paid employment. Forty-
three percent of spouses of color reported they are not working but need or want paid employment,
compared to 32% of white, non-Hispanic spouses. Further, the unemployment rate for spouse
respondents of color (27%) is much higher than that of white, non-Hispanic respondents (17%). These
trends align with the DoD research

Top 5 Reasons for Not Working

Active-duty Spouse Respondents Who Need or Want to Work finding that military spouses of color are
| homeschool/supervise virtual education for my child(ren) 35% unemployed at significantly higher rates

than their white peers.*
Child care is too expensive 34%

My service member’s daily work schedule is too unpredictable 33% Active-duty spouse respondents
My service member’s daily work schedule is too long, making 30% who are not in the labor force most
it too difficult for me to balance work and home demands ° often reported they are not working
. because of the difficulty of balancing
| am recovering from a PCS move 22%
household and work obligations, such as
homeschooling or supervising children’s education (35%), or that their service member’s day-to-day work
schedule is too unpredictable (33%) or too long to balance work and home demands (30%). An additional

but related barrier is the cost of child care (34%), which may quickly overwhelm a spouse’s take-home
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pay, particularly if they are underemployed, resulting in a situation in which active-duty spouses can’t
afford to work. The lack of affordable, available child care is not new nor unique to active-duty families,’
but it is exacerbated by families’ frequent relocation, which may disrupt both the spouse’s employment
and existing child care arrangements. Active-duty families’ relocation and separation from extended family
and friends may also remove the option for active-duty families to depend on relatives for care, as 26%

of civilian families with children ages 3-5 in non-parental care do.® Child care costs have been consistently

cited as a barrier to spouse employment since the initial Military Family Lifestyle Survey.”

Spouses who seek work often perceive reluctance from employers. More than half of active-duty
spouse respondents (51%) agreed their military affiliation prevented them from receiving a promotion at
some point in their career, compared to only 16% of veterans (excluding veterans who were also active-
duty-spouses). Active-duty spouse respondents were the least likely to disclose their military affiliation
in an interview compared to other respondent groups; 23% of spouse respondents were “not at all
likely” to disclose their affiliation, compared to 3% of veteran respondents. In an open-ended question,
half of spouse respondents who had disclosed their military affiliation in an interview reported the

employer expressed concerns about their ability to stay at the position long-term.

“l was explicitly told (when | was told that | had been passed over) that ‘we see a future for you here, but not

until you know for sure if you will stay in the area for more than a year. Come back when your husband leaves
the service.” — Army Spouse

While most employed spouse respondents reported being satisfied with their work, fewer than half
(42%) are satisfied with their ability to advance their vocational goals in their current role. Employed
military spouses may be gaining financially from their employment, but they may be missing other
benefits often associated with employment, such as a sense of purpose and well-being.? Furthermore,
two-thirds of employed active-duty spouse respondents (67%) reported they are underemployed in

some way, indicating their current employment does not match their desires, education, or experience.

EMPLOYMENT AND PERMANENT CHANGE OF STATION (PCS)

High mobility due to frequent moves has been a well-documented barrier to employment for active-duty
spouses.”® The unemployment rate rises for respondents who recently experienced a PCS, compared to
those who have not (31% vs. 16%), and only 18% of active-duty spouse respondents reported they were
able to retain their employment through a PCS move. Relocation is such a barrier to employment that
many families choose to live apart rather than follow their service member to a new duty station. Nearly a
guarter (23%) of active-duty family respondents had chosen to geo-bach (or live separately voluntarily) in
the last five years, and among those who did, the most common reason given was for the civilian spouse’s
career (41%). Overall, spouse employment opportunities weigh heavily in families’ decision-making

regarding duty station preferences and considering whether to leave military service. Nearly half (42%)
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of all active-duty service member respondents
42% of all active-duty service members reported “spouse

) ) ) career opportunities” are a factor in their preferences for
important factor in their preferences for a new duty a new duty station; 18% reported “spouse employment

station, and nearly one in five (18%) active-duty concerns” as a reason they would leave military service

reported spouse career opportunities are an

service member respondents reported civilian spouse

employment concerns as one of the prime reasons for potentially choosing to leave military service.

IMPACTS OF COVID-19

COVID-19 severely impacted active-duty spouse respondents’ ability to work and retain employment.
Since March 2020, 42% of military spouse respondents who had been working prior to the pandemic
reported they had stopped working at some point during it, with layoffs and furloughs as the top reported
cause. Most (68%) of those who stopped work remained unemployed as of survey fielding (September—
October 2020). The primary reasons cited for loss of jobs and reduction of work hours among active-
duty spouse respondents after March 2020 included fear of COVID-19 exposure for themselves or their
children, layoffs or furloughs, difficulty juggling work and children’s educational supports, lack of child care

options, and employers who were unwilling or unable to support flexible work options or remote work.

Furthermore, the impact of COVID-19 on employment may be disproportionately experienced by those in
a lower income bracket. Our preliminary finding showed that, like their civilian peers, a higher proportion
of active-duty military spouse respondents with an income of $29,000 or less in 2019 had to reduce their
work hours (51%) or stop working altogether (42%) during COVID-19, compared to those who earned
more than $29,000 in 2019. Moreover, 71% of those respondents earning less than $29,000 who had

stopped working after March 2020 continued to be unemployed during the time of our survey fielding.

These exploratory results on the pandemic’s impact on the employment status of active-duty spouse
respondents are troubling as current civilian research shows that low employment wages, paired with
expensive or unavailable child care, keep female spouses out of the labor force, as the costs of child care

or supervising virtual schooling for children exceed their wages.™

SOLUTIONS

While COVID-19 brought challenges, it has shown many employers the possibility of allowing employees
to telework, work remotely, or use flexible work hours to help care for their families.*> When asked about
what best helped active-duty spouses manage child care and virtual education issues during COVID-19,
the top two responses were remote work and altering their work hours. These shifts have provided a silver
lining for military spouses who would like to retain employment through a PCS. Spouse respondents who
were able to retain employment with the same employer through a PCS most commonly cited the ability

to work remotely/telework and/or transfer within the same company to another location as key.

