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INTRODUCTION

This paper provides a summary of the second meeting in a series of forums convened by The Annie 
E. Casey Foundation and the National Healthy Marriage Resource Center (NHMRC) around efforts to 
discover the challenges posed to intimate relationships of National Guard and Reserve service members 
and their relationships with their families.  A small group of leaders in the field convened August 15 and 
16, 2011, to discuss challenges, strategies, and collaborations to support National Guard and Reserve 
couples and single parent families.  The overarching goal of this forum was to continue building bridges 
between the military and community-based providers to create a continuum of relationship education 
for service families and to encourage practitioners and policymakers to develop services and programs 
to eliminate gaps and address challenges identified during the first meeting held in Tampa, Florida, in 
September 2010. 

This forum included 24 respected leaders, advocates, clinicians, and researchers devoted to 
understanding and supporting the intimate partner relationships of service members and to strengthening 
their families.  During their time together, the group identified best practices among existing and 
developmental marriage and relationship education (MRE) and treatment programs, with particular 
attention paid to the role of marriage and relationship education in helping couples and single parent 
families navigate the stress of multiple deployments and disconnection from the services typically afforded 
other military families.  A particular focus of the forum was to further dialogue between national and state 
Guard and Reserve personnel and community marriage and relationship education providers.  

BACKGROUND

The consensus among the members of the first meeting, called Strengthening Resources and Supports 
for National Guard Couples and Families, was that continued investment in helping National Guard 
soldiers and their families build and sustain positive relationships is necessary, given that soldiers are 
much more likely to stay with the Guard when they and their families are well supported.  This approach 
benefits both the families and the military.  Some military families are unable to cope with the stresses 
of military life and have a difficult time transitioning back to civilian life and maintaining their intimate 
relationships.  Additionally, keeping a soldier in the Guard is more cost effective than recruiting, training, 
and integrating a new recruit.  As such, the following “Next Steps” were identified at the first forum: 

1. Continue the research and learn more about the needs of National Guard spouses and families

2. Build connections that are both military and civilian

3. Refine existing programs

4. Gain buy-in at the state and unit levels

It was also decided that a second, follow-up meeting should take place to have a deeper discussion of the 
challenges and opportunities to supporting the relationships of National Guard and Reserve families. 

http://www.healthymarriageinfo.org/resource-detail/index.aspx?rid=3669
http://www.healthymarriageinfo.org/resource-detail/index.aspx?rid=3669
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Findings from earlier discussions and research show that Guard and Reserve families face challenges 
that are unique from other branches of the military.  Guard and Reserve members and their families often 
straddle a divide between the civilian and service worlds, adding a layer of complexity to healthy family 
functioning and obtaining resources that can assist them.  The more complex families become the more 
issues they face.  For example, custody arrangements have to be considered and can become a point of 
contention for deployed service members with children.

Historically, military-connected families in the Guard 
and Reserves have not been well understood.  Families 
often see their military member as having a second job 
that provides benefits and security to their households.  
Community members are typically unaware of their 
military roles unless they appear in uniform at events or 
during public deployments or emergencies.  Community 
support systems often have not been marshaled on 

their behalf because community agencies are unaware of how to help and because military leaders 
are often unclear as to how local communities can support them.  Many assumed stereotypes about 
family members, such as ‘’Army brats,’’ ‘’service wives,’’ and ‘’military dads” have been constructed by 
military lifestyle demands, but these terms have not typically been applied to Guard and Reserve family 
members. Fueling these images was a lack of knowledge about service families and how they functioned 
as well as the perception that the military and National Guard are insular and hard to reach.  Because 
little was known about these families, there were few resources available to support their interpersonal 
relationships.    

Recent research has brought to light a better understanding of these families and has revealed their 
remarkable strengths and resiliency in the face of stressors.  Social scientists have identified strong 
marriages and social support systems as major protective factors against prolonged exposure to 
traumatic events and separation among military families as well as some ways to help military families 
during times of crisis.1

EXISTING EFFORTS

The Yellow Ribbon Reintegration Program, Strong Bonds Program, Essential Life Skills for Military Families 
(North Carolina), and Family Readiness Groups (FRG) were identified as resources provided by the military 
in the 2010 event, Strengthening Resources and Supports for National Guard Couples and Families.  Other 
potential organizational partnerships were identified, including but not limited to, the Military Child Education 
Coalition (MCEC); Military OneSource (MOS); Army OneSource (AOS); National Guard State Joint Force 
Headquarters (SJFHQ); and the Joint Family Support Assistance Program (JFSAP).  Again it was noted, 
however, that most military sponsored services vary greatly by state and unit and some need to expand to 
meet the needs of their service families.  

