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INTRODUCTION 
 
In early March 2020, it became clear that COVID-19 was quickly and dramatically upending daily life for 
everyone. As the effects of the pandemic multiplied, weeks of new state and local restrictions, emerging and 
sometime conflicting Department of Defense (DoD) guidance, and growing economic concerns turned into 
months of social distancing, travel restrictions, furloughs, and impromptu schooling and shelter-in-place 
orders for non-essential workers. But through all of this one thing remained clear: service members were 
essential and the mission of defending our nation must continue no matter the risks. Recognizing the 
incredible strain and confusion this would place upon military families, the Association of Defense 
Communities and Blue Star Families sprang into action. In a remarkable partnership, they launched the 
COVID-19 Military Support Initiative (CMSI). CMSI provides a platform for information sharing and tools that 
supports military families and the communities they call home. Leveraging the expertise and capabilities of 
the White Oak Collaborative, CMSI quickly became the go-to resource for members of the military community 
as they grappled with the impacts of the pandemic. 
 
As part of CMSI’s outreach, Blue Star Families and the Association of Defense Communities co-sponsored 26 
virtual town hall meetings, usually twice per week, with topics ranging from “Working as One Community – 
Joint Installation-Community Response Efforts” (April 14), to “Addressing Caregiver and Wounded Warrior 
Needs During COVID-19” (May 19), and “Strategies for Career & Family Post COVID-19” (June 18).1  Perhaps 
more important than the topics themselves was the diverse array of panel discussants and participants. The 
partnership between Blue Star Families and the Association of Defense Communities opened the door to a 
tremendous number of military and veteran service organizations (MSOs/VSOs), defense industry partners, 
and government leaders to share views and experiences, often from the “grassroots” level of an Army post or 
Air Force base. The collegiality fostered during these town halls created a strong, enduring public-private 
partnership — a partnership that strived to support defense communities and military families in all branches 
and all ranks, from retired to active to reserve to National Guard. 
 

WORKING GROUPS BACKGROUND 
 
Through continuous polling, weekly CMSI Partner calls, and town hall discussions, five critical themes emerged 
(K-12 education, financial readiness, installation response, defense community response, and the need to 
understand what the data was saying about each of these topics). These themes became the foundation for 
issues to be further discussed and dissected by a multi-sector working group composed of subject matter 
experts, including some who had not previously been involved in the CMSI effort. Working group invitations 
(informed by recommendations from the White Oak Collaborative) were distributed to a list of stakeholders 
from both the public and private sectors, ensuring that DoD leaders from across the Office of the Secretary of 
Defense as well as the military services had a voice alongside not-for-profits and defense industry partners — 
all in pursuit of a holistic understanding and response to COVID-19 that could better aid and serve military 
families and the communities in which they live.  
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The intent of the working group discussions was to better understand how military families and military 
installations best handled the challenges of COVID-19 — and what could be recommended for improvement 
now and in the future. In July 2020, approximately 180 people from Blue Star Families’ and the Association of 
Defense Communities’ diverse partners — leaders from DoD, MSOs and VSOs, academia, think tanks, and 
industry advocates — met remotely to address the major challenges facing service members and their families 
during the COVID-19 crisis. Decisions such as the March “Stop Movement” order restricting military families’ 
movement and challenging financial situations due to increased military spouse unemployment affected — 
and continue to affect — military families in myriad and often dramatic ways. To better delve into the issue, 
the CMSI leaders organized five working groups to observe top challenges and devise potential policy 
recommendations and solutions.  
 
Working groups included subject matter experts and key leaders from non-profit, government, and corporate 
sectors. Additionally, a number of senior spouse leaders from the military services partook in the working 
groups, adding a valuable perspective and helping ensure that the challenges felt in active-duty military 
communities were accurately recorded and understood by those leading them. Meetings were recorded and 
each breakout group was assigned at least one note-taker. The opportunity to “dig into” the issues proved 
invaluable, and although the groups only met for a short amount of time, they were able to rapidly identify 
and address the most pressing concerns.  
 
As a result of these cross-cutting discussions, CMSI has a cogent, tangible set of policy ideas and 
recommendations based on real-world and real-time problems. The working groups’ discussions, takeaways, 
policy ideas, and recommendations are documented in this white paper. The value of this format was in 
convening a diverse set of stakeholders and participants with diverse backgrounds, expertise, and 
experiences. For that reason, not every participant or organization may fully support all policy ideas and 
recommendations herein; however, these innovative approaches can be used as a launching point for longer-
term policy discussions to address acute and systemic issues. 
 

WHITE PAPER ROADMAP 
 
Blue Star Families facilitated Data Analysis, K-12 Education, and Financial Impacts on the Military Family; the 
Association of Defense Communities facilitated Installation Management and Partnerships, and Installation-
Community Crisis Response. The five working groups are organized as follows: 
 

I. Data Analysis  
II. K-12 Education  
III. Financial Impacts on the Military Family  
IV. Installation Management and Partnerships 
V. Installation-Community Crisis Response 
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Each of the five working groups devised “Actions for Consideration” in hopes that these points will inspire real 
and lasting change in military communities to ensure service members and their families are better served in 
future crises.  

  

THE BOTTOM LINE 
The effects of the pandemic showed us — and continue to show us — that military families need support and 
potential policy prescriptions. The following themes transcend the topics of the five individual working groups 
and are a helpful place to start: 

 

● The power and reach of public-private partnerships is key for the success and welfare of military 
families and their associated communities, whether on or off a military installation.  

 

● The many effects of COVID-19 have significant implications for military personnel and readiness 
policies. From dwindling spouse employment opportunities and the increasing challenges of finding 
adequate day care, to the difficulties of permanent change of station (PCS) moves, COVID-19 
highlighted problems in military communities that already existed and were magnified by crisis 
pandemic conditions.  

 

The effects of COVID-19 on military families showed how crisis response mechanisms work — or do not — 
within the military community. The effects also showed that some of the major topics, such as access to child 
care, financial resilience in difficult times, and community support “outside the fence line,” need to be 
addressed before the next crisis so that some of the stressors on military families are better mitigated in 
advance. 
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WORKING GROUP I:  
DATA ANALYSIS  
 
One of Blue Star Families’ strengths is its commitment 
to a data-driven understanding of military families’ 
hardships, successes, and reactions — the panoply of 
experiences from military life. This in-house applied 
research expertise, paired with a robust network eager 
to support survey fielding on short-notice, enabled 
Blue Star Families to launch a continuous polling effort 
with 24 hours’ notice. Ultimately, two major research 
efforts were funded under the auspices of CMSI itself: 
the frequently cited Pain Points Poll, which was 
conducted over the course of 10 weeks starting in 
March 2020, and the Resilience Under Stress Survey 
(RUSS). 1  

Blue Star Families had over a decade of data from its 
annual Military Family Lifestyle Survey (MFLS) to 
understand military life before the pandemic; the Pain 
Points Poll and RUSS were able to illuminate what 
major issues were and were not exacerbated during 
the crisis, and these understandings helped provide 
context for recommendations made during the early 
days of the pandemic. 2 Additionally, the Blue Star 
Families’ applied research team sought research 
conducted by other CMSI partners and thought leaders 
and collated this collective body of work into a COVID-
19 Military and Veteran Research Library available for 
use by practitioners during and after the pandemic.3 
The reports in this research library were the basis for 
the Data Analysis Working Group. 

The Data Analysis Working Group is unique because 
the findings and recommendations touch all portions 
of the CMSI working group discussions rather than 
discrete subjects. As such, the group curated strategic-
level takeaways, “Actions for Consideration” and “Top 
Ten” lists designed for researchers and policymakers 
interested in looking at high-level takeaways. 

 

 

WORKING GROUP CHAIRS 

- Jennifer Akin, Blue Star Families 

- Laura Schmiegel, Booz Allen Hamilton 

 

FACILITATORS 

- Shelley MacDermid Wadsworth, Ph.D., Military 

Family Research Institute, Purdue University  

- Rosalinda Maury, Institute for Veterans and Military 

Families, Syracuse University  

- Rajeev Ramchand, Ph.D., RAND Corporation  

- Kathy Roth-Douquet, Blue Star Families   

- Jessica Strong, Ph.D., Blue Star Families 

 

PARTICIPATING ORGANIZATIONS 

- American Red Cross 

- Bipartisan Policy Center 

- Blue Star Families  

- Booz Allen Hamilton 

- Bristol Myers Squibb Foundation  

- Bunker Labs 

- Cohen Veterans Network 

- Department of Veterans Affairs – Liaison 

- Elizabeth Dole Foundation 

- Hiring Our Heroes, US Chamber of Commerce 

Foundation 

- Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America (IAVA) 

- Military Child Education Coalition 

- Military Family Research Institute, Purdue 

University  

- National Association of Veteran-Serving 

Organizations  

- PsychArmor Institute 

- Travis Manion Foundation 

- United Services Automobile Association (USAA)   
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THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC UNDERSCORED THE NEED FOR THE MILITARY TO ADAPT TO A 21ST 
CENTURY WORKFORCE, CULTURALLY AND STRUCTURALLY, TO PRESERVE OPERATIONAL AND 
FAMILY READINESS DURING A NATIONAL EMERGENCY 
 
Permutations of these takeaways were reflected in all other working groups, and additional suggestions for 
action are included throughout this white paper. Data informing this finding was gleaned from a number of 
reports, but was most informed by Pain Points Poll questions regarding financial wellness, personnel and 
readiness, child care, and spouse employment.4 The following are high-level, consensus takeaways that should 
be incorporated into future planning and decision-making by military leaders, policymakers, and other senior 
decision-makers:  
 

● Child care and military readiness are inextricably linked.5 
 

● Virtual work was and is critical to navigating the pandemic, but barriers exist to universal usage.6 
 

● The impact of reduced employment among military spouses and veterans will have long-term 
implications for military and veteran families’ financial readiness.7 

 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
• Military and civilian leaders should identify and help set the conditions for safe and effective use of 

flexible, non-traditional work and child care arrangements until the threat of the virus dissipates; these 
adaptations should be tailored to local public health conditions. 

