
Holidays Apart From Family: 
Coping with Increased Stress 

DCoE Monthly Webinar, Nov. 17, 2011 
 

Vladimir Nacev, Ph.D.  
Resilience and Prevention directorate, DCoE 

Mary “Tib” Campise, LICSW 

Military Community and Family Policy 

Family Advocacy Program 

Maggie MacFarland Phillips 
Research Assistant 

III Corps 

Fort Hood Health Promotion 



2 

Agenda 

 Welcome and Introduction 

 Presentations  

 Dr. Vladimir Nacev 

 The Impact of Holidays on the Absent Parent 

 Mary “Tib” Campise 

 Supporting Military Children and Families 

 Maggie MacFarland Phillips 

 Military Families and Separation During the Holiday 

 Resources  

 Q&A / Discussion 

 



The Impact of Holidays 

on the Absent Parent 

Vladimir Nacev, Ph.D. 

Resilience and Prevention, DCoE 
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Deployment, Stress in Military Families 

 Holidays can be a wonderful time for families to 

gather, reconnect and celebrate 

 For families experiencing a military separation, 

the holidays can also be a reminder that the 

deployed spouse is not home to share in the 

festivities 



5 

 Deployment and duty-related separations are 

challenging for families and stress is expected 

 More active-duty spouses reported experiencing 

higher levels of stress in 2008 (47 percent) than 

in 2006 (41 percent) 

Data Source: OUSD (Military Community & Family Policy) Briefing, "Impact of Deployment on Military Families:   

Recent Research Highlights & Current DoD Research," Jan. 2010 

Deployment and Stress in Military Families 
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Social Support, Communications  

 Sense of community consists of unit support and 

informal community support 

 Supportive social relationships build resilience, 

which is critical to developing healthy family 

coping 

 Consistent and regular communications between 

service members and their families, while on 

deployment, are also critical to developing a 

healthy sense of connection and family 

resiliency 
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 Problems communicating with family while on 

deployment predicts greater stress for the 

service member and his/her family 

 Make time to connect with family – be creative! 

 Put pen to paper 

 Connect via phone or Internet 

Social Support, Communications  
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 Gift exchanges -- Important to continue the 

tradition, if practiced 

 Do not isolate yourself -- Being around others is 

important to your well-being and reintegration  

 Socialize with friends and family in comfortable 

places and try to stick with your plans 

Social Support, Communications  
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Common Emotional Responses 

 Service members may experience a range of 

feelings while away during the holidays – 

loneliness, depression, homesickness, 

frustration, stress or guilt 

 The deployed person may also feel a need to 

temporarily distance himself or herself from the 

family because hearing about holiday festivities 

may be too painful 
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Helpful Ideas for Deployed Parents 

 Write your child a brief letter about all the 

different ways your child is loved and 

appreciated, which can be opened and read on 

each of the eight days of Chanukah or Kwanzaa 

or the 12 days of Christmas 

 Create a holiday ornament, with the child’s name 

on it, to hang on the Christmas tree 
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 Record a reading of a favorite holiday book or 

story and send it to your child (or upload it to a 

video-sharing site)  

 The videotaped story can become a part of a 

holiday or year-round bedtime routine 

Helpful Ideas for Deployed Parents 
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Helpful Ideas 

 Take time for yourself – Sometimes self-care is 

the best thing you can do – time to recharge 

your batteries – others will benefit when you’re 

stress-free 

 Volunteer – Find a local charity, such as a soup 

kitchen or a shelter, give a tree or adopt-a-family 

program 

 Have realistic expectations – No holiday 

celebration is perfect 

 Remember what’s important – The barrage of 

holiday advertising can make you forget what 

the holiday season is really about  
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 Seek support – Talk about your anxiety with your 

friends and family. Getting things out in the open 

can help you navigate your feelings and work 

toward a solution for your stress. If you continue 

to feel overwhelmed, consider seeing a 

professional.  

 Keep things in perspective – Consider stressful 

situations in a broader context and keep a long-

term perspective. Avoid blowing events out of 

proportion. Also, teach your kids how to keep 

things in perspective, including what type of and 

the number of gifts they receive. 