 “There really is no ending...  The 
more we find out about family 
needs, the more work that will need 
to be done.” 
Kathy Broniarczyk,
Military Family Research Institute
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Overall, the group identified aspects of these programs 
that are effective as well as the need to expand and 
diversify services for Guard members and their families.  
For example, Strong Bonds, an Army unit-based program 
that attempts to increase individual soldier and family 
member readiness through relationship education and 
skills training, does not have a wide reach. Approximately 
60 to 80 soldiers per state are served.  In addition, the 
program does not serve “singles” or unmarried couples 
when, in fact, the majority of service members classified 
as single (about half of reserve members) are in close 
relationships and/or have children.  It was also noted 
during the meeting that the National Guard and Reserve, 
as well as community programs that support them, have 
many strengths upon which they can build.  The following 
programs were highlighted and discussed during the 
forum:

•	 Community Covenants: The Community Covenant program is an initiative of the Secretary of 
the Army designed to foster and sustain effective state and community partnerships through a 
formal commitment of local communities to service members of all military branches and their 
families—active, Guard and Reserve—as well as former members of the military. The program is 
designed to foster effective community and military relationships and to improve the quality of life 
for soldiers and their families.

The Utah Guard began its Community Covenant program in 2010 and has taken the lead 
throughout the country.  “We are the only state with a full-time team dedicated to Community 
Covenants,” said Major Annette Barnes, Director of State Family Programs, Utah National Guard. 
“The reason we’re pushing the Community Covenant program is we want to raise awareness 
in communities about the needs and challenges facing military families and to encourage 
communities to embrace military families and be innovative in finding ways to support them.”

•	 Inter-Service Family Assistance Committee (ISFAC): The primary goal of an ISFAC is to 
develop and strengthen family assistance systems and raise awareness of military and civilian 
support networks in local communities.  The ISFAC concept provides a voluntary, military-
community cooperative or partnership organized to allow service providers to engage in 
networking and connect service and family members, veterans, and wounded warriors with local 
military and community resources in every state. Figure 1 depicts how this communication is 
accomplished.  
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The chief reason for community collaboration is demographic diversity and geographic dispersion 
of active-duty, National Guard and Reserve components’ members and families.  Immediate and 
extended family members of any given unit will generally outnumber the military members.  Thus, 
leaders spend a significant amount of time with family issues related to productivity on the job, 
allocation of resources, and general quality of life.  An ISFAC is similar to a grassroots forum 
that can operate at a regional, state, or community level to connect all stakeholders to support 
service members in their area.  An additional benefit of an ISFAC is increased communication of 
community resources to benefit all community members, which can cause a sense of increased 
community cohesion.2  

•	 Veterans Affairs (VA) Center for Faith-based and Neighborhood Partnerships (FBNP):  
As part of the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, the mission of this initiative is to develop 
partnerships and provide relevant information to faith-based and non-governmental organizations 
and expand their participation in VA programs to better serve the needs of veterans, their families, 
communities, and survivors.  The goals of the VA include eliminating veterans’ homelessness 
and instilling the core values of “I CARE”—Integrity, Commitment, Advocacy, Respect, and 
Excellence.  The VA FBNP established a homeless veteran helpline, convened regional 
roundtables, and encouraged faith-based organizations to expand their scope of services (e.g., 
transportation to medical appointments, babysitting services) to include veterans.  The VA 
recognizes that some military and former military families will not seek help from organizations 
that are unfamiliar to them.  By engaging faith groups, families may feel more comfortable asking 
for and accepting help.  Faith-based organizations can also serve as a place for concerned family 
or friends to call about veterans who need supportive services.  

Figure 1
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•	 Family Support Programs:  Numerous family support programs that are already in place were 
identified, such as: 

- State Family Programs Offices (SFPO): SFPOs facilitate trainings for contractors and 
volunteers to ensure the level of knowledge is consistent and conducive to administer 
appropriate levels of services to military families.  It is the SFPO duty and responsibility 
to ensure that the successful delivery of services is employed in the most efficient 
and effective manner so that the service member’s families obtain the fullest support 
throughout their service member’s career. 

- Family Assistance Centers (FACs): There are 380 FACs across the nation.  FACs 
are designed to assist the families of military service members during peacetime and 
during training or mobilization. FACs are open to all branches of the military (Air Guard, 
Army Guard, Active Duty Army, Air Force, Coast Guard, Marines, Navy and all Reserve 
components).  The FACs provide “one-stop shopping” resources to help family members 
cope with issues they may encounter as a military dependent.

- Essential Life Skills for Military Families (ELSMF): This workshop is designed to 
help military families anticipate and manage a variety of pressures such as giving a 
spouse power of attorney, agreeing on how to spend money, and preparing for the 
unknown.  By participating in the workshop, service members and their families learn 
how to communicate effectively in times of stress, how to find social support systems 
and how to sort out time-sensitive financial and legal matters. Essential Life Skills for 
Military Families, funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, is a 
collaborative effort between East Carolina University, North Carolina State University, the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and the North Carolina Cooperative Extension 
Service.