 
• Families should use existing resources to holistically assess their financial situation in the wake of the 

pandemic. 
 
 
THE ABILITY TO ADDRESS THE NEEDS OF MILITARY AND VETERANS FAMILIES IS TIED TO 
LOCAL COMMUNITIES’ CAPACITY TO ADDRESS THE NEEDS OF THE BROADER CIVILIAN 
POPULATION 
 
Permutations of these takeaways and policy recommendations are reflected by the conclusions of Working 
Groups IV and V: Installation Management and Partnerships and Installation-Community Crisis Response as 
well as a subsection of Working Group II: K-12 Education. This finding was informed by a number of reports, 
but data from the Pain Points Poll regarding access to local community resources and food insecurity were 
particularly helpful. Takeaways from this section were also supported by polling conducted by the Institute for 
Veterans and Military Families (IVMF) and Military Times and later findings from the Resilience Under Stress 
Survey, which were not available for Data Analysis Working Group participants, but validated the takeaways 
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and recommendations.8,9 The following are high-level, consensus takeaways that should be incorporated into 
future planning and decision-making by military leaders, policymakers, and other senior decision-makers:  
 

● The COVID-19 pandemic was a unifying event for many communities; there are indications that active-
duty, National Guard, and veteran families all have stronger ties to their local communities in the wake 
of the pandemic.10 

 
● Currently serving and veteran families benefited from innovative solutions at the local level to reduce 

food insecurity and address nontraditional food accessibility dilemmas.11 
 

● The pandemic underscored the importance of addressing local inequities such as ability to access 
virtual resources (internet, devices), access to quality schools, and access to health care.12  

 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 

● Installation commanders, local leaders, and resource providers should use this experience as an 
opportunity to preserve and continue to build common understanding across the civil-military divide. Case 
studies, such as those explored in Working Groups IV and V, can serve as a basis for the start of these 
discussions, but every installation should take time to document activities that supported a successful 
response or hindered it. Installation leaders should seek to immediately build upon relationships with local 
communities, now and once the crisis abates. These lessons should be systematically collected by the DoD 
and included for future reference as part of an After-Action Review. 

 
● Military and civilian leaders should ensure equitable, virtual access to high-quality services such as 

telehealth and schooling. 
  
 
DESPITE CLEAR GUIDANCE AT THE HEADQUARTERS LEVEL, THERE WAS STILL INCONSISTENT 
INTERPRETATION AND COMMUNICATION OF GUIDANCE ISSUED AT THE LOCAL 
INSTALLATION LEVEL, WHICH CONTRIBUTED TO A SENSE OF GENERAL UNCERTAINTY 
AMONG SOME SERVICE MEMBERS AND FAMILIES 
 
“Inconsistent interpretation and implementation” or “general uncertainty” with regard to the military itself rose 
to the top as common themes in multiple breakout groups during the Data Analysis Working Group, and 
although permutations of it were indirectly discussed or implied in nearly all other working groups, these 
issues were only directly addressed by the Data Analysis participants. Some working group participants were 
concerned about the degree to which DoD did not employ mechanisms to ensure a coherent, consistent 
response while providing for a reasonable adaptation to local conditions.13 Both the Pain Points Poll and the 
Resilience Under Stress Survey directly support these assertions, in both quantitative and qualitative 
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responses, as do anecdotal stories in the media and Inspector General complaints.14 The following are high-
level takeaways which should be considered by military leaders, policymakers, and other senior decision-
makers; while we are confident in these assertions, because they were not directly raised in every breakout 
group, they are not considered here to be “consensus” findings. 
 

● Inconsistent implementation guidance and communication existed from installation to installation and 
within installations.15 Despite general satisfaction with installations’ responses and communication, 
perceptions of a “poor” installation response was associated with higher stress levels among service 
members and their families.16,17, 18  

 
• Secondary and tertiary impacts from the “Stop Movement” order led to unexpected financial and 

morale impacts for military families.19 
 

● Some service members are concerned about how the pandemic will impact their likelihood of receiving 
a fair evaluation of their performance in their current position and their ability to spend down funds 
before the end of the fiscal year.20 Internally, working group participants also identified anecdotal 
concerns about the downstream security clearance concerns arising from personal financial challenges 
directly attributable to the pandemic. These concerns were addressed by the National 
Counterintelligence and Security Center on March 23; however, because there was an abundance of 
information being shared during that time, the extent to which affected service members were aware 
of the guidance is unclear.21, 22  

 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
● Military and civilian leaders should conduct a comprehensive After-Action Review at the installation and 

national level, including focus groups and surveys of service members and their families, to identify best 
practices for the future. It should include an expansive review of child care, the impact of school closures 
on family readiness, Family Care Plans, defining “Mission Essential” personnel, clarifying the second-order 
effects on training and fiscal spend-down requirements, and use of National Guard personnel. 

 
 

● Military leaders should reassure service members and their families early and often that they will not be 
held personally or financially accountable for challenges caused by an unforeseen national emergency.23  
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REDUCING UNCERTAINTY AND ADDRESSING INCREASED STRESSORS MAY ALLEVIATE THE 
INTENSITY OF COVID-19 IMPACTS ON MILITARY AND VETERAN FAMILIES’ MENTAL HEALTH 
 
Many of the issues discussed in all working groups — such as exacerbated financial woes, the “digital divide” 
furthering inequities, and the uncertainty created by the “Stop Movement” Order — have implications for 
mental health. Organizations such as the Bob Woodruff Foundation correctly predicted severe mental health 
consequences for veteran families, and it is well-proven that stress and uncertainty exacerbate mental health 
and wellness concerns. 24,25 Additionally, working group participants raised concerns about the secondary 
effects that children’s mental health might have on the readiness of service members.26 As anticipated, these 
concerns were identified by respondents to CMSI research efforts and have been documented within civilian 
populations throughout the course of the pandemic.27 For example, an average of 23% of military family 
respondents “without a pre-existing depressive disorder or anxiety diagnosis now have symptoms,” according 
to the Pain Points Poll.28  
 
Since military communities across the United States are currently living in pandemic conditions and feeling the 
economic pinch, defense leaders need to continue to mitigate the effects on military families. Furthermore, in 
the instance of another crisis mirroring the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, leaders should think “left of the 
bang” by proactively preparing for the mental health consequences of the crisis before it happens and by 
mitigating potential stressors for military families.29 Pain Points Poll respondents identified strategies such as 
the authorization to telework and/or work flexible hours, and having supportive commanders as actions that 
effectively supported their family as they navigated increased child care demands. Having a plan, support 
structures, and set of clear guidelines in place prior to the next crisis is necessary to ameliorate the 
uncertainty which emerged during the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic.30,31 Leaders can also proactively 
encourage and normalize use of high-quality mental health care resources early and often, whether before, 
during, or after a crisis.32  
  
Since the Data Analysis Working Group touched on almost every topic discussed by the subsequent four 
working groups, the facilitators decided to carefully and methodically list “the 10 things we know about the 
impact of COVID-19 on military and veteran families” and “10 unanswered questions” — important discussion 
points for moving forward now and in the post-pandemic space. 33 For policymakers, advocates, military and 
civilian leaders — all in the business of taking care of service members and their families — the Data Analysis 
Working Group’s “Top 10” lists are the ideal place to start when incubating and growing contingency plans on 
and around military installations. 
 
TOP 10 THINGS WE KNOW ABOUT THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON MILITARY AND VETERAN 
FAMILIES 
 
1. Military and veteran families reported increased stress and incidence of mental health symptoms.34 
2. Unemployment increased among veterans and military spouses.35, 36, 37 
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3. Like their civilian counterparts, female service members and military spouses faced greater child care 
challenges than their male colleagues.38 

4. National Guard and active-duty service members and families experienced and continue to experience the 
pandemic differently.39, 40 

5. Pre-existing concerns regarding gaps in military children’s education have been exacerbated by school 
restrictions and closures.41, 42, 43 

6. Military and veteran families experienced disruptions to their health and mental health care, which 
contributed to an increasing backlog of care needs.44, 45, 46 

7. Military service branches and installations differed and continue to differ in precautions, interpretation of 
guidance, and policies.47, 48, 49, 50 

8. Despite increased availability of telehealth services, stigma continues to deter military family members 
from seeking mental health care.51  

9. Caregivers faced increased responsibility with less support.52 
10. Military spouses are teleworking at lower rates than service members, veterans, or DoD civilians.53 

 
TOP 10 UNANSWERED QUESTIONS 
 
1. Has the COVID-19 pandemic helped increase employers’ willingness to offer flexible employment options, 

such as telework and flexible schedules, especially for military spouses? 
2. What have families found to be the most effective alternative child care arrangements?  
3. How does the military community’s experience with COVID-19 compare to civilians’ experiences, 

particularly with regard to caring for children? 
4. What groups were and are disproportionately affected by COVID-19 (e.g. geographic locations, 

occupational groups, age/rank, those who recently enlisted, racial/ethnic minorities, etc.)? 
5. What changes or shortfalls have caregivers experienced?  
6. Is telehealth comparable in quality to in-person health care (particularly among providers without past 

telehealth experience)? 
7. How is military families’ access to state-level benefits and services affected if they are not residents in the 

state of record?  
8. Are caregiver families earning less income due to reducing employment due to exposure concerns or lack 

of services (respite, child care, education)? If so, how much? 
9. What impact, if any, does the geographic distribution of COVID-19 in the U.S. have on PCS dates and 

moving in general? 
10. How many and to what extent are transitioning service members (separating or retiring) struggling as they 

exit the military due to the shortage of resources, classes, appointments, etc.?
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WORKING GROUP II:  
K-12 EDUCATION  
 

Schools play a critical role in our collective ability to 
operate as a society. As Michael Griffith, senior 
researcher and policy analyst at the Learning Policy 
Institute, put it: “The pandemic and resulting school 
closures have made clear the essential role schools 
play in the lives of students, families, and communities. 
Besides their core role of advancing learning, they 
have fed millions of children and families, provided 
computers and connectivity to those without, and — in 
many cases — enabled child care for essential 
workers.” 
 