Commands also have an opportunity to alleviate another barrier to spouse employment, which was first

identified in the 2019 MFLS: service member’s day-to-day job demands.*® Sixty-eight percent of employed



“My job at the time that we got orders would not support a remote work situation so my manager supported

my application to other departments that were remote friendly.” — Air Force Spouse

active-duty spouse respondents with children at home who felt capable of managing competing home and
work demands over the next six months also agreed their service member’s command makes "reasonable
accommodations” for the service member to manage household obligations. While these solutions will

not eliminate all of the barriers to spouse employment or address underemployment, they may help move

the needle.
RECOMMENDATIONS
A
o
M
MILITARY MmN CONGRESS
Encourage commands to support reasonable ® Commission a report on employment discrimination against military
accommodations for service members who need spouses as a result of their military affiliation.*

to manage home or family obligations.

Support a fixed period of federal student loan deferment for military

Explore opportunities for reducing the number spouses who leave a job to relocate due to military orders.

of PCS relocations, especially for short duration

. . . . . Support incentives for employers to make retirement savings plans
assignments (e.g., satellite locations at high density

accessible and portable for military spouses.
installations'* and/or remote learning options for 2 e

certain Professional Mllltary Education COUFSGS). *More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report

Continue and expand efforts, such as the Army

. . LIMITATIONS
Marketplace, to provide families more control
over when and where they relocate.

sl imeraie e o oo niliEm The unemployment rate is the percentage of active-duty spouses

child care capacity (e.g., increase and expand who reported they want or need paid employment and have actively
the Military Child Care in Your Neighborhood sought employment in the last four weeks at the time of our survey
(MCCYN) fee assistance program, invest in public- fielding (September-October 2020). The unemployment rate of active-
private partnerships such as commercial leasing duty spouse respondents (20%) is based on data from the 2020 MFLS,

and purchasing “slots” at local providers, and and the comparison unemployment rate (3%) of similar civilian peers

IEEEECCIRIBE! C G187 in the same time frame (September 2020) included a population of

married women between 18 and 45 years of age with children and a
— four-year degree or higher.!> Other organizations with an employment

N~ EMPLOYERS focus, such as Hiring Our Heroes, have found unemployment rates as

high as 30% among active-duty military spouses.*¢

Take steps to ensure military spouses are

not inadvertently screened out during the hiring For our analysis, being “underemployed” is operationalized as a
process due to a lack of understanding of military respondent reporting at least one type of underemployment situation,
life issues (e.g., educate hiring managers on such as working fewer hours than desired, overqualification for current

how to read a military spouse resume, ensure position, lower pay level than a previous position, or lower pay level

reening algorithm n nalize militar
screening algorithms do not penalize tary than work experience or education would indicate. Underemployment
spouses for frequent job moves, etc.).
statistics, therefore, are subject to self-reporting bias. Nonetheless, this
2RI ERPRfles i r I ety sloniig concept helps illustrate the mismatch between military spouses’ desire
for shifting hours or remote work when possible. ) . . )
for challenging, meaningful employment that reflects their education

and experiences, and many of their employment realities. 65
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MILITARY LEADERS

Conduct routine exit interviews to understand service members’ motivations for leaving

the military; assess this data to determine reasons for leaving among underrepresented
communities. [Finding 1]

Discrimination at the unit and installation level negatively impacts the military’s readiness, recruitment,
and retention. As reported in Finding 1, experiences of discrimination and harassment weigh more
heavily on active-duty service member respondents from underrepresented groups, as they consider

leaving active-duty service due to:

Gender-based discrimination:

® Female active-duty service member respondents reported they experienced gender-based
discrimination in their unit or command (48%), in military-connected training opportunities

(26%), and in promotion or advancement opportunities (37%).*

® Other than military retirement or medical/administrative discharge, 12% of female active-duty
service member respondents indicated gender discrimination was one of the primary reasons
why they would leave the military (compared to 1% of their male peers), and 8% indicated sexual

harassment/assault was a reason (compared to 1% of their male peers).

® Excluding those who left due to retirement,
1 in 10 female veteran respondents (10%)
reported leaving military service due to gender-
based discrimination (compared to fewer than

1% of their male peers).

Racial discrimination:

® Active-duty service member respondents
of color reported they have experienced racial
discrimination in their unit/command (26%), on

the base/installation (19%), and in promotion/

career advancement opportunities (21%).

® Other than military retirement or medical/administrative discharge, 10% of all active-duty service
member respondents of color would consider “racial discrimination” as one of the primary reasons for

choosing to leave military service.*

*Statistic not reported in Finding 1 documentation 67



® Excluding those who left due to retirement, 8% of veteran respondents from communities of color
cited racial discrimination as a reason they left the service; the number rises to nearly one in five (18%)

for Black veteran respondents.

Sexual orientation-based discrimination:

® While only 4% of active-duty service member respondents in this sample identified as LGBTQ+, more
than one-third (37%) of all active-duty service member respondents agreed there is sexual orientation-

based discrimination against LGBTQ+ people in the military.

The DoD Board on Diversity and Inclusion “believe[s] [that] diversity is the key to innovation,” and that
“inclusion is imperative for cohesive teamwork.”* Moreover, its report argues it is critical “that the military
across all grades reflects and is inclusive of the American people it has sworn to protect and defend.”?

For these reasons, the departure of service members from underrepresented communities due to
discrimination/harassment undermines DoD'’s strategic efforts to increase diversity and inclusion within
the ranks. By conducting routine exit interviews, the services can gain a better understanding of the
extent to which racism, sexism, and discrimination influence service members’ decision to leave service

and take Department-wide action to prevent it.