- Oklahoma Marriage Initiative (OMI): A statewide, multi-sector effort to improve the well-
being of children by strengthening marriages has expanded services to better reach 
couples impacted by military life through partnerships with the Oklahoma Department of 
Human Services (OKDHS), Yellow Ribbon, and Army OneSource.  The OMI provides a 
marriage-focused retreat, family strengthening support and education to military couples.

•	 School Support: The U.S. Department of Education has provided information to superintendents 
regarding public school attendance policies for children of military-connected families.  Secretary 
of Education Arne Duncan has responded to the unique educational challenges facing the 
children of military families—especially those related to military deployments—by issuing Military-
Connected Students and Public School Attendance Policies, a publication of the Military Child 
Education Coalition.  This document includes examples of promising practices and policies that 
address the needs of military families while maintaining high standards and upholding established 
attendance.  In addition, the U.S. Department of Education developed a webpage for veterans 
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and military families that includes links to post-secondary education benefits, the Troops-To-
Teachers Program, the Veterans Upward Bound Program, assistance for disabled veterans, grant 
and contract applications, external links and news and publications.3

•	 eXtension: In partnership with the Department of 
Defense, eXtension has established the Military 
Families Learning Network, a virtual community 
comprised of content and support specialists, 
educators, researchers, partnering faculty, and 
military family service professionals to bring 
knowledge and resources from land-grant universities throughout the country to military families.  
The universities are creating self-directed and web-based resources so greater numbers can be 
served with well-designed online programs.  The effort has provided broader outreach to available 
information and supports and the ability to grow programs that focus on supporting healthy 
relationships that are easily assessable and provide an introduction to additional family support 
services.

CHALLENGES 

Important questions still remain about what additional services exist, the challenges of delivering these 
services and opportunities to better reach families and foster conversation about strengthening military 
relationships and marriages.

1. Understanding the Need:  No one is formally assessing or tracking the needs of Guard and 
Reserve service members or their families at the community, military division, or unit level to be 
certain they are being adequately addressed.  Service members from different branches and 
different stages of deployment will have varying needs.  This is a high-risk group, and their family 
and relational needs are not being sufficiently assessed as part of the military readiness and 
preparedness process.  

2. Public Awareness: The public/civilians are not being informed of the needs of Guard and Reserve 
military families, the numbers and prevalence in their communities, and the challenges they face.  

3. Knowledge of Available Resources: There is a lack of knowledge of resources available at 
the local level.  In addition, needs vary from state to state and not all states provide the same 
services—what works in one may not work in another.  Thus, a comprehensive resource 
directory is needed at the local level to raise awareness of the range of available resources, by 
service category.  Such a directory could be used by unit-level leaders for resource planning and 
engagement.

 “War and its effects are 
ongoing; we will always have 
these families to serve.”

~ Kyle Kostelecky, eXtension
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4. Partnering Effectively with Civilian Organizations: There is a lack of understanding on the part 
of military personnel and leaders of how civilian organizations operate.  For example, resource 
needs should be aligned to avoid duplication of services.  Also, it is critical to understand the timing 
and flow of budget cycles.  Some organizations allocate all their funds within first month of a new 
fiscal year.

5. Families are Reluctant to Ask for Help: This may be due to ineffective marketing and message 
development by the military.  However, the participants also noted there is often stigma and 
embarrassment associated with accepting help from government entities.  Thus, even if families 
are aware of services, they may be reluctant to use them.  In addition, many Guard and Reserve 
families do not perceive themselves as being part of the military.  For example, it was noted that 
identifying National Guard members’ children in schools has been a challenge because most Guard 
families do not self-identify when enrolling their children.  

6. Context and Timing Matters: It is critical that service providers understand the differences 
between National Guard and Reserve family needs, as these units may be configured differently.  
There are also differences between the military branches in their missions and deployment 
schedules.  Another issue to consider in service delivery is that these families often have little 
time to access resources before they are deployed.  How to get this information quickly into the 
hands of the people who need it most continues to be a challenge.  

PROMOTING COMMUNITY CAPACITY TO DELIVER FAMILY STRENGTHENING 
SERVICES 

One of the foundational themes during the discussion was the importance of military-civilian organization 
collaboration to identify and address the stress of military life for Guard and Reserve members.  Meeting 
participants also identified challenges and stressors placed on these families similar to those that 
emerged in the first forum, such as deployment, post-traumatic stress, unemployment, navigating 
multiple systems, and lack of support networks among Guard and Reserve families.  However, during 
this discussion, participants were asked to focus on ways to build bridges between the military and 
community-based providers that will create a continuum of relationship education for service families and 
encourage practitioners and policymakers to develop services that eliminate gaps and address these 
challenges.   A model was subsequently developed to illustrate comprehensive service delivery. 

