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Fighting a war of their own?  The effects of parental deployment to a war 
zone on adolescent psychosocial development – an exploration of the 
evidence 
 
Julie Maguire  
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Abstract 
This paper addresses the effects of parental deployment to a war zone on adolescent 
psychosocial development incorporating themes around attachment, separation and loss 
theories and resilience. It is based upon a review undertaken as part of the author’s final 
qualifying year of social work training.  The subject matter was chosen partly due to personal 
interest, but also with a view to developing insights into the adolescent experience of parental 
separation due to military deployment, a phenomenon which has been increasing over recent 
years in the UK. 
 
A literature review of available material relating to adolescent responses to parental 
deployment identified that there is currently little UK research in this area. However, an 
increasing number of military-focused US sources has emerged, particularly since the 
Persian Gulf War of 1991, and these have been drawn upon in this paper.  In addition, other 
literature, albeit now quite dated, offers useful information and analysis relating to 
deployment and these have also been considered. 
 
The key findings of this study demonstrate that the psychosocial challenges of adolescence 
can be affected by parental deployment; identity formation can be affected and additional 
difficulties can impact upon a young person’s ability to maintain friendships or engage with 
peers whilst a lack of control can increase vulnerability and ability to cope. The feelings that 
can manifest for young people experiencing parental deployment appear consistent with the 
concept of ‘ambiguous loss’ triggered by the adolescent’s concern about the exact 
whereabouts and proximity to danger, injury or death of their parent, and perhaps 
exacerbated by the near live media coverage of war. This is qualitatively unlike divorce, 
adoption or other situations where feelings of ambiguous loss can develop. There appears to 
be little work specifically addressing whether the gender of the deployed parent or the 
adolescent plays any significant role regarding the adolescent’s psychosocial development, 
although there are indications within some studies that the gender of an adolescent is a 
mediating factor that affects a child’s response to parental absence, but that the gender of the 
deployed parent is not necessarily a significant factor. There is, however, evidence that the 
mental health of the at-home parent can significantly affect how the young person responds 
to the separation of deployment. 
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Introduction 
 
Separation from a significant person can be 
“one of the most stressful experiences in the 
life of a human being, regardless of age” 
(Garmezy & Rutter, 1985, cited in Zvizdic 
& Butollo, 2000 p.204). In a military 
context, deployment is the term used to 
explain the process through which armed 
forces personnel are separated from their 
families when assigned to temporary 
unaccompanied tours of duty.  Amen et al. 
(1988) delineate deployment via three 
phases: preparation, separation and reunion. 
By contrast, Pincus and Nam (1999) 
describe deployment as a cycle with five 
distinct phases where the period of 
separation is divided into three stages: 
deployment (1st month), sustainment 
(months 2 to 5) and re-deployment (last 
month). This paper applies the term 
‘deployment’ more generically as the period 
of separation due to war zone posting and is 
specifically interested in the effects of this 
on adolescents. Parental deployment to a 
war zone means children may experience 
apprehension and uncertainty associated 
with separation and loss alongside worry 
about potential physical harm to that parent. 
These additional stresses alongside the 
normative stresses associated with 
adolescent development can lead to anxiety 
and confusion for a young person trying to 
make sense of what is happening in their 
world. 
 
In recent times, military activity in Iraq and 
Afghanistan has placed huge demands on 
the capacity of the UK Armed Forces; a 
recent National Audit Office report 
(Andrews et al., 2007, p.5) stated that 
“operational activity has probably not been 
as high or as intense, and over such a 
sustained period, for fifty years”, and 
warned that UK Armed Forces were 
understaffed, pointing to the strain that 
fighting simultaneously in Iraq and 
Afghanistan was having on the Armed 
Forces, and by extension on the families of 
deployed personnel. The withdrawal of 

British troops from Iraq by the end of July 
2009 may reduce this pressure. However, 
coping with parental deployment remains a 
reality for many adolescents and may well 
be a repeat experience for some. 
 