Expand broadening assighment opportunities to include increased civilian leadership

training for a larger percentage of mid-career service members. [Finding 2]

The DoD defines career broadening as “the purposeful expansion of an individual’s capabilities and
understanding provided through planned opportunities internal and external to the Department of

Defense throughout their career.”® According to the U.S. Army:

Broadening is accomplished across an officer’s full career through experiences

and/or education in different organizational cultures and environments. The intent for
broadening is to develop an officer’s capability to see, work, learn and contribute outside
each one’s own perspective or individual level of understanding for the betterment

of both the individual officer and the institution.*

Data from this year’s survey indicates that service members who reported good communication,
leadership, and flexibility in their unit also reported a greater sense of belonging to their unit or
command, which, in turn, could impact military recruitment, readiness, and retention. Yet, as reported
in Finding 2, fewer than half (46%) of active-duty service member respondents agreed that they felt a

68



sense of belonging to their
unit/command. In contrast, 92%
of civilian adults felt they belong
within their current workplace.®
Providing mid-career service
members with broadening
assignments targeted towards
civilian leadership training

might prove to be an effective
strategy for improving command
communication, leadership,

and flexibility.

The military has experimented

-

with broadening assignments in

the civilian workforce as part of its Training with Industry (TWI) program (DOD Instruction 1322.06). TWI
is a one-year work experience training program designed to take mid-level officers and non-commissioned
officers from specific military occupational specialties (predominantly acquisition and logistics fields) out
of the military environment and expose them to the latest commercial business practices, organizational
structures and cultures, technology development processes, and corporate management techniques.®
Dozens of companies partner with the services as part of the TWI program, including Amazon, Raytheon,
FedEx, Honeywell, Microsoft, Deloitte, IBM, and Samsung.” Each branch of the military, with the exception
of the United States Marine Corps (USMC), participates in the TWI program; however, the number of

annual participants, types of assignments, and training requirements vary by service.®

An evaluation of the Navy’s TWI program in 2017 by Melissa Flynn and Amphay Souksavatdy at the
Naval Postgraduate School found the return on investment (ROI) of the Navy’s program (net benefit of
the program divided by the program costs) was 88%. According to the authors: “Additional intangible
benefits obtained include meeting capability gaps, meeting Naval Supply Systems Command’s objectives,
and increasing the professional value of the Supply Corps officers.”” Given the apparent success of the
TWI program across the services, Blue Star Families recommends that similar broadening assignments

be made available to mid-level officers and non-commissioned officers in all services and military

occupational specialties.
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Diversify the methods of communication that commands use when connecting with the

families in their unit. [Finding 3]

Communication from the military unit was also an important issue for military-connected family
respondents who experienced deployment or activation from March to October 2020, or who
anticipated an upcoming deployment within nine months. Indeed, communication was one of the top
reported needs among active-duty spouse respondents — with 79% saying the ability to communicate
with a spouse is a top need, and 72% saying emergency contact information for their command/unit
is a top need. Moreover, while more than a third (37%) of active-duty spouse respondents indicated
their service member’s unit or command “communicates well,” only 33% agreed their command

“communicates well during deployment.”

Effective communication requires not only the ability to routinely, succinctly, and clearly convey
information, but also an understanding of the most effective vehicle for sharing that information. In
this year’s survey, 81% of active-duty spouse respondents shared they prefer receiving information via

email, 45% prefer social media, and 41% prefer a phone call or text message.

Unit/command leadership should be cognizant of these media preferences and diversify how they

communicate with family members, particularly during deployment.

Empower active-duty families to make informed decisions about their voter registration

by providing clear and consistent information about voter registration requirements.
[Finding 4]

In 49 states, an eligible citizen must be registered to vote.'® However, voter registration requirements
and deadlines vary by state. In some states, you can register to vote online; in others, you must do so
via mail or at an authorized voter registration center. A few states provide automatic voter registration
— wherein individuals are automatically registered to vote at their state DMV unless they “opt-out.”!
Some states permit voters to register up to and on Election Day, while others have voter registration
deadlines weeks ahead of an election. Finally, some states prohibit individuals with a felony conviction

from voting, while others do not.
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As reported in Finding 4, active-duty family respondents’ voter
registration decisions were influenced by a number of factors — the
most common being state residency rules and requirements (42%),

and the ease or convenience of registering (23%). While the current
level of voter registration among military families is high, approximately
one in 10 (9%) active-duty family member respondents reported not
being registered to vote at the time of the survey. Of those who were
not registered, one of the most common reasons involved a lack of
knowledge regarding the voter registration process: 12% of active-duty
family respondents who were not registered to vote at the time of the
survey reported not knowing where to register, and 12% reported not
knowing how to complete the voter registration process. Therefore,

Blue Star Families recommend that military leaders provide clear and

easy access to registration materials and timely voting information for
all service members and their families. Examples might include adding voter registration materials to
welcome packets, incorporating links to local registration instructions on websites and social media

platforms, and sending out reminders regarding upcoming deadlines.

