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Spotlight: Global Citizens

The military community is rich in culture, ethnicity, 
and language.1 Military-connected respondentsa to the 
2021 Military Family Lifestyle Survey (MFLS) represent 
95 countries of origin, most commonly the Philippines, 
Germany, Mexico, Canada, and the United Kingdom.  
Many are also multilingual; 15% of military-connected 
family respondents use a language other than English 
in their home, and many (n=81) speak more than two 
languages in their household. Among those who indicate that they use a different language in their military-connected 
home (n=1008), 84 different languages or dialects are listed. The most common languages other than English are Spanish, 
German, Tagalog, French, and American Sign Language.

Nearly 1 in 10 active-duty family respondents identify as a member of a recently-immigrated family,b which is lower 
than the U.S. population’s proportion of first- or second-second generation Americans.2 One in 20 (5%) are the child 

of an immigrant, and 4% are an immigrant 
themselves. While the majority of active-
duty family respondents (93%) are 
birthright U.S. citizens, 4% are citizens by 
naturalization, fewer than 1% hold dual 
citizenship, and 2% are U.S. permanent 
residents.

Foreign-Born Active-Duty 
Spouse Respondents
As mentioned above, among all military-
connected respondents, 95 countries of 
origin are represented, but active-duty 
spouse respondents alone are also a diverse 
group; the foreign-born active-duty spouse 

respondent sample (n=203) reflects the rich diversity with a representation of 75 countries, most commonly Canada, 
Germany, the Philippines, Mexico, and the United Kingdom.

Furthermore, 54% are U.S. citizens by naturalization, 6% hold dual citizenship in the U.S. and another country, 36% are 
non-citizen permanent residents, and 4% report they are not U.S. citizens. More than half (58%) use a language other 
than English in their home.

American military families are global citizens; respondents  
hail from or are currently living in countries all over the world 
and use a diverse array of  languages.

aMilitary-connected family respondents include active-duty, Veteran, National Guard, and Reserve family respondents.
bRecently immigrated is defined either as 1) respondent is born in another country and immigrated to the U.S., or 2) respondent is U.S.-born but has parents 
who were born in another country.

Citizenship Status of Active-Duty Family Respondents
Active-Duty 

Family 
Respondents

(n=3,930)

Active-Duty 
Service Member 

Respondents
(n=645)

Active-Duty 
Spouse 

Respondents
(n=3,285)

Yes, born in the United States 89% 85% 90%

Yes, born in Puerto Rico, Guam, the U.S. 
Virgin Islands, or Northern Marianas 1% 2% 1%

Yes, born abroad of U.S. citizen parent  
or parents 3% 5% 2%

Yes, U.S. citizen by naturalization 4% 8% 3%

Yes, I’m a U.S. citizen but also a citizen  
of another country 1% 0% 1%

No, I’m a U.S. permanent resident 2% 1% 2%

No, I’m not a U.S. citizen 0% 0% 0%

Columns will not sum to 100% due to rounding.
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While the labor force participation rate of foreign-born active-duty spouse respondents is 62%, 22% were unemployed 
and actively seeking work at the time of survey fielding. Nearly half (46%) report that “employment/job opportunities” are 
a resource they regularly need, compared to 29% of the native-born active-duty spouse population. Additionally, 21% of 
foreign-born active-duty spouse respondents say they need resources for job preparedness, compared to 10% of native-
born active-duty spouses who indicate the same.

When considering issues related to isolation and belonging in the military and/or civilian communities, only 16% of 
foreign-born active-duty spouse respondents agree they feel a sense of belonging to their spouse’s unit/command; 30% 
agree they feel a sense of belonging to their local civilian community. Additionally, 39% report they have zero friends in 
their local civilian community with whom they feel at ease.

Military Families Living Outside the United States
Military families can be stationed and live outside the country, and during survey fielding (April-June 2021), 8% of active-
duty family respondents reported they were living outside the country. While many see this as a uniquely desirable part of 
the military family lifestyle,3 being stationed overseas carries some challenges as well.

Branch Affiliation

Foreign-Born Active-Duty 
Spouse Respondents (n=203)

 Air Force 18%

 Armyb 41%

 Navy 27%

 Marine Corps 10%

 Coast Guard 2%

 Space Force 1%

Columns will not sum to 100% due to rounding.

Service Member Rank

Foreign-Born Active-Duty Spouse Respondents (n=198)

Junior Enlisted (E1-E4) 4%

Mid-Grade Enlisted (E5-E7) 50%

Senior Enlisted (E8-E9) 9%

Warrant Officer (W1-W5) 7%

Company Grade Officer (O1-O3) 13%

Field Grade Officer (O4-O6) 18%

General Grade Officer (O7-O10) There were no foreign-born active-duty spouse respondents 
reporting service member ranks of O7 or higher.

Columns will not sum to 100% due to rounding.
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% with Children in Age Group in the Home

Preschoolers 
(3-5 years old)

Infants 
(0-2 years old)

School-age children  
(6-12 years old)

Adolescents  
(13-18 years old)

28%

35%

66%

40%

Active-Duty Family Respondents Living in the U.S.Active-Duty Family Respondents Living Outside the U.S.

