
Community and Social Context

1

Funding for the 2023 Military Family Lifestyle Survey is provided through the generosity of our sponsors, The USAA Foundation, Lockheed Martin, Macy’s Inc., Northrop Grumman, 
and CSX. With the additional support of Blue Star Families from craig newmark philanthropies and the Patrick McGovern Foundation.

2023 Comprehensive Report

Social Ties



Community and Social Context

2

Military families’ frequent relocations1 create challenges to build and maintain strong support networks. 
However, strong support networks are a critical component of military family resilience, and social 
connectedness and support are correlated with positive mental health outcomes.2-9

Military families must re-establish these support 
networks with each relocation. When asked, 
“Considering your most recent relocation, how 
did you meet and connect with new friends after 
relocating?” the top four methods reported by 
active-duty family respondents were through 
1) Their child(ren)’s activities (22%), 2) Their 
neighbors/neighborhood (21%), 3) Their work 
(16%), and 4) Their religious community (14%). 
However, not all active-duty family respondents established new relationships after moving, with 18% 
indicating that they had not made new friends since their most recent relocation, and 7% reporting they 
reconnected with old friends.

With the availability of online communities and virtual means of communications, individuals often choose 
to maintain existing social networks virtually instead of establishing new in-person connections upon 
relocating. Three-quarters of active-duty family respondents (76%) reported engaging entirely or mostly 
virtually when considering their three closest relationships outside of their spouse or children.

Frequent relocation and separation from friends and family makes  
in-person connection a challenge. Most active-duty family respondents 
report they engage with their closest friends virtually rather than  
in-person, but those that do report lower mean well-being scores.

60% of active-duty family respondents stated they had moved four or more 
times due to their service member’s orders, and 36% had a permanent change of station move in  
the 12 months prior to survey fielding.

“I didn’t really. After 10 moves, with the eleventh coming up this month, I’ve 
given up making anything more than acquaintances.”
Active-Duty Army Spouse

Figure 1: How Active-Duty Family Respondents 
Meet and Connect with New Friends After 
Relocating
Active-duty family respondents (n=1,650)
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Studies have found benefits to online (versus in-person) social interactions, including: anonymity, 
accessibility, and opportunities to find people with uncommon shared experiences.10,11 The accessibility 
of established networks may be a key benefit for military families who relocate frequently. When asked 
an open-ended follow up question about why they engaged more virtually or in-person with their closest 
relationships, most active-duty family respondents mentioned geographic distance, whether they engaged 
virtually due to the distance from their friends or in person because their friends lived close by. Active-duty 
family respondents also reported time/schedule challenges (11%), family commitments (7%), and work 
commitments (6%) as reasons they engaged entirely or mostly virtually.

While a large number of military families are turning toward virtual options for staying connected to others, 
there is no clear understanding of whether virtual relationships provide the same benefits as in-person 
social support.12-16 In our sample, active-duty family respondents who engaged entirely or mostly virtually 
had a lower mean well-being score17,a (M=43.3, range 0-70, n=1602) than those who engaged entirely or 
mostly in person (M=46.9, n=487).

The frequency of respondents’ interactions with their closest relationships is an important factor to 
consider. Over two-thirds of active-duty family respondents (69%) engaged one or more times a week with 
at least one of their three closest relationships in the month prior to survey fielding. Active-duty family 
respondents who engaged one or more times a week with one of their closest relationships had a higher 
mean well-being score (M=45.29, n=1532) than those who engaged less than once a week (M=40.95, 
n=545) with one of their closest relationships.

Engaging virtually may allow military families to interact with others more frequently, but active-duty 
family respondents who engaged entirely or mostly in person with their closest relationship had a higher 

a	Well-being was measured using the Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF), capturing three dimensions of mental health: emotional, social, and 
psychological well-being.

“Ugh, I still don’t feel like I have connected and found “my people” yet 
after living here for nearly two years. Still searching for those relationships 
unfortunately.”
Active-Duty Air Force Spouse

“Most of my close relationships live nowhere near us, we move too often to 
have an actual support system where we live. By the time we find and make 
maybe a handful of close friends we are moving again.”
Active-Duty Air Force Spouse
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mean well-being score than those 
who engaged entirely or mostly 
virtually, regardless of how often they 
interacted (see Table 1).

Three-quarters of active-duty family 
respondents (77%) reported being 
separated from their family or service 
member due to military service for at 
least one month, in the 12 months 
prior to survey fielding. On average, 
active-duty family respondents 
estimated being separated from their 
service member for a total of three 
months in the past year. Service 

members’ frequent separations from their family can create a variety of challenges for military families, and 
“time away from family” was reported as one of the top five military family lifestyle concerns by active-duty 
family respondents for more than a decade.