Standardize and expand the Career Intermission Program (CIP), while simplifying and
expediting the CIP application process, for service members who are unable to implement

their family care plans due to an unexpected extended emergency (such as virtual
schooling during a pandemic). [Finding 6]

The Career Intermission Program (CIP) allows service members the ability to transfer out of the active
component and into the Individual Ready Reserve for up to three years while retaining full health

care coverage and base privileges. Currently, the services require members to apply for CIP six to 12
months in advance of their projected rotation date (PRD) or “soft” end of active obligated service.'?
This lengthy application timeline makes CIP an unworkable option for service members who might
otherwise wish to use the program to take a temporary sabbatical in order to tend to their dependents’
care during the pandemic or in response to a family emergency. Furthermore, CIP application timelines
and accessibility vary by service. The Army, for example, limits the program to 20 officers and 20

enlisted members per calendar year.'® No such CIP quotas exist in other services.
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Pandemic-related social distancing requirements, travel restrictions, and exposure concerns for extended
family members rendered many service members’ family care plans inoperable.** According to a COVID-19
Military Support Initiative (CMSI) Pain Points Poll, 6% of active-duty family respondents with child care
needs reported they were unable to implement their command-approved family care plan.* This figure is
worrisome, because, according to Section 4(c) of Department of Defense
Instruction Number 1342.19, “service members who fail to produce a
family care plan may be subject to disciplinary or administrative action

that may result in separation from the Service."*¢

. The lack of available dependent care seems to be disproportionately
impacting female service members, 20% of whom are in a dual
military marriage.!” According to a CMSI Pain Points Poll, while a small

proportion of female service member respondents reported their work

had not been impacted by the pandemic, a greater proportion reported
the following: They had reduced work hours because of school closures or a lack of child care; their
work quality had declined because they were caring for children while working; and they had shifted
work hours later or earlier in the day due to a lack of child care.*® Moreover, in this year's MFLS a higher
proportion of female veteran respondents (27%) compared to male veteran respondents (16%) selected
a cluster of reasons for leaving the military related to challenges in balancing family life with a military
career, such as “concerns about the impact of military service on my family.” Similarly, a third (33%) of
female service member respondents in this year’s survey reported lack of child care is a top concern in

military life — compared to only 15% of their male colleagues.

The lack of dependent care might influence female service members’ decision to leave the service. Prior
to the pandemic, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) reported women were 28% more likely to
separate from service than men — often for issues related to dependent care.'? This year’s survey found
that two in 10 (19%) female active-duty service member respondents said that one of the reasons they
would leave the military, other than medical or administrative discharge, would be because “being in a
dual-military family is too difficult,” compared to only 3% of male active-duty service member respondents
who reported the same. Therefore, Blue Star Families recommend that the CIP application process be
standardized, expedited, simplified, and expanded for service members who are unable to implement
their family care plans due to an unexpected extended emergency. Service members might then choose
to enroll in CIP rather than leave the service all together. Such action might thereby reinforce service
member retention, especially among female service members. Participation in CIP, however, must not
negatively impact a service member’s opportunity for promotion, and any additional certifications or work

conducted while on intermission should be considered professional development.
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Commiission a report on the civilian employment ramifications of activation for
National Guard and Reserve members. The report should include an assessment of the

extent to which arbitration clauses in employee contracts undercut USERRA protections.
[Finding 5]

Under section 4311(a) of the Uniformed Services Employment and Reemployment Rights Act (USERRA)
of 1984, it is unlawful for an employer to deny a person initial employment, reemployment, retention

in employment, promotion, or any benefit of employment on the basis of that person’s membership in

a uniformed service or performance of their obligated service.?° Yet, as reported in Finding 5, nearly a
quarter (23%) of National Guard and one-third (34%) of Reserve service member respondents to this
year's survey reported they had faced negative consequences with their civilian employer after returning
from an activation. Examples of negative consequences included the loss of a job, promotion, or training
opportunities, as well as involuntary reduced hours and/or pay. Therefore, Blue Star Families recommends
that Congress commissions a report on civilian employment retaliation/discrimination against National

Guard and Reserve members as a consequence of their activation.

It is possible that employers are not being held
accountable for USERRA violations because National
Guard and Reserve members are failing to report
such violations; failure to report might indicate a

lack of knowledge on the part of the National Guard
and Reserve members regarding their rights under
USERRA, and future research should explore this
possibility. Alternatively, it is possible that mandatory
arbitration clauses in employee contracts are
undercutting USERRA protections. An arbitration

clause in an employment contract can force National

Guard and Reserve members to forgo their right
to prosecute a USERRA violation in court in favor of an arbitration. While arbitrators are supposed to
adjudicate cases impartially, there is no remedy if an arbitrator misapplies USERRA, because their decisions
can only be appealed in a very narrow set of circumstances.?* Unfortunately, mandatory arbitration clauses
have become all too common in modern-day employment contracts.?? As such, these binding arbitration

agreements might be undercutting USERRA protections.
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Ensure that military dependents are not unfairly penalized (relative to their civilian peers)

for utilizing mental health care, if and when they choose to join the military. [Finding 7]

A primary barrier to seeking mental health care for military families is concern over the confidentiality of
treatment.?® It was the second most commonly-cited barrier by active-duty service member respondents
who would like mental health care but don't currently receive it, as reported in Finding 7. Yet, military

children’s mental health records, for those who sought mental health care in military treatment facilities,

are available to the Army, Navy, and Air Force if those individuals choose to join the service as adults.?*

In 2018, Military Times reported that a number of military dependents were being dismissed from basic
training because of various notations in their minor dependent records.?> Under existing service policies,
military children’s pre-existing “military dependent” medical records are merged with their nascent
“military service” medical records.? Therefore, it is possible the merging of dependent and military service
medical records could deter military families from seeking mental health care for their dependents if the
dependent has expressed interest in future military service.

As a result, Blue Star Families recommends that Congress takes proactive steps to prevent military
dependents who seek to join the service from being penalized for utilizing mental health care (e.g., by
instructing commanders to give liberal consideration to children raised in military families when deciding

whether or not to grant waivers allowing them to join the military despite prior mental health conditions).?’

Commiission a longitudinal study on the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and virtual
schooling military children’s education and military spouse employment — comparing

long-term outcomes of military-connected family members to those of their civilian
peers. [Finding 9]

COVID-19 has had a ubiquitous effect on children’s education and employment outcomes throughout
the United States. However, it is likely to have longer-lasting effects on military families, who were already
experiencing routine disruptions to their children’s education and their civilian spouse’s employment pre-
pandemic.