The K-12 Education Working Group endeavored to 
identify lessons learned, promising practices, and 
recommendations for policymakers and 
military/civilian leaders seeking to mitigate the impact 
of the coronavirus pandemic on approximately 1.2 
million school-aged military children.1 The working 
group split its discussions and analysis into five major 
sections: social and emotional well-being, school 
transitions, access to learning, learning gaps, and 
individual education plan (IEP) and Exceptional Family 
Member Program (EFMP) special education. As 
mirrored by other CMSI working group discussions, the 
K-12 Working Group discovered that many of the 
COVID-19-related impacts on education were pre-
existing and enduring problems in the military 
community. The pandemic has helped to shine the 
spotlight on some of the challenges facing military 
children — challenges exacerbated by COVID-19 
conditions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WORKING GROUP CHAIRS 

- Rebecca Porter, Ph.D., Military Child Education 

Coalition 

 

 

FACILITATORS 

- Jennifer Akin, Blue Star Families 

- Retired Col. John Ballantyne, Military Child 

Education Coalition 

- Tara Gleason, Military Child Education Coalition 

- Rebecca Porter, Ph.D., Military Child Education 

Coalition 

- Eryn Wagnon, Military Officers of America 

Association 

 

 

PARTICIPATING ORGANIZATIONS 

- Blue Star Families 

- Military Child Education Coalition 

- National Child Traumatic Stress Network’s Military 

and Veteran Families Program 

- National Math and Science Initiative 

- Our Military Kids 

- Partners in PROMISE 

- Tutor.com 

- USAA  

- United Through Reading 
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CONSISTENT COMMUNICATION IS KEY TO SUPPORTING STUDENTS’ SOCIAL AND 
EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING 
 
Routines and communication are important for students, parents, and schools, and will help lower anxiety for 
kids and parents. The COVID-19 pandemic shattered family and school routines across the country, making 
way for new work-at-home and virtual schooling models — particularly difficult for single military parents, 
dual-working, and dual-military families.2,3 Especially during crisis, messaging from schools needs to be 
routine, detailed, easily accessible, and in a consistent format. There are many ways for schools to share 
information, but the key to success during a crisis such as COVID-19 is consistency.4 Open, age-appropriate 
communication between parents and children helps to set expectations, provides an opportunity for 
challenges to be discussed, and can help validate a child’s feelings.5 Transparency between families and 
schools can help provide peace of mind for all parties involved, and the working group agreed that parents 
“need a voice” and ways to communicate the difficulties (or successes) of children working under entirely new 
educational circumstances.6 Military children in particular, whether new to a school, trying to make 
connections after a pandemic PCS move, or during a deployment, need special attention from teachers and 
administrators during the crisis.7, 8 
 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, without regular social interaction, in-school physical education, and school-
sponsored extracurricular activities, children’s emotional and physical well-being demands extra attention.9, 10 
Over the 10-week polling period, Pain Points Poll respondents with school-aged children reported increasing 
concern regarding their children’s behavioral changes due to their child’s inability to socialize with peers; in 
week one, 48% reported behavioral changes in their child(ren) and by week 10 this had increased to 65%.11 
The challenge for schools operating in a virtual setting is to continue to bolster the social-emotional learning of 
children and to help them find connections.12 Frequent check-ins between schools, teachers, and families can 
help provide an indication of how the child is doing at key intervals throughout the school year.13 Harvard’s 
Graduate School of Education devised an online “COVID Check-In Survey” for various 
technological/educational platforms, such as Google Classroom, that can help teachers engage “and foster a 
sense of belonging” despite the challenges of online learning and communicating.14 Understanding that a 
crisis like COVID-19 brings on stress of various levels within family units, schools need to anticipate such stress 
and plan for school outcomes in the classroom.15 While parents and students are feeling the stressors of 
COVID-19, so are teachers and staff. School employees need permission from school leaders to introduce 
flexibility in their personal and professional lives to support whole family mental health.16  
 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
● Parents and teachers should pinpoint alternative options for making connections, particularly for recently 

relocated military children who may not have an outlet to make social connections. Ideas proposed (or 
anecdotally observed) by breakout group participants included virtual hang-outs, outdoor (socially-distanced) 
band or other extracurricular gatherings, virtual implementation of the popular “student-to-student” program 
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to connect current students with incoming military students, and casual agenda-less Zoom “hangouts” where 
students could gather for a virtual lunch together.17,18  
 

• Parents and teachers should communicate with each other intentionally, consistently, and empathetically to 
support all parties in this new academic environment; this also provides an opportunity for parents to discuss 
challenges that may be presented by remote learning.19 There is an opportunity at the local and national level 
to conduct a comprehensive After-Action Review to systematically assess what did and did not work in spring 
and fall of 2020. It should include a communication plan and best practices that are devised in advance and 
can easily be “taken off the shelf” for short-notice implementation. 
 

 
PARENTS AND SCHOOLS CAN PROACTIVELY MITIGATE SCHOOL TRANSITION ISSUES FOR 
MILITARY FAMILIES, THROUGH PORTFOLIOS AND INCREASED FLEXIBILITY  
 
Transitioning to a new school is always fraught with challenges, but for military children changing schools 
during a pandemic when most classes are still remote, the transition is particularly onerous.20 Parents need to 
be able to communicate what their students were doing before a school transition and be able to articulate 
problems and successes from past schools to teachers at the new school. Importantly, parents need to have a 
copy of school records, know what worked and what didn’t work at the previous school, and what classes were 
taken.21 During a pandemic, transitions are particularly difficult since schools had varying grading policies 
during the last semester or quarter of the 2019-2020 school year and may have started remotely for the 2020-
2021 school year. The working group overwhelmingly concurred that military parents need to maintain a 
portfolio of their children’s grades, activities, class descriptions, sports, and volunteer hours so that with every 
new transition, educators are provided a personalized snapshot of student’s strengths and challenges in order 
to provide immediate support and appropriate placement for military children. With COVID-19, this portfolio is 
even more significant, especially for graduating seniors looking to apply for post-secondary educational 
opportunities.22 

 
“We PCS’d during the virus, so my children have not had any chance to meet new kids. […] The 
teachers have done their best to try and include my children, but it is hard to do over a computer.”  
– Air Force Spouse* 
 
Lessons for mitigating the impact of these school transitions during the COVID-19 pandemic can be found in 
historical case studies, such as those documenting the impact of school displacements on schoolchildren in 
the wake of Hurricane Katrina. The RAND Corporation found that though some schools did well in 
coordinating an effort for students to settle into new schools, there were certain barriers: difficulties 
communicating with parents, insufficient staff training, burnout among staff or personnel charged with 
implementing programs, and “balancing the needs of displaced students [transitioning into a new school] with 
the ongoing needs of preexisting students.”23 In addition to voicing these same concerns, 25% of active-duty 
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Pain Points Poll respondents with children reported that “collecting school records and other belongings from 
the school if schools remain inaccessible” was a top-five concern for closing out the 2019-2020 school year.24 
This suggests schools need to allow for extra flexibility in the 2020-2021 school year with regard to enrollment 
requirements, as many families may have been unable to obtain transcripts or other documentation prior to a 
recent PCS move. It is unknown how many students were stranded between an old school and a new school 
due to movement restrictions (e.g. if the “Stop Movement” order went into effect in the middle of a move), but 
it would be helpful for schools to have a plan in place to allow these children to engage virtually in the event of 
a future crisis.25  

 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
● Provide clear and consistent communication to parents and staff, and take action to prevent burnout among 

staff (e.g. setting clear expectations and providing flexibility as able) in the 2020-2021 school year. 26  
 

● During education-related in- and/or out-processing appointments, it would be helpful if DoD provided all 
military families with an “education roadmap” (a more comprehensive resource than is currently provided) for 
military children’s education, consolidating resources from the school liaison officer, the Military Child 
Education Coalition, the Military Interstate Children’s Compact Commission, and others; this resource should 
also be made available online at Military OneSource.27 Such a roadmap, comprehensively and efficiently 
communicated to families, could empower parents to be the best advocate for their children in the midst of 
military moves and/or crisis conditions. 28  
 

 
SCHOOLS, COMMUNITIES, AND INSTALLATIONS CAN IMPROVE CHILDREN’S EDUCATIONAL 
ACCESS BY ADDRESSING VIRTUAL LEARNING DISPARITIES 
 
“Our on-base school campuses are closed, but they've started providing all students with FREE 
breakfast and lunch (Mon-Fri @ curbside pick-up), which is helping out A LOT. We cannot afford 
internet at home so after work I drive the kids to the school parking lot, where we sit in the car while 
they log onto the school Wi-Fi and work on school assignments.” – Air Force Service Member29 

 
The Data Analysis, Financial Impacts, and Installation Management working groups all addressed access to 
technology as one of the major difficulties during the COVID-19 crisis. Children attempting to access school 
curriculum from a myriad of home situations during the months of remote schooling face a range of 
challenges.30 
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School districts and cities need to view internet availability as an equity issue and prioritize addressing it by 
mapping “internet deserts” and funding “fixes” in these areas.31 In the civilian population, low-income children, 
children in rural communities, and children of color tend to have less access to technology and have “lost 
more learning” during the spring of 2020 than children in different demographic categories.32 There is also a 
correlation between access to technology needed for distance education and food insecurity; those children 
“living in homes where there is often not enough food to go around…” are rarely or never able to get online to 
learn.”33 The working group noted that open-source demographic data of this nature does not yet exist for 
military families, but the concern is that the same correlation — food insecurity and access to devices or 
internet — is mirrored amongst military children.34 Additionally, with at-home school often requiring added 
school supply expenses for families, some families already faced with financial challenges may be facing a 
tipping point.35 
 