Helpful Ideas 
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Happy Holidays 

 There’s no right way to feel 

 Although the holidays might be easier for some, 

they can be very stressful for others 

 Know that you are doing the best you can under 

challenging circumstances 



Supporting Military 

Children and Families   

Mary “Tib” Campise, LICSW 

Military Community and Family Policy 

Family Advocacy Program 
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Military Culture 

 Young force, many with children 

 May live on military installations, many in remote 

locations, separated from extended family 

 Frequent absences because of training/deployment 

 Multiple relocations, sometimes living separately from 

family members 

 Spouse employment 

 Exposure to many cultures 

 Risk of injury/death for military members 

 Command involvement in personal and family life 

 Irregular hours and unpredictable schedules 
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Guard/Reserve Service Members and their Families: 

 Unique stressors because of part-time status 

 Citizen soldiers 

 Mobilization and deployment 

 Separation from family, jobs, community 

 Demobilization 

 Children from reserve component families reported 

 More trouble interacting with peers and teachers (who didn’t “get” 

their experience) 

 More difficulties with parent readjustment after deployment 

 Are more likely not connected to a military 

community or military resources 

Unique Demands of Military Lifestyle 
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Active-duty Military Demographics 

 Age: 
 Half between 22-30 

 Mean age = 29 

 33.4 percent of U.S. Marine Corps are 18-21 

 

 Gender (Female): 
 Army: 14 percent; Navy: 16 percent; Air Force: 20 

percent; Marines: 6 percent 

 

 Education: 
 Enlisted: 94 percent have high school diploma or 

equivalent 

 Officers: 91percent  at least college degree 
Data Source: Defense Manpower Data Center, Active-duty Demographic Profile (Sept. 2010).  
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Marital Status: 
 56 percent married (49 percent Marines to 59 percent 

Air Force) 

 54 percent enlisted and 70 percent officers 

 44 percent active-duty service members have 

children 

 711K civilian spouses and1.2 M children (0-18) 

Data Source: Defense Manpower Data Center, Active-duty Demographic Profile (Sept. 2010).  

Active-duty Military Demographics 
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Children of the Armed Forces* 

Active Component 

    United States    Overseas        TOTAL 

Age 0-5   440,874 <  73,056    513,930 

Age 6-12   366,008   <  63,898    429,906 

Age 13+   240,361 <  40,718    281,079 

           1,047,243 <177,672 1,224,915 
 

Reserve Component 

Age 0-5  199,509      713,439 

Age 6-12  219,640      649,546 

Age 13+  202,777      483,856 

   621,926   1,846,841 
 

         

* September 2009 
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Internal Partners 

 Other Military Community and Family Policy 

Offices 
 Counseling 

 Child and Youth Programs 

 Family Centers 

 Military HOMEFRONT 

 Military OneSource 

 Health Affairs 
 Defense Centers of Excellence for Psychological Health and 

Traumatic Brain Injury (DCoE) 

 Real Warriors Campaign 

 Medical Treatment Facilities 

 TRICARE 
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Military Family Learning Network 

 Department of Defense/U.S. Department of 

Agriculture Partnership Bringing Together 

 Research of Land Grant Universities 

 Experience of the Cooperative Extension Service 

 Military Family Support System 

 

 http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/ 

 

 

http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/
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Available Resources for Active Component 

 Clinical counseling 

 Installation behavioral medicine/health clinic clinical 

mental health services 

 TRICARE referral 

 Limited session non-clinical counseling 

 Installation Family Center 

 Referral from Military OneSource  

 Military Family Life Consultant (at Family Center, 

public schools) 

 Installation Family Advocacy Program (for child 

abuse/neglect and domestic abuse) 
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Military Family Life Counselors (MFLC) 

 An extension of existing installation services, MFLC 
services are designed to help service members and 
their families cope with stress associated with the 
military lifestyle, particularly deployment-related 
challenges.  

 MFLCs are available worldwide:  

 In installation-based activities and programs, CDCs 
and Youth Centers 

 Through the Joint Family Support Assistance Program 

 At summer camps 

 In elementary, middle and high schools  

 Allows for flexible and responsive service delivery 
when and where services are needed 
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www.MilitaryOneSource.com 
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www.MilitaryOneSource.com 
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www.MilitaryOneSource.com 
Deployment Resources 
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www.MilitaryHomefront.dod.mil 
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www.MilitaryHomefront.dod.mil 
Military Installations 
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www.MilitaryHomefront.dod.mil 
Troops & Families: Children and Youth & Deployment Support 
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http://RA.Defense.gov 
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www.YellowRibbon.mil 
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www.NG.mil 
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http://www.JointServiceSupport.org 
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http://www.JointServiceSupport.org 

 Psychological Health Program 
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http://www.JointServiceSupport.org 

 Psychological Health Program 
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www.sesameworkshop.org/initiatives/emotion/tlc 
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www.familiesnearandfar.org 
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www.focusproject.org 
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www.focusproject.org/focus-world-intro 
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Links to Community Resources 