The average military child moves three times as often as their civilian peers,?® and dependent children’s

education was one of the top five issues for active-duty military families pre-pandemic.?” Multiple
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moves have been associated with educational consequences, such as gaps in learning and difficulty
transferring credits and meeting graduation requirements — which might entail repeating classes. The
COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated these transition-related challenges by forcing schools to switch
to virtual learning. As reported in Finding 9, virtual education delivery among active-duty families more
than tripled from the 2019/2020 school year to the 2020/2021 school
year—from just 15% to more than half (51%) of active-duty family
respondents with at least one school-aged child. Some are concerned
that the rapid shift to virtual learning has produced emergent learning

gaps.°

Homeschooling was a popular practice among active-duty families
pre-pandemic, as it enabled them to offset some of the challenges
endemic to the military lifestyle, e.g., relocation and gaps in child(ren)’s
education. As reported in Finding 9, the COVID-19 pandemic seems

- to have sparked new families to shift to this education style; 7%

of active-duty family respondents whose oldest child was in public or private school moved their

child to homeschooling for the 2020-2021 school year. While a quarter of currently homeschooling
active-duty family respondents (26%) indicated they intended to homeschool their children until

they graduate, most (63%) intended to transition to traditional school at some point. The Interstate
Compact on Educational Opportunity for Military Children, which aims to support military families

as they negotiate school transition challenges, does not include guidance for schools supporting
military families transitioning from homeschooling to public school. As such, it is possible that military
children who are currently being homeschooled, but who plan to return to traditional schooling, might
suffer from adverse educational impacts. Therefore, Blue Star Families recommends that Congress
commissions a longitudinal study to evaluate the effects of the pandemic on the long-term educational

outcomes of military children, relative to their civilian peers.

COVID-19 has also severely impacted active-duty spouse respondents’ ability to work and retain
employment. Since March 2020, 42% of military spouse respondents who had been working prior to

the pandemic reported they had stopped working at some point during it, with layoffs and furloughs as
the top reported cause. Most (68%) of those who stopped working remained unemployed as of survey
fielding (September-October 2020). As stated in Finding 13, the unemployment rate of military spouse
respondents is nearly seven times the rate of similar civilian peers (20% vs. 3%).3! For that reason, it is
critical that any longitudinal study of the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on military families includes

an evaluation of military spouse employment outcomes, relative to the civilian workforce.
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Restore BAH to 100% of local area rent. [Finding 10]

Starting in 2015, the Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH) was incrementally reduced to 95% of local
area rent,*? making it a matter of policy for military families to pay out-of-pocket for quality housing,
though they rarely have full control over where they are stationed or when they move. As reported in
Finding 10, 83% of active-duty family respondents who live off-installation reported varying levels of
out-of-pocket monthly housing costs. Of those who reported out-of-pocket costs, more than three-
fourths (77%) reported the costs exceeded the DoD’s anticipated range for out-of-pocket costs ($70
to $158 per month).2® By contrast, only 17% of respondents reported all of their monthly housing
costs are covered by their BAH. It is worth noting that of those families who listed “desirable school
for children” as one of the important factors in their housing choice, 76% reported paying more than
$200 per month in out-of-pocket
housing expenses. This figure is

in line with research findings that
desirable school districts often
come with higher housing costs®*
due to zoning restrictions that ban
rentals, multifamily housing, and
smaller homes like those used to

determine BAH rates.®>

In Blue Star Families’ 2019 Military
Family Lifestyle Survey, 63% of
active-duty family respondents

reported they had “some stress”

or “a great deal of stress” about
their financial situation, and of those financially stressed families, the second most commonly reported
contributor to financial stress was out-of-pocket housing costs. In this year’s survey, active-duty family
respondents reported financial stress more often as their out-of-pocket housing costs increased. As Rep.
Susan Davis (D-CA-53) once said: “The military pay system is not designed for junior enlisted members
with families in high-cost areas.”*¢ Therefore, Blue Star Families recommends that Congress restores BAH
to 100% of local area rent.
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Commiission a report on the demand for various child care options among military
families and assess the pros/cons of requiring families to first seek care at their local child

development center (CDC) before being authorized to use Military Child Care in Your
Neighborhood (MCCYN) fee assistance. [Finding 11]

According to the DoD, 37.8% of military children are five years old or younger.®” The DoD recognizes
that child care is a “workforce issue that directly impacts the efficiency, readiness, retention, and lethality
of the Total Force,” which is one of the reasons it is the largest employer-sponsored child care provider in
the United States.®® Despite that, challenges obtaining affordable child care in a timely manner continue

to have cascading impacts on the readiness, retention, and well-being of military families.

For example, the lack of affordable child care serves as a major barrier

to military spouse employment. In this year’s survey, 34% of active-duty
spouse respondents who are not working but need to work reported
“child care is too expensive.” This finding concurs with the 2019 Survey of
Active Duty Spouses, which found that the second most commonly cited
reason among active-duty spouses for not seeking employment was “child
care is too costly.”®? While Blue Star Families’ data shows that child care
affordability was a larger barrier to employment than availability before the
pandemic,*® COVID-19 exacerbated both. Reports by Child Care Aware of
; America,** the National Association for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC),*? and the Center for American Progress (CAP)* all indicate that
the national child care capacity has drastically declined; as of July 2020,

35% of child care centers remained closed.*

DoD policies might likewise be hampering military families’ access to

affordable child care. Under existing regulations, military families must first
seek child care at their local on-post child development center (CDC) before being authorized to use
Military Child Care in Your Neighborhood (MCCYN) fee assistance.*>#64748 However, 64% of active-duty
family respondents live off-installation. Thus, this policy creates undue hardship for military families who
live off-installation. Blue Star Families recommends that Congress commissions a report on the demand
for various child care options among military families and assesses the pros/cons of requiring families to

first seek care at their local CDC before being authorized to use MCCYN fee assistance.
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Support legislation to exclude BAH as counted income for the determination

of eligibility and benefits for all federal nutrition assistance programs. [Finding 12]