30%

38%

59%

35%
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A notably greater proportion of active-duty family respondents who have child(ren) at home and who live outside the 
United States report having children enrolled in K-12 education (84%), compared to 74% for their U.S. family counterparts. 
For these families, transitioning children to a new school after a permanent change of station (PCS) may come with 
additional challenges.

Living outside the country may create closer communities of support for the military families at a duty station. However,  
it may be more difficult to feel a sense of belonging to the local civilian community. Nearly a third (30%) (compared to 
23% of U.S. peers) of active-duty family respondents living outside the country report feeling a sense of belonging to their 
unit or command, but only 22% (compared to 31% of U.S. peers) report they feel a sense of belonging to the local civilian 

community. The resources these families need 
may also differ. While the majority of both 
groups of active-duty family respondents list 
“communication from unit/command” as one 
of their top needs, families living outside the 
country also list “access to medical care” (54% 
vs. 42%) and “opportunities to exercise” (51% 
vs. 40%) at greater proportions than their U.S. 
peers.

Active-duty family respondents residing 
overseas also report less financial stress; just 
34% report their families’ financial situation 
causes them “some stress” or “a great deal 
of stress” in comparison to 49% of their 
stateside peers. However, among those 
who are financially stressed, the reasons 
for that stress differ between active-duty 

In the U.S.Outside the U.S.

Resources Regularly Needed, by Current Residence
Active-Duty Family Respondents

Communication  
from unit/command

Access to 
medical care

Opportunity  
to exercise

Spouse group for 
unit/command

Resources for 
child(ren)’s activities

54%

42%

53%

51%

51%

40%

50%

44%

42%

40%
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Service Member Rank

Active-Duty Family Respondents Living Outside the U.S. (n=287)

Junior Enlisted (E1-E4) 3%

Mid-Grade Enlisted (E5-E7) 32%

Senior Enlisted (E8-E9) 9%

Warrant Officer (W1-W5) 3%

Company Grade Officer (O1-O3) 15%

Field Grade Officer (O4-O6) 38%

General Grade Officer (O7-O10) <1%

Columns will not sum to 100% due to rounding.

Branch Affiliation

Active-Duty Family 
Respondents Living Outside 

the U.S. (n=287)

 Air Force 37%

 Armyc 25%

 Navy 28%

 Marine Corps 8%

 Coast Guard 1%

 Space Force <1%

Columns will not sum to 100% due to rounding.

cActive-duty Army spouse respondents include four respondents who identify as an active-duty spouse and an Army Reserve or Army National Guard spouse.
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Limitations and Definitions

“Foreign-born” refers to those respondents who indicate either that they are a citizen by naturalization, a permanent U.S. resident, or are 
not a citizen. Also included in this category are respondents who indicate they are a citizen of the U.S. and another country and indicate they 
were born in another country and immigrated to the U.S. The sample size of foreign-born active-duty spouse respondents in the 2021 MFLS 
is 203. Foreign-born spouses’ personal experiences before and after marriage to a current service member can differ vastly. Some foreign-
born active-duty spouses become affiliated with the U.S. military by marrying a military service member stationed overseas and immigrating 
to the U.S. Others may have immigrated to the U.S. before meeting and marrying a service member.

“Native-born” respondents are defined as those born in the U.S., a U.S. territory, born abroad to U.S. citizen parents, have dual citizenship 
but are not from a recently-immigrated family, or are from a recently-immigrated family but they are U.S.-born. The sample size of native-
born active-duty spouse respondents in the 2021 MFLS is 3,075.

This analysis is limited to military families living “outside the country,” defined as those living in a foreign country or in U.S. territories. It is 
important to note sample differences when  comparing families living outside the country with their stateside peers. Active-duty families 
living outside the country in this sample may be more senior in rank and older than their stateside peers; therefore, they may be more likely 
to have school-aged children and be more financially secure than their younger and more junior peers. Further, while the contributors to 
financial stress for families living outside the U.S. differ from their stateside peers, military families assigned overseas often have additional 
benefits available to them, such as a guarantee of privatized/government-run military housing or an overseas housing allowance (OHA)  
and a cost-of-living-allowance.

Recommendations

Military

n Commission a report to identify out-of-pocket relocation expenses for families, including families moving to or 
from OCONUS locations.  

n Increase offerings of resources, especially those targeting employment and child care in high-demand languages 
(e.g. Spanish, German, etc.).

n Review SOFA agreements to maximize spouses’ ability to work when stationed with their service member 
overseas.
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family respondents living in and outside of the 
United States. For financially stressed active-duty 
family respondents living outside of the U.S., 
“out-of-pocket relocation costs” rises to the top 
contributor to financial stress (61%), well above 
“spouse unemployment and underemployment” 
(43%) and student loans (25%).

Top Contributors to Financial Stress, by Current Residence
Active-Duty Family Respondents 

Outside the U.S. In the U.S.

Out-of-pocket relocation costs 61% 27%

Spouse underemployment or unemployment 43% 41%

Student loans 25% 30%
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