Military families report many areas of their lives are impacted when they are separated from their service 
member. When asked “What are the three areas of your family’s life that are most impacted when you or 
your service member is away (for longer than two weeks)?” the top five areas identified by active-duty 
family respondents were: 1) Parenting responsibilities (53%), 2) Household responsibilities (46%), 3) My 
mental health (41%), 4) child care challenges (25%), and 5) my child’s mental health (25%). These concerns 
are well supported in the literature on impact of deployment on military family members, which highlight 
disruptions in family routines, and mental and behavioral health changes in children and spouses of 
deployed soldiers.18-24

Table 1: Mean Well-Being Score by Type & Frequency  
of Interactions with One’s Closest Relationships
Active-duty family respondents

Total (virtual  
or in person)

Entirely 
or mostly 
virtually

Entirely  
or mostly  
in person

 Frequency MHC Score (Range: 0-70)

One or more 
times a week

45.3
(n=1,525)

44.6
(n=1,166)

47.5
(n=359)

Less than once  
a week

40.9
(n=544)

39.9
(n=436)

45.2
(n=108)

Well-being was measured using the Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF), capturing three 
dimensions of mental health: emotional, social, and psychological well-being.

In-person social networks are even more important for families who are 
frequently separated from their service members due to military service.

Figure 2: Top Five Areas of Family Life Impacted When You or Your Service Member is Away for 
Longer Than Two Weeks
Active-duty family respondents (n=2,777)
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Military families find many different ways to 
cope with these challenges, including relying on 
their in-person social network, if they have an 
established in-person support system. When 
asked “What does your family do differently 
when you or your service member is away to 
address [the above] challenges?” active-duty 
family respondents reported these common 
themes: 1) Communication/phone calls (17%), 
2) Obtain help from their social network (13%), 
3) Stay busy/distracted (12%), 4) Spouse picks 
up the slack (12%), 5) Relocate to be with family 
(10%), and 6) Pay for additional services (10%).

While further research is needed on the benefits of virtual versus in-person interactions, this data suggests 
that having close relationships with people in person has the most positive relationship to one’s well-
being and is a critical form of support during separations due to military service. However, active-duty 

families may need help connecting and engaging in person upon relocating to a new community. There 
are opportunities for schools, community-based organizations, religious organizations, and employers to 
perform outreach and engage newcomers to assist them in making new social connections.

“The last time my spouse was deployed, my mother came to live with us to help 
with our son. It was such a lifesaver. I don’t know how that deployment would 
have gone without her being here.”
Active-Duty Army Spouse

“We try to lean on support but it’s hard when we’re always moving and don’t 
have local support systems that we’re integrated into yet, as a dual military 
family. We try our best to make it work but it takes a big toll on our family.  
Our kids and our marriage.”
Active-Duty Air Force Service Member
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Limitations
There are disparate sample sizes between those who engaged entirely/mostly virtually versus those 
who engaged entirely/mostly in-person, which may exaggerate differences between these two 
groups. Furthermore, the survey question focused on the “three closest relationships,” so it is possible 
that individuals who have regular in person interactions — with others outside of their three closest 
relationships — could achieve the positive impacts of social connectedness in person.

“I had to relocate my family away from the installation during my deployment 
due to a severe lack of quality of life resources to ensure that my dependents 
are taken care of.”
Active-Duty Air Force Service Member

*More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report

Recommendations

Department 
of Defense

n	 Maintain and expand the Defense Health Administration funding to promote the health 
and well-being of our nation’s service members and their families through inclusive outdoor 
activities on public lands and waterways.*

n	 Create a new buddy program that connects new students with existing students to make them feel 
welcome, such as the Military Child Education Coalition’s Student 2 Student program.25

n	 Ensure that military children have an opportunity to meet within the school to socialize with other 
military children with the assistance and guidance of the School Liaison Officer or school counselor.

n	 Military- and Veteran-serving organizations should utilize both in-person and virtual formats for 
helping military families build social connections, such as Blue Star Chapters. Understanding that 
virtual spaces — such as the Blue Star Neighborhood — are still helpful and necessary, prioritizing 
in-person meeting opportunities may provide greater benefit for participants. 

n	 Community-Based Organizations (CBOs) should include messaging around welcoming military 
families and how they can engage online, with specific guidance for kids transfering into activities 
like sports, music, etc., midyear. Creating low-bar entry, commitment-free, family-oriented activities 
with limited requirements can provide opportunities for families to rebuild critical social support 
networks.

Schools

Community 
Organizations

https://community.bluestarfam.org/home


Community and Social Context

7

Endnotes
1	 Office of People Analytics. (2023). 2021 Active Duty Spouse Survey (ADSS). https://download.

militaryonesource.mil/12038/MOS/Presentations/2021-active-duty-spouse-overview-briefing.pdf 

2	 Walton, G. M., Cohen, G. L., Cwir, D., & Spencer, S. J. (2012). Mere belonging: The power of social 
connections. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 102(3), 513–532. https://doi.org/10.1037/
a0025731 

3	 Zimet, G. D., Dahlem, N., Zimet, S., & Farley, G. K. (1988). The multidimensional scale of perceived 
Social support. Journal of Personality Assessment, 52(1), 30–41. https://www.researchgate.net/profile/
Gregory-Zimet/publication/240290845_The_Multidimensional_Scale_of_Perceived_Social_Support/
links/54cf9e250cf298d65664ac8d/The-Multidimensional-Scale-of-Perceived-Social-Support.pdf 