Our nation is facing a public health crisis with devastating financial
consequences. Thousands of low-income military families are
currently struggling to put food on the table. Unfortunately, this is
neither an isolated problem nor a novel one. Military families are
being served by food pantries and distribution programs on or near

every military installation in the United States.*

Prior to the pandemic, 7% of military family respondents to the
2018 Military Family Lifestyle Survey reported experiencing food
insecurity; 9% sought emergency food assistance through a food
bank, food pantry, and/or other charitable organization.® The
actual percentage of military families experiencing food insecurity
pre-pandemic was likely higher than these numbers suggest.

Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic has aggravated many of the

underlying factors of military family food insecurity — including high rates of military spouse
un/underemployment, out-of-pocket housing expenses, the limited availability and high costs
of child care, etc. As reported in Finding 12, 14% of all enlisted and 29% of junior enlisted (E1-E4)
active-duty family respondents reported low or very low food security in the 12 months preceding
the 2020 MFLS fielding.

Unfortunately, many of these families are barred from qualifying for the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP), despite being food insecure. Under current policy, a service member’s

BAH is treated as income when determining eligibility for SNAP. Meanwhile, housing vouchers for low-
income civilians are not treated as income for the purposes of determining SNAP eligibility.>* Current
SNAP eligibility policy (as authorized in the 2018 Farm Bill) thus establishes an unnecessary and harmful
barrier to nutrition assistance for struggling military families. Blue Star Families joins other organizations
recommending Congress excludes BAH as counted income for the determination of eligibility and

benefits for all federal nutrition assistance programs.
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Commiission a report on employment discrimination against military spouses as a result

of their military affiliation. [Finding 13]

Spouse employment has been identified as one of the top concerns for active-duty families since the
inception of Blue Star Families’ annual Military Family Lifestyle Survey (aMFLS) in 2009. In this year’s
survey, more than half (52%) of active-duty spouse respondents and a third (31%) of active-duty service
member respondents listed military spouse employment as a top issue of concern. While nearly half

of active-duty military spouse respondents are employed, either full-time (30%) or part-time (17%),
two-thirds of employed active-duty spouse respondents (67%) reported they are underemployed in
some way (indicating their current employment does not match their desires, education, or experience).
Furthermore, 35% of active-duty spouse respondents reported they are not employed but need or want
employment. Despite multiple efforts over the past decade, the unemployment rate of military spouse

respondents is nearly seven times the rate of similar civilian peers (20% vs. 3%).>2

While the causes of military spouse employment are myriad and complex (including a lack of affordable
child care and the unpredictability of service member day-to-day job demands), hiring and promotion
discrimination is also a barrier to gainful spouse employment. As reported in Finding 13, more than half
of active-duty spouse respondents (51%) agreed their military affiliation prevented them from receiving

a promotion at some point in their career, compared to only 16% of veterans. Active-duty spouse
respondents were the least likely of all surveyed groups to disclose their military affiliation in an interview:
23% of spouse respondents were “not at all likely” to disclose their affiliation, compared to only 3% of
veteran respondents. In an open-ended question, half of spouse respondents who had disclosed their
military affiliation in an interview reported the employer expressed concerns about their ability to stay at
the position long-term.

In light of these findings, Blue Star Families recommends that Congress commissions a report on
employment discrimination against military spouses in the civilian job market. The report should include
an assessment of the viability of policy solutions to prevent such discrimination (e.g., expanding USERRA
to cover military spouses, identifying military spouses as a protected class, etc.). Moreover, the report
should explore potential differential effects across race and gender. This year’s survey shows the
unemployment rate for military spouse respondents of color (27%) is significantly higher than that of
white, non-Hispanic respondents (17%). These trends align with DoD research, which finds that military
spouses of color are unemployed at significantly higher rates than their white peers.>® While Blue Star
Families is unable to draw causal conclusions from this data, it is possible that military spouses of color
(as well as those from other underrepresented groups) might be facing intersectional discrimination (i.e.,
discrimination as a result of their race, gender, and military affiliation).

79



STATE LEGISLATURES

Enable online school enroliment to enhance the “warm hand-off” between the sending

and receiving districts, and to minimize disruptions in special education services.
[Finding 8]

Frequent moves can be jarring for all military children, but the effects are intensified for children
with special needs. When military families move, children with special needs may experience
disruptions in the special education and support services they receive at their current duty

station. Under federal law, schools must provide free appropriate public education (FAPE) through
an individualized education plan (IEP) to children with special needs.>* Many states, however,

have additional special education laws that establish variant criteria around eligibility for special
education services.>> As such, when a military family moves across state lines their child’s new
school must decide if they qualify for special education services under state law. If the child is found
eligible, the school will develop a new IEP. Unfortunately, this process is often time-consuming and

can cause lengthy disruptions in the child’s special education services.