Some challenges can be met with better information on demographics of military children most affected by 
access to learning issues, better understanding by teachers and school administrators of these challenges, 
and better training for parents or caregivers in how to support their children during remote learning.36 
“Access” can indicate access to adequate internet bandwidth to perform remote schooling, access to hardware 
such as Chromebooks or tablets, and access to an individual equipped to support the child should they 
encounter difficulties (e.g. a parent or older sibling). While available military-specific data is not specific 
enough to determine what needs are unmet, it is possible to extrapolate that some of the unmet needs may 
bleed into the “access to technology” issue. In the Pain Points Poll, 26% of Black respondents noted a need for 
“financial assistance” as an “unmet community need” during the COVID-19 crisis, six points more than white 
respondents; this was also the only racial/ethnic group to include this in its top three needs.37 In the general 
population, as the Brookings Institution notes through analysis of the U.S. Census Bureau’s “Household Pulse 
Survey,” poor children and children of color have less access to the technological tools needed to perform 
remote work during the COVID-19 crisis.38  

 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
● Researchers studying the effect of the pandemic on the population should include an analysis of military 

children and families to determine whether or not economically disadvantaged military children and/or 
military children of color have less access to the technological tools they need to fully engage in a virtual 
school environment. This may require an expansion of public data collection; for example, working group 
participants were unable to easily locate publicly available data related to military children participating in free 
or reduced-cost lunch programs in order to improve understanding of this important issue.39  
 

● Communities should consider implementing (and evaluating the effectiveness of) the following innovative 
ideas to help combat challenges with internet access: 
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○ Offer locations (with social distancing protocols in mind) with free Wi-Fi access for families if 
they do not have consistent access at home. Examples include libraries, chapels, community 
centers, child development centers, etc.40  

 
o Explore the prospect of broadcasting lessons via television through the local stations.41 

 
o Coordinate with local internet service providers (e.g. Spectrum and Comcast) to encourage late 

fee waivers for existing customers, increased data caps for mobile hot spots, and free services 
to new customers with K-12 students until the threat of the virus dissipates. 

 
o Offer and distribute course materials, books, and take-home packets that do not rely on 

internet connections. 
 

• Prioritize assistance to parents (e.g. through training and improved communication about existing resources) 
to better manage expectations about remote learning. 

 

 
PARENTS AND SCHOOLS CAN IDENTIFY AND ADDRESS LEARNING GAPS THAT EMERGE DUE 
TO SCHOOL TRANSITIONS AND NONTRADITIONAL SCHOOLING 
 
Frequent moves and the “learning gaps” — what children may have missed, forgotten, or never learned during 
this season of upheaval — that emerge from them were of particular concern long before COVID-19. 
“Dependent child(ren)’s education” has been a top-five military life issue in Blue Star Families’ 2019 Military 
Family Lifestyle Survey (MFLS) for three years in a row, with 50% of active-duty spouse respondents and 38% 
of active-duty service member respondents identifying it in their top-five issues of concern in 2019.42 
According to the same study, “when asked what were the top two issues they would like teachers or staff at 
their school to receive training on, military family respondents noted a general understanding of the impact of 
frequent moves on their child (64%) and strategies with how to work with parents to help children fill in 
educational gaps that have emerged due to moves (57%).”  
 

“[The school] would tell you they are awesome because they require us to use Google Classroom 3x a 
week to interact and ‘teach’ a class. Have you ever been in a tele-meeting with 15 screaming 
kindergarteners trying to sing ‘if you're happy and you know it’ while the teacher plays a guitar? Our 
school has beautiful programs and curricul[a] on paper but is SO out of touch with the reality for 
moms/dads who have never homeschooled and who never had any intent on homeschool because we 
can recognize our own strengths and weaknesses when raising our children.” — National Guard 
Service Member43 
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The COVID-19 pandemic brought the concept of “learning gaps” front and center for many children 
nationwide, regardless of military affiliation. As of this writing (in September 2020), five states, the District of 
Columbia, and Puerto Rico have state-ordered full or regional school closures in effect.44 Earlier this year, in 
March, 45 states ordered full school closures.45 And yet, for parents of military children in particular, the idea 
of another learning gap not directly associated with military life is of great concern. On average, 70% of active-
duty family respondents to the Pain Points Poll identified “addressing content gaps in grade level standards” 
as a top-five concern about completing the 2019-2020 school year.”46 Among those respondents whose child 
will be transitioning into a new school for the 2020-2021 school year, 67% reported they were “extremely” or 
“very concerned” about “addressing knowledge gaps (content or skill) from the 2019-2020 school year.”47  
 
One partial solution is to help parents address the learning gaps if they emerge. Training and education can 
support parents as they navigate the COVID-19 and post-COVID-19 educational environment. Tools to help 
parents of military children identify whether or not their child is behind, academically or developmentally, 
could also be of great use.48 Ideally, parents will receive robust information on resources available at the 
school, in the district, on the installation, and in the community. During remote learning, parents need to be 
confident that what they are helping to teach is age- and grade-appropriate; likewise, training resources need 
to be made available to parents. During the COVID-19 crisis, many normally scheduled standardized tests 
were cancelled. Parents can play a part in communicating the deficits that they recognized while schooling at 
home by documenting their observations and then relaying that information to the education team.49 Finally, 
continuity across all aspects of education, including curriculum and instruction, is crucial to minimize gaps, 
support key development, and to identify problems early.50, 51  

 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 

● Researchers and funders should invest in a systematic, nationwide assessment of the extent to which 
“learning gaps” have emerged in children as a result of the pandemic and school closures. This assessment 
should include comparative analysis of outcomes for children who may be particularly vulnerable to them — 
including military children, children of color, children with special needs, and children from disadvantaged 
socioeconomic backgrounds. Schools who were able to successfully mitigate this concern should be consulted 
to discern what practices they employed to support their students through this time.  
 

● DoD should continue and expand policies preventing mid-year PCS moves or PCS moves for families with 
children at specific, pivotal grade levels, or during standardized testing seasons.52 Defense leaders should 
emphasize stabilization wherever possible to ensure continuity in education. 53,54 This is particularly important 
for high school seniors, students with special needs, students in career training programs, and students 
identified as gifted and talented. Education professionals should explore viable options for virtual public 
schools, which allow military students to stay in their “home school” even after a PCS.55  
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MILITARY STUDENTS WITH SPECIAL EDUCATION NEEDS FACE INTENSIFIED IMPACTS 
 
“None. My children have all only been assigned continued work via online methods. Even my child 
with an IEP was offered no [accommodation] of services. I have decided to register him, and possibly 
my other two, as a homeschooler for the rest of the academic year.” — Navy Spouse* 
 
As with many of the items discussed by the working groups, COVID-19 exacerbated pre-existing issues and 
inequities in the military community. Blue Star Families’ 2019 MFLS highlighted a host of issues related to 
families with children who have special needs or members who were enrolled in the Exceptional Family 
Member Program (EFMP): “[O]ver one-third of respondents who were caring for a child with special needs 
reported ‘their community [did] not have all the resources their families need[ed]” and “[a] larger proportion 
of military family respondents caring for a child with special needs ranked ‘dependent children’s education’ as 
a top-five issue of concern (59%) compared to military family respondents who [were] not caring for a child 
with special needs (50%).”56 Nine percent of families with members enrolled in the EFMP reported “going 
without care or otherwise bypassing the health care system due to difficulties in obtaining referrals;” 40% 
indicated they were “unable to obtain a referral and be seen by a specialist in a reasonable amount of time 
after relocating.”57 Suffice it to say, military life is stressful for most military families, but those stressors are 
compounded for military families who have members with special needs. COVID-19 further complicated this 
already difficult situation. 
 
Remote schooling, in particular, was difficult for families who have children with special educational needs. 
Twenty-one percent of active-duty family respondents to the Pain Point Poll reported their child with special 
needs “had lost access to the special education and support services their school provides;” this figure did not 
fluctuate or improve over the 10-week polling period.58 Thirty-four percent of active-duty family respondents 
identified “IEP compliance” as a top-five concern regarding completion of the 2019-2020 school year; it was the 
number two issue even though the question was offered to all families with school-aged children, not only 
those who reported they had a child with an IEP.59  
  
With these preexisting issues and COVID-19 impacts in mind, the breakout group had a broad-ranging 
discussion regarding potential strategies and helpful practices schools should consider to ease special 
educational learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. One suggestion was that “decision-making power” 
regarding children using remote learning and receiving special education services should be moved from the 
school district itself to the local school.60 Another helpful strategy the group identified was the ability for 
teachers to collaborate and strategize education solutions for their local student population. Some suggested 
that local schools facilitate small group chats between parents and teachers to increase direct communication, 
promote transparency, and enable early detection of emerging issues (a strategy also suggested by the 
breakout session focusing on social and emotional health). Finally, the breakout group echoed sentiments 
shared by the Data Analysis Working Group — that civilians, (teachers, in this case) can benefit from 
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knowledge of how COVID-19 impacts military families differently than civilian families, and employ strategies 
military families use to support all children through this crisis.  