This model to promote community capacity to deliver services to Guard and Reserve families was 
subsequently developed by Dennis Orthner, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (presented below).  
It establishes a disciplined approach for service delivery and addresses two important questions that 
came up repeatedly during the course of the event:  

1. Operating in a time of constrained resources, how can programs be cost-effective?

2. How can programs best address basic and tailored needs through prevention and intervention?  
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This model illustrates the need for a balanced strategy in responding to Guard and Reserve military 
families.  First, in terms of Assessment, families need to know that their concerns are heard and that 
military and civilian providers have a basic understanding of their expressed needs.  Leaders should be 
responding to actual needs, not projections of needs based on feedback from limited samples. 

Second, all personnel and families should have access to Universal Interventions and Services, 
including preventative programs that help them grow in their awareness of how they can get help or be 
helped when circumstances arise.  This would include family strengthening skills as well as basic life 
skills such as getting parenting, financial, and legal help.  All families should know the emotional cycles of 
deployment and how to be a strong and ready military family.

At a more focused level, Targeted Interventions and Services can address the specific needs of 
different types of families or personnel.  This would include marriage-strengthening programs for 
deploying service members and spouses and yellow ribbon programs for returning veterans and their 
families.  These targeted programs could also include special programs for singles or service-specific 
education events that prepare families for the unique needs of a specific unit. 

Finally, Crisis Services, which are the most costly, are for those who have special needs or who are 
returning from combat with physical or emotional injuries that require personal or relational treatments. 



11www.healthymarriageinfo.org 1193

These are clearly of high priority, but these costs can be mitigated somewhat by helping all families 
access prevention services and programs that prepare them for future relationship challenges.

NEXT STEPS

The group agreed that supporting National Guard and Reserve soldiers and their families will require 
ongoing efforts for many years to come.  The following next steps were identified:

Conduct a Needs Assessment 

A nationally representative needs assessment of National Guard personnel and spouses/family members 
should be conducted. Suggestions for assessment included unit, personal, and family risk inventories; 
the Global Assessment Tool (GAT); and a civilian GAT.  Ideally, a carefully constructed assessment will 
prompt an opportunity to address issues before they turn into crises and will result in higher resiliency and 
fewer problems for families. 

Information Gathering and Dissemination

It is essential to identify and inventory the resources available at national, state, and local levels.  When 
the inventory is completed, it will be possible to see the overlaps and gaps.  It was suggested that ISFAC 
may be a useful vehicle for this study at the state level.

Disseminating information about available resources is also essential.  Programs such as ISFAC and 
Community Covenants can spread information within communities and get more people involved.  It 
was also suggested that an inventory of all available resources be provided through a mechanism such 
as a “Military 211.”  With that in mind, all participants stressed the importance of strengthening family 
relationships as a prevention and intervention strategy.  

Provide Guard Families with High Touch and High and Low Tech Resources

Current resources tend to be high tech, such as web-based activities.  These offerings work well as an 
introduction to some services and in touching a broad spectrum of people.  However, it was noted that 
for more intensive services and support, base commanders and unit leaders need to personally connect 
with the people under their command.  It is critical to work at the unit level and get front-line supervisors 
on board because this is often where the decisions are made about how much help families will receive.  
Unfortunately, access to ground-level professionals can be a challenge because of the many competing 
demands on their time.
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CONCLUSION

Reaching civilian community organizations to encourage them to provide services and opportunities 
to service members of the National Guard and Reserve will help address the current gap in family 
strengthening services for this population.  Furthermore, ensuring that these organizations are aware of 
the National Guard and Reserve families’ specific needs is key (like providing services that are easily 
accessible such as web-based activities and collaborating with base commanders and unit leaders for 
more intensive family services).  The model outlined in this paper may provide a foundation for promoting 
community capacity to organizations that are currently or are considering providing programming to 
National Guard and Reserve service members and their loved ones.  It also will be important to compile, 
assess, and effectively disseminate the resources that are available, with the long term objective of 
assessing their usefulness and determining if additional resources should be developed.  Finally, formally 
continuing the dialogue among stakeholders (such as the participants in attendance at these meetings) so 
it is possible to create a continuum of relationship education for families is necessary for success.  
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Kaneitha Delaney – Family Assistance Center 
for the North Carolina National Guard

Deborah Evans – Family Program Director of the 
Texas National Guard

Kathleen Flaherty – Airman & Family Readiness 
Program Manager for the North Carolina National 
Guard

Phyllis Harris – 4H Youth Development Extension 
Educator

Kyle Kostelecky – National Project Leader for 
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E. Terri LaVelle – U.S. Department of Veterans 
Affairs

Paula McBride – Army OneSource Community 
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