Despite the Interstate Compact on Educational Opportunity for Military Children having been signed
by all 50 states and the District of Columbia, which states “the receiving State shall initially provide
comparable services to a student with disabilities based on his/her current Individualized Education
Program (IEP),” half of active-duty family respondents with a child enrolled in special education who
PCSed since March 2020 reported they had trouble transferring their child(ren)’s IEP (51%) or 504
Plan (48%) to their new school. To minimize these disruptions, Blue Star Families echoes Partners

in PROMISE and the Military Children’s Education Coalition (MCEC) in recommending that school
districts enable military families to enroll their special needs child(ren) online (without requiring a
physical presence).>® Enrolling military students online could start the transfer process before the
family arrives, allowing the family and the school to begin the special education needs assessment
process earlier and potentially reducing the wait time to re-establish services.>” According to Michelle
Norman, Executive Director and Co-Founder of Partners in PROMISE, “the idea of allowing the
military family to advance enroll with a set of military orders would ensure that the receiving school
district would have those supports in place on Day 1. [...] With advance notice of a student’s arrival
with their current Individualized Education Program (IEP), the new school district can reach out to
the family and the previous school district’s teachers and ensure that they are ready to implement

the IEP. It is a win-win for both military families and school districts.”
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RESPONDENTS

The widespread distribution
of the 2020 survey through
Blue Star Families’ networks
and partners in the military
community has allowed it to
remain the largest and most
comprehensive survey of
active-duty service members,
veterans, and their families

since its inception in 2009.

This year's survey generated
10,926 individual responses,
including 6,767 completed

responses, yielding a 62%

Branch of Service
Active-Duty Family Respondents

31%
Army

27%
Navy

N
(%]
3

25%
24%

Air Force

°
&

. 11%
Marine Corps
13

6
Coast Guard

=
&
2
8

B 2020 MFLS (Active-Duty Family Respondents) [l 2020 DMDC (Active-Duty Population by Branch of Service)

completion rate. The respondents represent a cross-section of active-duty service members, National

Guard and Reserve service members, veterans, and their immediate family members from all branches

of service, ranks, and regions — both within the United States and on overseas military installations.

While recruitment efforts focused on obtaining a diverse and representative sample, the survey sample

differs from the active-duty population in several important ways.

DEFINING MILITARY IDENTITY

This year’s survey strives to recognize and take into account that many members of the military

community have multiple military affiliations, such as a veteran service member who is a current spouse

of an active-duty service member. Survey respondents were asked first to identify all their current

affiliations with the military. For example, respondents could identify themselves as a “spouse/domestic

partner of an active-duty service member,” “National Guard service member,” and/or “veteran/retired

service member.” A second question then asked participants to select the primary role that best identifies

their current relationship to the military. One of the largest combinations of identities were those

respondents who identified both as a veteran/retired service member and as the spouse of a current

active-duty service member (2% of all respondents). This primary identity is the perspective

each respondent was asked to maintain for the purpose of the survey.

For the purpose of this report, however, “military identity” is defined as the affiliation a respondent chose

as one of their (potentially multiple) military affiliations and as their primary identity. As an example,

respondents identified in this report as “active-duty spouse respondents” were those participants who
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selected both “spouse/partner of active-
Primary Relationship to Service

duty service member” in the initial question
All Respondents

of all their affiliations and as their primary
P Service Member current identity.
of Service Member

Veteran

DEMOGRAPHICS OF RESPONDENTS

Service Member In this survey, the largest group of

Veteran Spouse 10% respondents primarily identified as a
Parent spouse/domestic partner of a service
member (including National Guard and
Adult child . e Reserve) (45%), followed by a veteran/
Sibling I 1% retired service member (20%), a service
Girlfriend/Boyfriend I 0.4% member (including National Guard and
Reserve, 17%), a spouse/domestic partner
of veteran/retired service member (10%), a parent of a service member/veteran (5%), an adult child of
a service member/veteran (2%), a sibling of a service member/veteran (1%), or a girlfriend/boyfriend
of a service member/veteran (0.4%). Of all respondents, the single largest age group was aged 35-44
(36%), followed by those who are 25-34 (24%), 45-54 (19%), 55-64 (10%), 65 and older (7%), and
18-24 (3%).

Approximately 96% Geographic Location of Respondents

of all respondents
lived within the
U.S., and 4% lived
outside the country.
Within the U.S,, the
largest groups of

ME: 0.1%
CT:0.5%
NH: 0.2%
VT:0.1%
MA:0.7%
NJ: 1%
RI:0.2%
DE: 0.5%
MD: 5%
D.C:0.5%

respondents lived in
Florida (11%), Virginia
(11%), California
(10%), Texas (6%), and
lllinois (5%).

Outside the
country: 4%

ACTIVE-DUTY FAMILY
RESPONDENTS

This sample of active-duty family respondents represents a greater percentage of married, older,
and senior-ranking respondents than in the active-duty population as a whole. “Active-duty family

respondents” in this report include active-duty service member and active-duty spouse respondents.
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The sample also obtained a larger
proportion of female service Service Member's Rank

members (50%) than is present

. . . 6%
in the active-duty population Junior Enlisted (E1-E4)

(17%).* The largest proportion of

active-duty family respondents Mid-Grade Enlisted (E5-E7) - 43%
identified themselves as Non- S -
Hispanic whites (73%), followed
Senior Enlisted (E8-E9

by Hispanic or Latino/a (11%), ernlor Enfsted (E8-29)
Black or African American (5%), B

3%
biracial or multi-racial (5%), Asian Warrant Officer (W1-W5) i~
(4%), other (0.8%), and American

; : 0 Company/Junior Grade Officer 12%

Indian or Alaska Native (0.6%). (01.03)
Most services were represented
at rates within a few percentage 27%

Field/Mid Grade Officer (04-06) 2
. . %
points of the active-duty force,? 6%

except for the Coast Guard, which i .
General/Flag Grade Officer I 0.6%
was oversampled, and the Army, (07-010) o9
which was undersampled. Army
respondents were sampled at 31% B 2020 MFLS (Active-Duty Family Respondents) [ 2020 DMDC (Active-Duty Population by Rank)
compared to 35% of the total

active-duty force; Air Force respondents were sampled at 25% compared to 24% of the total active-
duty force; Marine Corps respondents were sampled at 11% compared to 13% of the total active-duty
force; Coast Guard respondents were sampled at 6% compared to 3% of the total active-duty force;

and Navy respondents were sampled at 27% compared to 25% of the total active-duty force.