 
For a number of families, military or not, children with special needs lost the one-on-one support they are 
accustomed to receiving during the normal in-person school year. Some districts opted against providing one-
on-one services during the period of remote schooling, causing concern amongst parents that their child with 
special needs would rapidly lose ground.61 Some teachers were able to continue one-on-one teaching through 
the use of online platforms, and some were not.62 One strategy discussed to offset the impact of this 
interruption moving forward was to provide district-level guidance and address limitations to schools to allow 
one-on-one teaching for some children with special needs. Even with permissions to teach, some schools 
simply did not have the remote learning experience to support families, and many districts opted to cancel all 
one-on-one education for children with special needs because they could not support all special needs 
children.63  
 
On July 5, 2020, working group participant John McLaughlin, the CEO of McLaughlin Advisors (which helps 
businesses focused on children with special needs), argued in the Wall Street Journal that there is a “simple 
solution” for military families with children with special needs: “Grant military families portable IEPs that move 
with them and keep their children’s services intact.”64 In practice, this means that a military family would not 
need to restart the IEP paperwork process every time a child moves to a new school, which could be up to 10 
times during the K-12 years.65 McLaughlin advocates that the federal government, within pending COVID-19 
relief legislation supporting special education, should grant military children this “portable IEP” so that parents 
do not need to return to the “emotionally draining nightmare of paperwork, meetings, and phone calls” when 
a special needs child starts a new school.66 Currently, federal law states that the IEP process must start fresh 
every time a child starts a new school.67 Another idea propagated by working group participant Partners in 
PROMISE, is an initiative included in the PROMISE Act that would allow military parents to retain IEPs for six 
months after a school transition to assist with routine and consistency of services and support.68 
 
While there are many unanswered questions surrounding the possibility of a portable IEP for military families, 
especially in a COVID-19 environment (e.g. whether portable IEPs not only transfer state-to-state but from the 
remote/digital environment to that of live instruction), this is an innovative policy solution worth exploring in 
more depth. Whether a portable IEP is feasible or not, continuity of services, to include distance learning, is 
the priority for military families.69  

 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
● Designate a representative within each district who can advocate for military families with a student with 

special needs and/or an IEP. Doing so would assist them in navigating the legal processes and facilitating 
important conversations with schools.70  
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● Explore funding for a joint Department of Education and Department of Defense Education Activity study on 
how portable IEPs would look in practice for the military community, and how the initiation of a pilot program 
could help assess the broader feasibility of the idea. There is a need for more information to inform the 
decisions to pursue a “portable IEP” or similar framework. There is ample evidence that special educational 
programs were not working for many military families, and that these issues caused additional stress for those 
families. The pandemic underscored the need for policymakers and advocacy groups to seriously consider 
new and innovative approaches that will fundamentally make life easier for children with special needs during 
the pandemic and well after it end 
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WORKING GROUP III:  
FINANCIAL IMPACTS ON 
THE MILITARY FAMILY  
 
 
“With the pandemic, trying to manage money 
with decreased incomes is hard being in 
separate countries. The uncertainty of shelter-
in-place orders, lockdowns, etc., makes it hard 
to be prepared in both places adequately. 
Finances are stretched thin. The uncertainty of 
managing two separate budgets, for stuff in 
two different countries is impossible with 
incomes and regulations shifting so quickly.”  
— Air Force Spouse1 
 
For many military families, the second- and-third-
order effects of COVID-19 are felt in the 
pocketbook. Whether a young Army family faces 
housing insecurity due to a COVID-19-related 
furlough of a working spouse, or an Air Force 
family struggles to pay for unexpected home-
schooling and child care costs while both parents 
continue to work in key and essential positions. 
Rather than “throw money at the problem,” the 
Financial Impacts on the Military Working Group 
broke down the major financial problems facing 
military families due to COVID-19, documented 
priority issues, and brainstormed possible policy 
solutions. After the working groups met, the 
“checkbook issues” facilitator added a fifth section 
on the significant implications for military families 
of the federal payroll tax deferral. 
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MILITARY FAMILIES MAY REPORT LIMITED FINANCIAL IMPACTS, BUT SPOUSE EMPLOYMENT 
CONCERNS MAY HAVE SECONDARY EFFECTS 
 
Despite initial concerns that military families’ pocketbooks would be hit severely by the combination of 
spousal job losses, the financial impact of the “Stop Movement” order, and unexpected child care or home-
schooling costs, some families actually benefited over time from COVID-19-related incentives and payouts.2 
Thanks to the CARES Act, many military families received a $3,900 financial windfall.3 Though families reported 
“using credit cards to cover necessary expenses during the crisis,” the percentage of military family 
respondents reporting the use of credit dropped from 44% to 20%between the second and tenth week of Pain 
Points polling.4 Policy questions surrounding “checkbook issues” range from “how do we deal with the 
positives?” to “how do we help those most affected by loss of income and/or increased grocery costs?” In 
open-ended responses to the Pain Points Poll question “Please tell us more about how this crisis has impacted 
your family financially, including any success you have had obtaining help, actions you took prior to the crisis 
that have supported your family, and/or challenges you have had navigating resources/services,” the most 
commonly-cited financial impacts among respondents were loss of income and increased grocery costs, 
though fewer than 25% of respondents reported such difficulties.5  
 
Prior to the pandemic, some evidence suggested service members save less than their civilian counterparts; 
for example, a recent survey shows that only 43% of military members are enrolled in the Thrift Savings Plan 
whereas enrollment of federal civilians hovers at 87%.6 While there is no comparative data from 2020 to 
indicate whether or not this remains the case, Resilience Under Stress Study (RUSS) findings do suggest that 
many families had less credit card debt and more savings in May 2020 than they did one year prior, which is in 
line with trends among the civilian population over the summer.78 In a paired sample of respondents from the 
2019 Military Family Lifestyle Survey and the 2020 RUSS, the percent of respondents who had more than 
$1,000 in savings increased from 80% to 86%, and the percentage of those that carried credit card debt 
decreased slightly from 62% to 59%.9 
  
The 10-week period of Pain Point polling and the RUSS both demonstrate that most military family 
respondents were surviving the financial stressors of COVID-19 fairly well, but this statement comes with 
heavy caveats. Although the Pain Points Poll did not collect rank as a demographic variable, 95% of the RUSS 
sample was a rank of E5 or above. Furthermore, this data was collected during or soon after the CARES Act 
stipend was administered (92% of RUSS respondents reported receiving it), and prior to the cessation of 
supplemental unemployment insurance benefits. Two things, however, are certain: (1) military families with a 
working spouse whose employment was impacted took a severe financial hit, and (2) a greater proportion of 
spouses of junior enlisted personnel were employed in sectors disproportionately impacted by the pandemic 
(such as hospitality and retail).10, 11, 12 Given many military families’ inability to consistently earn two incomes 
due to frequent moves, this is a concerning fact with long-term implications (addressed in a later section). 
Furthermore, reservists and National Guard service members may have consistently lost some expected 
income with the onset of the pandemic, either through cancelled drilling and training, or by leaving a higher-
paying civilian job when activated in response to the crisis; some efforts have been made to alleviate these 
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concerns.13, 14 Despite some of the unique financial challenges facing military families, the demand for 
assistance from relief societies has actually dropped since the onset of the crisis.15  

 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
● Military families should prioritize financial savings to lessen the financial effects of a future pandemic 

scenario or other catastrophic event. The target demographic for such an initiative should be those most 
deeply affected by the financial impacts of the pandemic — junior enlisted families dependent upon two 
incomes — in order to support resilience and readiness. Although a causal relationship cannot be 
determined, active-duty respondents in the RUSS who reported “no stress at all” in regard to their family’s 
financial situation also reported the greatest levels of individual resilience.16  

 
● Leaders and resource providers should better educate military families on the process of acquiring 

assistance through available relief societies; the early days of the pandemic showed low usage of vital 
assets such as the Army Emergency Relief, Coast Guard Mutual Assistance, Air Force Aid Society, and Navy-
Marine Corps Relief Society.17  

 
● Financial training program providers can seek to better understand what information delivery methods 

make military families feel most comfortable pursuing such education to maximize the impact of available 
programs. There is an opportunity to leverage technology, data analytics, and other information from 
public, commercial, and non-profit organizations to identify and advocate for effective communication 
strategies and programs.  

 
● Schools should identify methods to facilitate delivery of meals to children to maintain access to free or 

reduced-cost school breakfasts and lunches, even if school is taught in a virtual or hybrid model.18 Many 
military children are eligible for and benefit from these programs, which enhance nutrition, reduce family 
grocery bills, and enhance school participation. 
 

 
THE “STOP MOVEMENT” ORDER HAD UNINTENDED FINANCIAL CONSEQUENCES INITIALLY, 
INLCUDING DUAL HOUSING COSTS, BUT THESE DISSIPATED OVER TIME 
 
Secretary of Defense Mark Esper’s March 25, 2020, “Stop Movement” order — a sweeping decision to limit the 
physical movement of members of the military with the goal of “flattening the curve” of the spread of COVID-
19 — and subsequent permutations to the order had unintended financial consequences for military 
families.19, 20 Unexpected mortgage or rental costs were the most substantive concerns.21 Some military 
families expecting to move locations with PCS orders were suddenly put on hold, some in the middle of a PCS, 
stranded between one duty station and the next, or partway through packing their house or apartment with a 
soon-to-terminate lease. Families reported financial hardship due to fees incurred from breaking or extending 
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leases, money lost from halting the sale of a house, double mortgages tackled due to travel restrictions from 
an old home to a new home, loss of down payments or deposits at a follow-on duty station. Some families 
faced unforeseen transportation costs due to the shipment of vehicles prior to the “Stop Movement” order, 
and many incurred extra costs for household goods when items had shipped prior to the order.  
 