 Zero to Three 

 Chapin Hall at University of Chicago 

 Strengthening Families 

 American Academy of Pediatrics 

 National Child Traumatic Stress Network 

 Center for the Study of Traumatic Stress 

 

http://www.zerotothree.org/site/PageServer
http://www.chapinhall.org/research/areas/Home-Visitation-and-Maltreatment-Prevention
http://www.strengtheningfamilies.net/index.php/about
http://www.aap.org/sections/uniformedservices/default.cfm?jumpdown=yes
http://www.nctsnet.org/nccts/nav.do?pid=hom_main
http://www.centerforthestudyoftraumaticstress.org/


Military Families and 

Separation During the Holidays   

Maggie MacFarland Phillips 

Research Assistant 

III Corps 

Fort Hood Health Promotion 
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Background:  

Impact of Separation on Military Families 

For families with children, impact will differ 

depending on child’s age 

 Children more aware of a parent’s absence and the 

implications of deployment as they mature 

 Mid-teen adolescents (14-16 years) tend to display lower 

stress levels during deployment 

 

Data Source: Wong, L., & Gerras, S. (2010). The Effects of Multiple Deployments on Army Adolescents. Strategic Studies Institute (17). 
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Parents where one spouse is home 

 Non-deployed parents’ reaction to deployment affects 

children 

 “The most significant predictor of child stress during a 

deployment was parental stress.” 

Background:  

What Non-Deployed Parents Can Do 

Data Source: Wong, L., & Gerras, S. (2010). The Effects of Multiple Deployments on Army Adolescents. Strategic Studies Institute (5). 
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Strong non-deployed parent important, especially 

during the holidays when traditions are especially 

prevalent 

 Decorate as usual 

 Where possible, follow established holiday routines 

Keep Holiday Traditions Alive 

Data Source: Wong, L., & Gerras, S. (2010). The Effects of Multiple Deployments on Army Adolescents. Strategic Studies Institute (5). 
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 Children’s participation in sports correlates with 

lower stress 

 Strong families are better able to cope so don’t 

be afraid to talk to someone 

Healthy Mind, Body 

Data Source: Wong, L., & Gerras, S. (2010). The Effects of Multiple Deployments on Army Adolescents. Strategic Studies Institute (23). 
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Sports correlated with lower stress, but not higher 

coping abilities – those belonged to: 

 Children with strong families 

 Children involved in activities aimed at service-oriented 

concepts such as selflessness and sacrifice, often 

through religious or scouting activities 

Spirit/Family/Social 

Data Source: Wong, L., & Gerras, S. (2010). The Effects of Multiple Deployments on Army Adolescents. Strategic Studies Institute (29, 31). 
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Get involved in your community 

 55 percent of all adults get local news and information 

via word of mouth at least once a week 

 People 40 years of age or younger especially learn 

about community events through word of mouth 

How Do I Find the Resources I Need? 

Data Source: Pew Research Center, “How People Learn About Their Local Community,” p. 5. 

http://www.knightfoundation.org/media/uploads/publication_pdfs/Pew_Knight_Local_News_Report_FINAL.pdf 
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There are a lot of opportunities to volunteer during 

the holidays 

 Meet other people  

 Focus on something other than deployment-related 

stressors by helping others 

 Many volunteer opportunities are holiday-specific, but 

could open the door to year-round opportunities for 

giving back and being a part of something bigger than 

yourself 

Get Involved: Volunteer 
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Word-of-mouth is just one avenue, but there are a 

lot of ways to get informed about services 

available to military families both during the 

holidays and year-round 

Know Your Resources 
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Offset the cost of the holidays 

 Create a budget with a command financial specialist 

 Find out if your installation has a “Santa’s Castle” or 

“Santa’s Workshop” charity that provides free toys to 

eligible military families  

Financial 
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Don’t let the difficulties of deployment, the stresses 

of the holidays and the day-to-day ups and downs 

tempt you to turn to substance abuse 

 Food and alcohol are especially prevalent during this 

time of year 

 If you find yourself struggling, contact your installation’s 

substance abuse or wellness resources 

Substance Abuse 
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Whether you have a deployed spouse or not, the 

holidays are stressful enough 

 Be proactive and find out what stress-relieving activities, 

services and classes are available on and near your 

installation. Some might even be holiday-specific 

Take Time For Yourself 
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 In Adults  

 Feelings of sadness or 

unhappiness 

 Loss of interest or pleasure in 

normal activities 

 Insomnia or excessive sleeping 

 Changes in appetite 

 Agitation or restlessness 

 Indecisiveness, decreased 

concentration 

 Feelings of worthlessness or 

guilt 

 

 In Children/Teens 

 Younger children: sadness, 

irritability, hopelessness, worry 

 Adolescents: anxiety, anger, 

avoidance of social interaction 

 Changes in thinking and sleep 

common in adolescents, but not 

younger children 

 