Additionally, the active-duty family respondent sample included a greater proportion of mid-grade
enlisted (E5-E7) and field/mid-grade officer (O4-06) family respondents than is reflected in the military
population. The largest group of active-duty family respondents represented were mid-grade enlisted
(E5-E7, 43%) followed by field/mid-grade officer ranks (04-06, 27%). Company/junior grade officers
(O1-03) represented 12%, senior enlisted (E8-E9) represented 8%, junior enlisted (E1-E4) represented
6%, warrant officers (W1-W5) represented 3%, and general/flag grade officers (O7-O10) were the
smallest group at 0.6% of the overall active-duty respondents. Additionally, women were oversampled
in both the active-duty service member and veteran/retired service member respondents. Women made
up 50% of the active-duty service member respondents and 29% of the veteran/retired service member
respondents, significantly higher than the proportion of women in the active-duty service member and
veteran population.
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MILITARY SERVICE

Among current service member respondents, 73% were serving on active duty, 15% were serving
with the Reserve, and 13% were serving with the National Guard. The majority of veteran respondents
(56%) reported that they served September 2001 or later.
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METHODOLOGY

Since its inception in 2009, this is the eleventh iteration of the Blue Star Families (BSF) annual Military
Family Lifestyle Survey. The 2020 survey was designed by BSF in collaboration with Syracuse University’s
Institute for Veterans and Military Families (IVMF) with extensive input from military family members

and advocates, subject matter experts, and policymakers who work with military families. The survey

was conducted online with approval from Syracuse University'’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) and
administered using Qualtrics’ survey system (Qualtrics, Inc., Provo, UT) from Sep. 8 to Oct. 16, 2020.
Survey participation was voluntary, and the information provided was confidential. The survey uses a

convenience sampling method.

Respondent recruitment and outreach channels included:

® awareness-building with focus on military families via email distribution from the BSF mailing lists and

social media dissemination (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, blog posts, and partner websites); and

® outreach from a myriad of military family, military, and veteran service nonprofits, supportive service

and professional organizations.

BSF and partners first provided an explanation of the study’s objective (provided to each possible
participant in a consent form whether they subsequently completed the survey or not) to minimize
potential self-selection bias toward any single focal issue and, thus, mitigating any respondent propensity
to participate based upon any specific, issue-based self-interest (e.g., benefits, employment, wellness,
etc.). All responses allowed respondents to select “prefer not to answer” on questions with which they

felt uncomfortable, and many questions allowed respondents to select all applicable responses.

Second, recruitment and outreach were designed to enhance representation from historically under-
represented groups, such as Black and Hispanic/Latino/a respondents, junior enlisted families, and
National Guard and Reserve families. During survey fielding, recruitment messaging in media and social
media outreach was adjusted to enhance recruitment in subgroups, such as calling for specific service

branches’ response, to obtain a sample that was largely representative of the active-duty military.

Sampling, however, was not stratified, nor were results weighted to be precisely representative. Possible
biases were introduced through the use of a non-probability sampling method, particularly dealing

with gender, marital status, age, rank, and/or race/ethnicity representation among service member

and family member respondents. For example, female service members make up 17% of active-duty
personnel® compared to the 50% of service members respondents they represented in this year's survey.
Similarly, approximately 10% of veterans are female* compared to the 28% of veteran respondents they
represented in this survey. Without reweighting, this over- or underrepresentation means this sample

cannot be generalized to the entire military and veteran-affiliated community. Nevertheless, this sample
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provides both directions for research and exploration and perspectives of subpopulations such as female

service members that would be marginalized in more representative samples.

Of the 10,926 respondents who started the survey, 62% (6,767) completed the entire questionnaire.
Many sections of this survey were only available for completion by specific subgroups: military spouses,
spouses of veterans, veterans, or service member respondents. As such, for the purposes of this report,
“respondents” with no otherwise indicated precursor refers to active-duty military family respondents.
“Active-duty military family” responses were calculated by adding “active-duty service member” and
“active-duty spouse” responses. Due to the nature of the survey and our recruitment methods, there is
a robust sample from active-duty spouse respondents, which may drive the overall active-duty family
responses. Survey branching and skip logic techniques were also used to allow the survey to target
certain respondent groups with questions that may be pertinent to them. For example, sections related
to the needs of military children were only shown to those who reported they had children. Therefore,
including missing data considerations, the actual number of respondents per question varied throughout

the survey.

The survey questions were a combination of multiple-choice and open-ended questions to allow for
diverse responses from participants. Responses of “Does not apply” and “Prefer not to answer” were
usually excluded from analyses. In addition to original questions, this survey also includes measures
aimed at providing standardized and scientifically validated instruments, such as the Perceived Stress
Scale (PSS).>

For this report, 14 open-ended questions were chosen for qualitative analysis. These questions are related
to key focus areas of the survey (employment, health care and wellness, children, unit communication,
time away, military lifestyle, diversity, parents, and transition). The analysts used a content analysis
methodology to identify key themes from the data. The content analysis process is as follows: first, the
data was reviewed for emergent themes; second, each response was categorized by relevant theme(s);
third, a final tabulation of responses by theme was created. After each question was analyzed, quotes were
identified to illustrate each theme for the purposes of this report. The survey team used these themes and
quotations to complement and illustrate the findings. Quotations are used throughout this report to bring

depth and context to understanding the numbers behind this survey.

Any comparisons made between this year's data and previous years’ data are intended only as
comparisons of absolute percentages, and changes were not tested for statistical significance. It is
important to note that question and answer option wording may shift from year to year to better reflect
changing military family experiences, and this, in addition to the shifting sample each year, limits the

comparability of the survey results from year to year.
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or to contribute to our organization, please visit bluestarfam.org

For more information on how to support the Blue Star Families
mission, contact the Development Department at
giving@bluestarfam.org
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