“Stop Movement” order-related expenses were not always reimbursable. For those doing “do it yourself”  
moves, or those service members who moved prior to the “Stop Movement” order but before the family and 
covered the costs of two households, some of the COVID-19-related costs simply came out of pocket.22 A few 
weeks into the “Stop Movement” order, as service members publicized and reported some of their difficulties, 
the military services were able to quickly apply solutions such as the Army’s subsidies (“hardship pay and 
isolation allowances”) for rental cars and housing for those stranded between duty stations.23 Congressional 
support was swift for military families as well, with members from both the House of Representatives and the 
Senate pledging financial support through legislation — legislation which became an amendment to the 
Servicemembers Civil Relief Act on August 14, 2020.24, 25 
 
As the policy evolved over time and commanders were given more authority to approve exceptions to policy 
outlined in the Secretary of Defense’s April 20, 2020, modification of the order, families’ financial woes also 
dissipated.26 In the first week of Pain Points Polling (March 18-24, 2020), 27% of respondents with current PCS 
orders had accrued “unexpected out-of-pocket expenses as a result of rescheduling [a] PCS” and 21% of those 
surveyed would be “paying two leases/mortgages within 60 days due to PCS uncertainty.” By week 10, 
however, (May 20-26, 2020), the percentages of those surveyed had fallen to 8% and 12% respectively.27 
Despite the reduction in unexpected out-of-pocket expenses over time as the DoD adapted to the crisis, 54% 
of active-duty family respondents, on average, had to cancel a previously planned family vacation due to the 
“Stop Movement” order, which may have resulted in lost deposits and non-refundable costs; responses to 
open-ended questions in the Pain Points Poll indicates this caused additional financial and emotional stress 
for some families.28 
 
Finally, several Pain Points Poll respondents to open-ended responses identified secondary and tertiary 
impacts of the “Stop Movement” order on the real estate market; these responses were usually provided by 
military families who are also landlords, lamenting the loss of rent they were going to incur due to a military 
family being unable to move. Others, however, raised concerns about the increased cost of housing near 
military bases; claims that increased housing costs are a direct result of the “Stop Movement” order are 
unsubstantiated as of the publication date of this report.29  

 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
● DoD should conduct a comprehensive survey of families who experienced a PCS this year to ascertain 

whether or not there are additional policy or legislative steps needed to prevent “Stop Movement”-related 
financial hardship in the future.30 The extent to which DoD and Congressional solutions to financial 
challenges introduced by the “Stop Movement” order remains unknown, largely because it is unclear how 
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many families were not fully compensated/reimbursed for expenses incurred and/or are not covered 
under the recent amendment to the Servicemember Civil Relief Act, which is retroactive to March.  

 
● DoD should create and implement a financial readiness checklist to ensure military families are ready to 

move or ready to “halt in place” in the instance of another “Stop Movement” scenario.  
 
● Community organizations should proactively plan to help military families logistically or financially in the 

event of a future “Stop Movement” scenario. 

 
 
SPOUSE UNEMPLOYMENT IS LIKELY TO INCREASE, BUT GREATER LEGITMACY OF TELEWORK 
OFFERS A SMALL “SILVER LINING” FOR MILITARY SPOUSES 
 
The military spouse unemployment rate was 24% before the pandemic and has likely increased to 30% or 
higher because of it. 31, 32 The challenges of frequent moving, primary child care responsibility, and service 
members’ operational tempo/frequent travel/inconsistent schedule, compound to create real and lasting 
barriers to military spouse careers.33 The silver lining of the COVID-19 crisis is that the general population has 
learned something that many military spouses already know: “remote work can work.” As many companies 
consider shuttering their brick-and-mortar offices, the future may be a remote work heyday, which could 
benefit highly mobile military spouses already accustomed to working from home with frequently changing 
conditions. 34, 35 Nevertheless, during the pandemic, Pain Points Polling suggests military spouses were 
teleworking at lower rates than other groups surveyed — only 32%, on average, reported this to be the case 
while at least 42% of every other group reported the same. 

 
Reflecting a larger societal shift due to COVID-19, military spouses may feel increased pressure to opt out of 
the workforce to manage child care and education while their service member is able to continue full-time 
work.36 Pain Points Poll data supports this assertion — only 15% of military spouse respondents reported their 
“work had not been impacted”, while 24% of service member respondents said the same. Similarly, 13% of 
military spouse respondents reported they had or would take paid or unpaid leave to care for children, while 
only 6% said the same of their service member spouse. The Center for Economic and Policy Research reports 
that though women are bearing the brunt of COVID-19 child care and education responsibilities, there are 
“opposing forces which may promote gender equality in the labor market,” namely, a higher acceptance for 
the flexibility of remote work and more fathers taking on primary child care burdens.37 This “erosion of social 
norms” may not translate to the military lifestyle, where only 9% to 20% of the active-duty population, 
depending on branch of service, are female and such burden-sharing by male spouses may be impossible due 
to job requirements. 38, 39 Society’s hew toward acceptance of remote work due to the effects of COVID-19, 
however, is a positive effect for military spouses. 
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Nevertheless, although unemployment among military spouses was exacerbated by COVID-19, it is a challenge 
unrelated to the pandemic and requires a holistic solution. Root causes of military spouse employment have 
been and will continue to be service members’ job demands (including day-to-day demands and frequent 
relocations) and child care (affordability and availability).40 

 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
● Employers should comprehensively survey the workforce, understanding which employees are also full-

time caregivers and/or full-time or hybrid home-school teachers. Military spouse employees need 
flexibility in work schedules and training, as well as agency and input in scheduling.41  

 

● Employers should assist or compensate employees for technology and internet access for remote work.  
 

● Military leaders should recognize the need for more day-to-day predictability in service members’ 
schedules as a necessary condition for military spouses to function and excel in a chosen career. The effect 
of service members’ operational tempo on working military spouses was a problem before COVID-19; this 
is a systemic problem that requires a strategic-level solution.42  

 
 
COVID-19 INTENSIFIED THE PRE-EXISTING CHILD CARE SHORTAGE 
 
Access to quality child care during the COVID-19 crisis is a national problem, not only a military family 
problem.43 However, financial hardships endured due to unexpected COVID-19-related child care costs show 
exactly how grueling the experience of attaining or maintaining child care during a time of crisis can be when 
one or both parents may be “key and essential personnel.” Women, who make up the majority of military 
spouses, are uniquely impacted by the child care crisis, much of which was reflected by the preceding spouse 
employment breakout. A 2019 report from the Committee for Economic Development stated that about 59% 
of children under the age of five in the United States participated in regular “care arrangements” by a non-
parental provider. Of the child care facilities that care for these 11.8 million children, at least 30% are expected 
to shutter due to the COVID-19 crisis.44 Considering that only 27% of service member and 12% of active-duty 
spouse respondents who required child care reported they were using on-installation child development 
centers (CDCs) for full-time care needs in Blue Star Families’ 2018 MFLS, it is clear that the national child care 
crisis does not and will not exclude the military community. 45  
 
As reflected in Blue Star Families’ and the Association of Defense Communities March 24 and 27, 2020, virtual 
town halls on the topics of the “impact of school closures for military families” and “supporting early child care 
and education during the COVID-19 crisis,” the discussion around military child care is complicated, robust, 
and ever-evolving.46 The COVID-19 crisis exacerbated a problem that most military families already knew: child 
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care for military families, either on or off an installation, is hard to acquire, difficult to afford without subsidies, 
and significantly stressful to working parents or those parents in full-time post-secondary school. During the 
10 weeks of Pain Points polling, 17% of civilian and military mission essential personnel surveyed were “unable 
to find or use child care.” Only 28% of female active-duty service member respondents reported that their 
family’s child care plan did not change during the crisis whereas 55% of their male colleagues reported no 
change. During week five of polling, 54% of active-duty family respondents stated that their family was 
“currently unable to use [their] normal child care provider.”47  
 
On September 1, 2020, the DoD initiated a policy change to ensure that military patrons were better 
prioritized to receive child care on a military installation (supplanting “lower priority” patrons such as DoD 
civilians or contractors).48 Though this policy change is a promising step forward, it is still a tiny step in the 
right direction toward major defense childcare reform— reform that was shown to be so desperately needed 
when the COVID-19 pandemic affected child care facility workers caring for the children of active-duty 
personnel on installations, and major child care facilities outside installations closed down during statewide 
quarantine orders. The National Association for the Education of Young Children notes that daycare facilities 
around the U.S. “lost nearly 70% of their daily attendance in one week during the pandemic, with many saying 
they could not last a week without getting paid.”49  

 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
• Installation commanders should treat child care providers as front-line employees and offer incentives for 

child care workers to stay on staff. 50 Recruiting and retention tactics for on- and off-installation child care 
need to be aggressive; similar efforts could be discussed with local community providers. Ideas put 
forward during the working group to improve retention and recruitment included tuition assistance for 
CDC staff, and financial assistance and housing preference for family child care (FCC) providers.  

 
• Under DoD’s guidance, each individual service must clearly define “mission essential” as it applies to its 

civilian workforce, in particular those providing services to families. Additionally, the individual service and 
installation must clearly articulate what the “mission essential” status means in terms of prioritization in 
DoD child care facilities.51 

 
• Schools and resource providers should offer a diverse array of resources to help navigate non-traditional 

schooling options. Whether those resources include learning pods, “microschools,” or day camps offering 
tutoring, policymakers focused on both defense and education must consider how to deliver these 
resources in constructive and effective ways that fit each individual installation and its military community. 
Considerations include: numbers of special needs children in the community, numbers of low-income and 
at-risk children, numbers of “essential” or “front-line” workers, and the level of funding required to make a 
difference during COVID-19, not after the pandemic.52 Anecdotal evidence suggests that parents may lack 
the experience and resources to educate their children at home, in particular the resources to help 
navigate cognitive and educational support at home when school remains remote.53 
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• Military leadership (employers) should be remarkably flexible during this time when parents are struggling 
to care for and educate children, sometimes while working full-time jobs either in the military or 
elsewhere. Flexibility to telework must be a priority for as many service members as possible while 
maintaining readiness.54 This should also serve as a learning experience for DoD, and each service should 
collect data as to how much of its force is able to telework, how that number breaks down as to specialties 
and communities, and how the telework that does occur impacts current, short-term, and long-term 
readiness.  