Recognize the Signs 

Someone you know might be struggling with 

depression this holiday season, know what to look for 
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Social media (Facebook, Twitter, etc.): A quick, 

easy way to know your resources 

 Get frequent, real-time updates on Defense Department 

programs and initiatives benefitting military families 

 Comment threads on social media posts can be a good 

way to share holiday “best practices” and “lessons 

learned” with other military families 

 Command information at almost every level available 

through many social media outlets 

Social Media: Not Just a Fun Time-Waster 
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Resources 

Military OneSource 
 www.militaryonesource.com 

 800-342-9647 

 
Community Resource Guide – Find out if your 

installation has a Community Resource Guide or 

something similar available on their web page 
 www.bliss.army.mil/communityresourceguide 

 www.carson.army.mil/cms/_docs/resources/fc_resource_guide.pdf 

 www.bragg.army.mil 

 www.lewis.army.mil/ResourceGuide 

 www.campbell.army.mil/campbell/CHPC/default.aspx 

 www.drum.army.mil/Lists/Resource%20Guide/ResourceGuide.aspx 

 www.hood.army.mil 

 

 

 

http://www.militaryonesource.com/
http://www.bliss.army.mil/communityresourceguide
http://www.carson.army.mil/cms/_docs/resources/fc_resource_guide.pdf
http://www.bragg.army.mil/
http://www.lewis.army.mil/ResourceGuide
http://www.campbell.army.mil/campbell/CHPC/default.aspx
http://www.drum.army.mil/Lists/Resource Guide/ResourceGuide.aspx
http://www.hood.army.mil/
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Recommended Resources 

Title: Defense Centers of Excellence for Psychological Health & Traumatic Brain 

Injury website 

Link: http://www.dcoe.health.mil 

  

Title: DCoE webinar Interactive Customer Evaluation (ICE) survey: 

Link: ttp://ice.disa.mil/index.cfm?fa=card&sp=122542&s=1019&dep=*DoD&sc=2 

 

Title: Military Families Learning Network website 

Link: http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/ 

  

Title: Military OneSource website 

Link: www.MilitaryOneSource.com 

  

Title: Military Homefront website 

Link: www.MilitaryHomefront.dod.mil 

  

Title: The Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense – Reserve Affairs website 

Link: http://RA.Defense.gov 

  

Title: Yellow Ribbon Reintegration Program website 

Link: www.YellowRibbon.mil 

http://www.dcoe.health.mil/
http://ice.disa.mil/index.cfm?fa=card&sp=122542&s=1019&dep=*DoD&sc=2
http://ice.disa.mil/index.cfm?fa=card&sp=122542&s=1019&dep=*DoD&sc=2
http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/
http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/
http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/
http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/
http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/
http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/
http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/
http://www.militaryonesource.com/
http://www.militaryhomefront.dod.mil/
http://ra.defense.gov/
http://www.yellowribbon.mil/
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Recommended Resources (con’t) 

Title: National Guard website 

Link: www.NG.mil 

  

Title: National Guard Bureau Joint Services Support website 

Link: http://www.jointservicessupport.org/ 

 

Title: Sesame Workshop website: Deployments, Homecomings, Changes, Grief 

Link: www.sesameworkshop.org/initiatives/emotion/tlc 

  

Title: Sesame Street Family Connection website: Military Families Near and Far 

homepage   

Link: www.familiesnearandfar.org 

  

Title: FOCUS (Families OverComing Under Stress™) website 

Link: www.focusproject.org 

  

Title: FOCUS (Families OverComing Under Stress™) website: Focus World 

homepage 

Link: www.focusproject.org/focus-world-intro 

http://www.ng.mil/
http://www.jointservicessupport.org/
http://www.sesameworkshop.org/initiatives/emotion/tlc
http://www.familiesnearandfar.org/
http://www.focusproject.org/
http://www.focusproject.org/focus-world-intro
http://www.focusproject.org/focus-world-intro
http://www.focusproject.org/focus-world-intro
http://www.focusproject.org/focus-world-intro
http://www.focusproject.org/focus-world-intro
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DCoE Contact Info 

DCoE Call Center 

866-966-1020 (toll free) 

www.dcoe.health.mil 

resources@dcoeoutreach.org 

http://www.dcoe.health.mil/
mailto:resources@dcoeoutreach.org
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Feedback 

 
 
We encourage participants to provide 

comments regarding this webinar. Your 

feedback is essential to improve the quality and 

process of future webinars. 

 

Please take the time to send us your comments 

via e-mail at:  

DCoE.MonthlyWebinar@tma.osd.mil 

mailto:DCoE.MonthlyWebinar@tma.osd.mil