4	 Fone, D., Dunstan, F., Lloyd, K., Williams, G., Watkins, J., & Palmer, S. (2007). Does social cohesion 
modify the association between area income deprivation and mental health? A multilevel analysis. 
International Journal of Epidemiology, 36(2), 338–345. https://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dym004 

5	 Schaefer, C., Coyne, J. C., & Lazarus, R. S. (1981). The health-related functions of social support. Journal 
of Behavioral Medicine, 4(4), 381–406. https://doi.org/10.1007/bf00846149 

6	 Dumont, M., & Provost, M. A. (1999). Resilience in adolescents: Protective role of social support, coping 
strategies, self-esteem, and social activities on experience of stress and depression. Journal of Youth and 
Adolescence, 28(3), 343–363. https://doi.org/10.1023/a:1021637011732 

7	 Cohen, S., & Hoberman, H. M. (1983). Positive events and social supports as buffers of life change 
stress. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 13(2), 99–125. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.1983.
tb02325.x 

8	 Pillow, D. R., Malone, G. P., & Hale, W. J. (2015). The need to belong and its association with fully 
satisfying relationships: A tale of two measures. Personality and Individual Differences, 74(74), 259–264. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2014.10.031 

9	 Lee, R. M., Draper, M., & Lee, S. (2001). Social connectedness, dysfunctional interpersonal behaviors, 
and psychological distress: Testing a mediator model. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 48(3), 310–318. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.48.3.310 

10	 The Potential Benefits of Online Social Support — Find a Psychologist. (n.d.). Find a Psychologist.  
Retrieved November 6, 2023, from https://www.findapsychologist.org/the-potential-benefits-of-online-
social-support

11	 White, M., & Dorman, S. (2001). Receiving social support online: Implications for health education. 
Health Education Research, 16(6), 693–707. https://doi.org/10.1093/her/16.6.693 

12	 Cole, D. A., Nick, E. A., Zelkowitz, R. L., Roeder, K. M., & Spinelli, T. (2017). Online social support for 
young people: Does it recapitulate in-person social support; can it help? Computers in Human Behavior, 
68, 456–464. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.11.058 



Community and Social Context

8

13	 Longest, K., & Kang, J.-A. (2022). Social media, social support, and mental health of young adults during 
COVID-19. Frontiers in Communication, 7. https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2022.828135 

14	 Trepte, S., Dienlin, T., & Reinecke, L. (2014). Influence of social support received in online and offline 
contexts on satisfaction with social support and satisfaction with life: A longitudinal study. Media 
Psychology, 18(1), 74–105. https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2013.838904 

15	 The Potential Benefits of Online Social Support — Find a Psychologist. 

16	 Meshi, D., & Ellithorpe, M. (2021). Problematic social media use and social support received in real-life 
versus on social media: Associations with depression, anxiety and social isolation. Addictive Behaviors, 
119(106949), 106949. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2021.106949 

17	 Yeo Z.Z., Suarez L. (2022) Validation of the mental health continuum-short form: The bifactor model of 
emotional, social, and psychological well-being. PLoS ONE 17(5): e0268232. https://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pone.0268232 

18	 Cunitz, K., Dölitzsch, C., Kösters, M., Willmund, G.-D., Zimmermann, P., Bühler, A. H., Fegert, J. M., 
Ziegenhain, U., & Kölch, M. (2019). Parental military deployment as risk factor for children’s mental 
health: A meta-analytical review. Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and Mental Health, 13(1).  
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13034-019-0287-y 

19	 Trautmann, J., Alhusen, J., & Gross, D. (2015). Impact of deployment on military families with 
young children: A systematic review. Nursing Outlook, 63(6), 656–679. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
outlook.2015.06.002 

20	 James, T., & Countryman, J. (2012). Psychiatric effects of military deployment on children and families: 
The use of play therapy for assessment and treatment. Innovations in Clinical Neuroscience, 9(2), 16–20. 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3312898

21	 Chartrand, M. M., Frank, D. A., White, L. F., & Shope, T. R. (2008). Effect of parents’ wartime deployment 
on the behavior of young children in military families. Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, 
162(11), 1009. https://doi.org/10.1001/archpedi.162.11.1009 

22	 Chandra, A., Martin, L. T., Hawkins, S. A., & Richardson, A. (2010). The impact of parental deployment on 
child social and emotional functioning: Perspectives of school staff. Journal of Adolescent Health, 46(3), 
218–223. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2009.10.009 

23	 Dimiceli, E. E., Steinhardt, M. A., & Smith, S. E. (2009). Stressful experiences, coping strategies, and 
predictors of health-related outcomes among wives of deployed military servicemen. Armed Forces & 
Society, 36(2), 351–373. https://doi.org/10.1177/0095327x08324765 

24	 Segal, D.R., Blum, R.W., Gorman, G.H., & Maholmes, V. (2011, November 13). 5th Annual Symposium 
on Policy and Health: The Effects of Military Deployment on Family Health. PRB. https://www.prb.org/
resources/the-effects-of-military-deployment-on-family-health

25	 What is S2S? (n.d.). militarychild.org; MCEC. https://www.militarychild.org/programs/student-2-student 