 
 
PAYROLL TAX DEFERRAL, AND POTENTIAL REPAYMENT, IS MANDATORY FOR SERVICE 
MEMBERS55 
 
On August 8, 2020, President Trump issued a memorandum authorizing the deferral of Social Security payroll 
taxes to ease economic burdens caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.56 Subsequent implementation guidance 
from the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and implementation by Defense Financial Accounting Service (DFAS) 
has deferred payroll taxes for all military and federal employees earning less than $8,667 per month.57 For the 
military, that essentially applies to all enlisted service members, warrant officers through CW-4, and officers 
through O-4 (major/lieutenant commander). 
 
Those individuals affected will see a temporary 6.2% pay increase in their mid-September pay through 
December 2020 pay. This temporary increase is a deferral of the Social Security payroll tax and individuals will 
have to repay the same amount over a four-month period from January 1 to April 30, 2021.58 For example, 
majors or lieutenant commanders with 14 years of service will have a $500 increase in their pay from 
September to December. However, in January, their take home pay will decrease by approximately $1,000 
because the $500 deduction for payroll tax will resume and an additional $500 will be deducted to repay the 
deferred payroll tax. 
 
DFAS implemented the deferral automatically beginning with mid-month September pay. Neither military nor 
federal civilian employees can opt out of automatic deferral.59 It is possible that Congress could pass a law to 
forgive the deferred payroll taxes.60 If that happens, employees will not have extra money taken out of their 
paychecks in 2021 (although normal payroll taxes would likely resume). 

 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
● Service members and federal employees should be fully informed that Social Security payroll tax is only a 

deferral of taxes required and, in most cases, they should save the extra payment so they will have a 
cushion once the deferred payroll tax resumes in January 2021. 
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● The military community should assist service members with effective savings plans to ensure that they 
have the resources to repay the deferred Social Security payroll taxes.  

 
● Congress should consider forgiving the deferred payroll taxes to provide additional funds for families to 

cope with the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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WORKING GROUP IV:  
MAINTAINING 
INSTALLTION OPERATIONS 
 

The Association of Defense Communities (ADC) 
convened two working groups that proved interlaced 
in nature: maintaining installation operations and 
installation-community crisis response. With the help 
of DoD partners, military service representatives, 
private industry contractors, and “outside-the-fence-
line” community advocates, ADC observed the major 
changes and problems affecting military installations 
and their surrounding communities as a result of the 
COVID-19 crisis and brainstormed potential solutions 
and areas for further attention. For ADC, the most 
effective way to address the varied COVID-19-related 
issues on military installations and within military 
facilities was to use case study methodology. In other 
words, ADC and its partners learned best by taking 
specific examples from Army, Navy, and Air Force 
installations, or joint bases, and understanding 
solutions already implemented or brainstorming 
solutions yet to come.1  
 
For the Maintaining Installation Operations Working 
Group, ADC asked how installation managers adapted 
during the COVID-19 crisis to continue mission 
support and to deliver installation services. Various 
case studies show what worked across installations as 
they started to adapt to pandemic conditions.2 Like 
many companies and organizations across the United 
States, the challenge for installation management is 
universal access to technology.3 With the sudden 
migration to remote work in both the uniformed and 
civilian sectors due to quarantine orders, leaders and 
subordinates discovered a tremendous need for 
technological solutions for comprehensive telework 
as well as simple technology access requirements. For  
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large organizations, normal all-hands meetings migrated to a virtual setting, allowing leaders to communicate 
with hundreds of staff members in live fora and send recorded meetings to the thousands that were unable to 
attend.4 
 
With the advent of COVID-19 social distancing restrictions and workplace safety concerns, installation 
management performed a huge pivot. Traditional installation crisis planning focuses on natural disasters and 
access to technology for success and longevity on base. With the pandemic, however, the paradigm shifted 
quickly to planning for successful operations remotely with dramatically reduced manning in physical spaces 
on installations. The particular policy and technology challenges facing the parts of government performing 
classified work on systems that cannot be replicated within the home or remotely demand attention so that — 
even during a pandemic — operations can continue on classified networks.5 Future installation planning has 
shifted from a question of how leaders get people to come to work during a time of crisis to how do leaders 
continue operating with the lowest possible number of people physically working on an installation.  
 
As reflected in the subsequent working group “Installation-Community Crisis Response,” installations 
benefited greatly from discussions and agreements with institutions in the surrounding communities. Existing 
intergovernmental support agreements (IGSAs) and other installation-community partnerships help 
installations acquire the equipment and supplies they need, and the agreements can be built upon and 
expanded for future crisis management. For instance, Joint Base San Antonio (JBSA) is currently considering 
the acquisition of furniture through their “Blanket IGSA” with the Alamo Area Council of Governments 
(AACOG), which was signed in September 2019.6 The furnishings are used for properly outfitting a socially 
distanced workspace to ensure employee safety. While both AACOG and JBSA are still in the learning process, 
ironing out procedures and building experience, the “Blanket IGSA” construct has the potential to accelerate 
the acquisition of goods and services — a vision that could translate to other installations across the U.S. 
 
For example, the Corpus Christi Army Depot, which is a tenant of Naval Air Station Corpus Christi, Texas, has 
been trying to identify contracting vehicles that would allow for the rapid acquisition of temperature scanning 
equipment to automate the scanning of 4,000 employees daily. If the Military Services promulgate policy 
directing installation commanders to put IGSAs in place that would cover the rapid acquisition of goods and 
services during emergencies or disasters, these vehicles could significantly improve spending efficiency and 
solve an immediate acquisition problem.  
 
Additionally, the Army garrison at Fort Carson, Colorado, is currently working with Colorado Springs Utilities to 
put in place an IGSA regarding electric, water, wastewater, gas, and storm water management.7 This 
agreement has the potential to greatly streamline community and installation resilience in locations with 
public utility companies and could potentially act as a model for other DoD installations. This partnership 
builds off a long history of Fort Carson partnering with both public and private organization to develop and 
sustain water and energy infrastructure8. Similarly, Naval Air Station Corpus Christi, Naval Air Station 
Kingsville, Nueces and Kleberg counties, and the cities of Corpus Christi and Kingsville are together developing 
an “energy resilience” IGSA that will include “high-efficiency gas turbines, a microgrid serving critical mission 
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functions on base, a second microgrid to service fire/police substations and critical services off base, and 
provide water desalination to create a redundant water source for NAS Corpus Christi.”9  
 
It is important to note that besides IGSAs with state and local governments other types of installation and 
community partnerships with private companies, universities, and other organizations were also important for 
installation COVID-19 management and responses. For example, installation utility privatization partners 
helped keep installation water and energy systems running despite the COVID-19 working restrictions and 
challenges during the first six months of the pandemic.   

 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
● Bolstering broadband access, or 5G capabilities, should be a top priority for all installations. Like many 

organizations across the United States, one major challenge for installation management is universal 
access to technology.10 One common theme across case studies was that consistent access to technology, 
both hardware and software, enables success in a remote or distanced work environment and is also key 
to successful installation management.  

 
● Working group participants suggested that the use of buildings and property on installations to support 

health and remote work stations could be helpful in planning for future pandemics. In the instance of a 
future pandemic scenario, large areas normally used for storage or athletic activities can be repurposed 
for socially distanced work. The key is pinpointing these properties early and having a plan in place to 
support service members and civilians unable to work in close, enclosed spaces.  

 
● A major concern raised by working group participants was that classified work is almost impossible to 

complete in a remote setting. Installation managers need to plan how classified work can continue 
seamlessly and safely in pandemic conditions, reimagining how a sensitive compartmented information 
facility (SCIF) is configured and how classified data is accessed and used.  

 
● The case studies included in working group sessions underscored the importance of IGSAs and other 

community partnerships are vital to installations during times of crisis. For future success in managing 
installation services, military leaders should look to creating alliances with counties, local governments, 
and utilities “outside the fence line.”  
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WORKING GROUP V:  
INSTALLATION – 
COMMUNITY CRISIS 
REPSONSE  
 
 
The Installation-Community Crisis Response 
Working Group discussed how communities and 
installations partner to provide emergency COVID-
19 response services. The major categories 
highlighted are manufacturing and distribution of 
personal protective equipment (PPE), supply issues, 
and cleaning procedures, innovations in testing and 
tracing, medical partnerships, and bolstering family 
wellness. The various case studies highlighted by 
the group are by no means the extent of all the 
work performed by installation teams or their 
counterparts on the “outside,” but the studies 
demonstrate how positive partnerships reap 
benefits for installations and their communities 
during times of crisis.1 The following cases are 
success stories of rapid deployment of installation 
and community partnerships as a result of the 
COVID-19 crisis. Military installation leadership saw 
a need for COVID-19-related services and response 
and looked to their local communities; likewise, the 
community looked to military installations for 
support and vital information.  

 
INSTALLATIONS LEVERAGED EXISTING 
RELATIONSHIPS TO OBTAIN NECESSARY 
SUPPLIES DURING CRISIS 
 
Installations with success stories of acquiring or 
supplying PPE already had partnerships in place 
with local community advocates or leaders. For 
example, using an existing relationship with the  
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North Carolina State University — which is part of the Research Triangle that also includes the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill and Duke University — Army leaders at Fort Bragg sourced filtration material to 
manufacture masks for soldiers when supplies were short.2 At Travis Air Force Base, Nevada, the Phoenix 
Spark Innovation Cell, a group designed to develop collaborative partnerships with military, private industry, 
academia, and government agencies, used 3D printing to prototype and produce N95 mask covers and face 
shields for the David Grant USAF Medical Center.3 The West Florida Defense Alliance, “the lead organization 
for all military-related issues throughout Northwest Florida,” which actively facilitates community and 
government support to sustain military missions and “promote the region’s contributions to the nation’s 
defense,” provided over 3,000 masks to Naval Air Station Pensacola — all sewn by local volunteers.4, 5  
 
Local communities were not only giving expertise and resources to military installations, but were receiving as 
well — which made the partnerships all the more successful. For example, soldiers from Aberdeen Proving 
Ground, Maryland, worked with local community volunteers and 3D printers to produce face shields.6 At 
Goodfellow Air Force Base, Texas, Air Force volunteers helped to disinfect local school classrooms in the San 
Angelo Independent School District in a partnership that has base volunteers using an electrostatic cleaning 
device. “The system places an electrostatic charge to liquid disinfectants as they leave the spray nozzle, which 
causes the charged disinfectant to cling to virtually any surface and help with stopping the unnecessary 
spread of infections.”7 Such a partnership is mutually appealing since the school district educates children of 
the military among its other constituents.8  

 
INNOVATIVE COLLABORATIONS BETWEEN ORGANIZATIONS “INSIDE” AND “OUTSIDE” THE 
FENCE HELPED IMPROVE TESTING AND TRACING 
 
Living and working on a military installation does not occur in a vacuum. As such, the spread of COVID-19 
affects not only those “behind the fence,” but those outside. Normal “comings and goings” on installations 
slowed with the advent of COVID-19 work and travel restrictions for service members, families, and 
contractors. However, the disease itself paid no heed to access control points or barriers, making the 
partnering of the military with local communities for testing and tracing a vital effort. Military members, 
community members and those who breach the divide all benefit when military medicine partners with 
civilian medicine and public health resources. 
 
At Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, where about 70% of military families live outside the installation in Pulaski 
County, Phelps Health, state and county officials, and the U.S. Army implemented a series of “protection, 
prevention, and detection measures” aimed at not only protecting service members, but those in the 
community.9 The subsequent COVID-19 testing initiatives and data collection helped not only Fort Leonard 
Wood inhabitants, but also the substantially intertwined outside community. The testing and tracing 
happened only because of the partnership of federal, state, local, and private stakeholders — and a 
community eager to participate in keeping its service members safe and healthy.10 A similar partnership 
emerged in Montgomery County, Tennessee, with a population of approximately 210,000 people adjacent to 
the Army’s third-largest installation, Fort Campbell, Kentucky, which is home to approximately 27,000 active-
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duty soldiers and 40,000 family members.11, 12 With reasons mirroring Fort Leonard Wood and Pulaski County, 
Fort Campbell and Montgomery County coordinated COVID-19 testing with the local health department, 
Blanchfield Army Community Hospital, Tennova Healthcare, and Premier Medical Group.13  
  
Fort Bragg, North Carolina, boasts the Army’s largest population of active-duty soldiers, with over 50,000 
active-duty soldiers and approximately 63,000 active-duty family members.14 The DoD’s National Security 
Innovation Network (NSIN), which “cultivates a network of innovators and entrepreneurs to focus on national 
security issues,” put out a call for innovative industry response to COVID-19, setting the stage for partnership 
between DoD assets and local community innovators. NSIN helped a North Carolina startup called MindSumo, 
Inc., partner with Fort Bragg to automate identification and contact tracing of COVID-19 patients.15 . Similarly 
inspired by potential technological advances, the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, 
signed a memorandum of agreement with the Army’s Medical Materiel Development Activity to produce 3D-
printed swabs for COVID-19 testing. This partnership shows that COVID-19 partnerships between different 
federal agencies, name the Navy-Army technological partnership  are also important to installations and 
communities and this is a great example of “outside-the-fence-line” communication and action.16  
 
Plenty of press coverage surrounded the COVID-19-related National Guard mobilizations, with some of the 
“big-ticket” Guard tasks focused on field hospital construction and manning.17 Another important Guard duty 
was testing and tracing, which occurred across the country in states needing extra COVID-19 response 
assistance. In New York, the Guard delivered millions of meals, assembled hundreds of thousands of COVID-
19 test kits, and helped administer the tests in local communities.18 When  COVID-19 cases spiked in the city of 
Guymon, Oklahoma, the Oklahoma National Guard mobilized to help contain the disease within the 
community by working with the State Department of Health, aiding in testing, tracing, delivering supplies, and 
mass decontamination in long-term care facilities.19 Similarly, the Virginia National Guard created “strike 
teams” trained in collecting and handling samples and facilitating “large numbers of tests quickly and 
effectively” in long-term care facilities.20  

 
MILITARY PROVIDES SUPPORT FOR COMMUNITY COVID-19-RELATED MEDICAL NEEDS 
 
At Naval Air Station Pensacola, Florida, the installation partnered with the local Baptist Hospital System in 
preparation for COVID-19-related intensive care unit shortages. On base, facilities were prepped for patient 
care under the agreement that the installation would house non-COVID patients for the civilian hospital.21 In 
Kentucky, the Air National Guard and the Army Corps of Engineers teamed with Kentucky Emergency 
Management and the Department of Public Health to transform the Kentucky Fair and Exposition Center into 
an alternate care facility for patients recovering from COVID-19.22 The “rethinking” of civilian and military 
spaces as a result of the pandemic very much reflects the previous Installation Management Working Group’s 
conclusions about installation management, demonstrating that future planning will depend upon how 
property is reimagined. Similar efforts were reflected at both Ellsworth Air Force Base, South Dakota, and 
Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Ohio.23 Joint response and partnership planning between base hospitals or 
clinics and local community hospitals, medical service organizations, and companies was, and remains to be, a 
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mutually beneficial outcome of the COVID-19 crisis, laying the pathway for future civil-military medical 
collaboration during crisis.  
 

MILITARY FAMILIES AND ORGANIZATIONS STRENGTHEN TIES AND INVESTMENT IN THEIR 
LOCAL COMMUNITIES DURING COVID-19 
 
CMSI’s RUSS reports positive statistics about the importance of military families’ ties to the local communities 
and how such ties can bolster health. On average, 23% of active-duty, 21% of veterans, and 18% of National 
Guard family respondents reported “members of my community have actively provided emotional support to 
my family during the pandemic.” Additionally, 13% of active-duty, 12% of veteran, and 7% of National Guard 
family respondents reported “members of the community have actively provided tangible support to my family 
during the crisis.”24 In fact, the RUSS data demonstrates that a majority of military families have stronger ties 
to their local communities as a result of the pandemic.25  
 
Many military organizations have worked during the pandemic to solidify ties to the community, which can 
only bode well for the health and welfare of military families who thrive from such community interaction. 
Goodfellow Air Force Base, Texas, recently established the Mental Health Resilience Partnership, in which local 
stakeholders in the city of San Angelo provide resources to manage stress, anxiety, and depression.26 The on-
base “resilience team,” which includes mental health personnel, social workers, the chaplaincy, military family 
life consultants, and others, partner with the West Texas Counseling and Guidance Center, Angelo State 
University, Howard College, and the city, among other local stakeholders. This initiative is part of the larger Air 
Force Community Partnership program and its goal to “share resources/information … prepare for 
contingencies/disasters … and unify the civic/base community.”27 Additionally, since 2017, Goodfellow’s chapel 
has worked hand-in-hand with local churches and ministries, who provide supplemental spiritual 
requirements that chapel personnel were unable to provide. In April 2020, the chapel held a food drive to help 
the local community food banks in San Angelo and donated over 900 pounds of non-perishable items.  
 
Goodfellow’s food drive was mirrored by military organizations across the country who helped local 
communities with their food shortages. Marine Corps Base Hawaii, for instance, collected over 4,000 pounds 
of food for a local community non-profit, Hui Mahi’ai Aina, which performs large-scale support for the 
homeless community of Waimanalo on the eastern side of Oahu.28 The Missouri National Guard aided 
vulnerable school-age children across the state in partnership with the state Department of Elementary and 
Secondary Education by delivering food. Due to COVID-19-related stay-at-home orders, schoolchildren across 
the U.S. who normally count on eating breakfast and lunch at their local public school faced food insecurity. 
Youth food insecurity was one of the missions the Guard tackled when interfacing with local and state aid 
groups and decision-makers.  
 
The case studies related here are only a sampling of the many community partnerships in effect in and around 
military installations. Soldiers, sailors, airmen, Marines, and their families benefit from strong community 
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support; likewise, communities depended upon a communicative, open, and forward-looking installation 
leadership. The effects of COVID-19 emphasized the following takeaways for installations and the 
communities that surround them:  

 

ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
● Communities and installations need to be in contact before a crisis occurs. A common theme among case 

studies viewed as successful was that most had a preexisting relationship between the installation and the 
local community. Recognizing that most key issues require joint installation-community responses, 
installations and communities should adopt a “one community” philosophy. 

 
● Many states have a state-level office or commission devoted to military affairs which supports local 

defense community-installation partnership efforts. In the case studies explored by the working group, 
these bodies proved to be highly effective with regard to coordinating joint military-community COVID-19 
crisis response efforts. States should work to strengthen these offices by providing additional resources 
and decision-making authority.  

 
● The DoD should work with community organizations to document and share “best practices” from 

partnerships built during the pandemic; for example, many working group participants highlighted the 
benefits of continuous, two-way communication between installations and outside communities.  

 
● For most effective crisis response, local communities should establish high-level relationships at the 

installation, community and state level, and also joint working groups that meet regularly to address issues 
such as crisis response, infrastructure challenges, quality of life and installation resilience and readiness.29 

 
• Over the past several years, each of the military services has worked to establish special offices tasked 

with developing installation-community partnerships.30 These offices works consistently to foster joint 
collaboration between installations and their host communities, developing partnership agreements with 
community organizations such as Chambers of Commerce, regional defense alliances, and local and state 
governments. Case studies addressed herein underscore that the efforts of these offices proved 
invaluable during the pandemic, having already established a framework for joint response and crisis 
management partnerships. The services should work to strengthen these offices and incentivize base 
leadership to institutionalize high-level community-installation relationships. 
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