Adolescent development 
 
Recent work relating to adolescent 
development has challenged the seemingly 
fixed conceptualisations of developmental 
theory that is deterministic and which 
embodied a white Eurocentric perception 
when first constructed (Walker, 2003). 
Critiques of mainstream perspectives (e.g. 
Erikson and Piaget) argue that these theories 
are unable to account for the wide spectrum 
of interactive causal factors affecting 
adolescents (James et al., 1998).  Woodhead 
et al. (1998) argue for a more measured 
approach that recognises culture, context 
and competence as key factors informing 
and affecting development. Nevertheless, 
early theories of individual development are 
still highly pertinent and offer useful and 
informative frameworks as long as we 
remain alert and open to the uniqueness of 
the adolescent and their social location. 
 
Adolescence is a time of moving from 
childhood immaturity to adult maturity. 
Steinberg (1999) identifies three 
fundamental transitions in adolescence, all 
of which occur within the contexts of 
family, peer groups, school, work and 
leisure. Biological changes occur at varying 
rates between individual children although, 
on average, puberty will begin around age 
11 or 12 and conclude around 15 or 16 for 
both sexes.  Alongside these physical 
changes, adolescents develop the ability to 
think hypothetically and logically, giving 
them the ability to think about the future, 
evaluate life options and set personal goals. 
Finally, an adolescent will experience 
changes in social status, is able to take on 
new roles, engage in new activities, and 
consider choices which may have long-term 
consequences. These include continuing 
education, choosing career pathways and 
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marriage (Scott et al., 1995). In essence, 
psychosocial development is constructed in 
relation to five key elements: identity, 
autonomy, intimacy, sexuality and 
achievement. Falhberg (1991, p.108) states 
that adolescents are, in a sense, trying to 
address four fundamental questions about 
themselves: 
 

(1) Who am I? 
(2) Where do I belong? 
(3) What can I do, or be? 
(4) What do I believe in? 

 
Throughout this transitional period it is 
generally considered ‘normal’ for 
adolescents to exhibit a degree of risk-
taking behaviour, mediated by the young 
person’s experiences and understanding of 
family and wider environment. However, 
for young people with social difficulties or 
those who are exposed to stressful 
experiences, the potential for extreme risk-
taking, non-conformity, and self-destructive 
behaviour increases (Visser & Moleko, 
1999).  Psychosocial problems in 
adolescence are often seen to manifest in 
three broad ways (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 
1987; Steinberg, 1999): 
 

• Substance misuse; 
 
• Externalising disorders where an 

adolescent’s problems are ‘turned 
outwards’, e.g. delinquency, anti-
social behaviour, aggression and 
truancy; 

 
• Internalising disorders where an 

adolescent’s problems are ‘turned 
inwards’, e.g. depression, anxiety or 
phobias. 

 
These categories do not represent an 
either/or adjustment. Adolescents may 
experience internalising and externalising 
difficulties simultaneously. For example, an 
adolescent may engage in delinquency and 
also suffer from depression. The World 
Health Organisation (2004) estimates that 

around 20% of adolescents under the age of 
18 will suffer from developmental, 
emotional or behavioural problems. 
Stressful life events such as war or 
separation are known risk factors and hence 
deployment can increase a young person’s 
potential for negative adjustment. Parental 
deployment has been linked to several youth 
behavioural outcomes, e.g. irritability and 
impulsiveness (Hillenbrand, 1976), acting 
out and negative behaviour (Levai et al., 
1995), and can also be linked to depression 
(Levai et al., 1995; Jensen et al., 1996). 
Gender plays a mediating factor in terms of 
a young person’s response to separation.  
Jensen et al.’s (1996) study of children’s 
responses to parental separation while on 
military service found that boys were more 
likely to experience increased symptoms of 
childhood depression than girls when a 
parent was deployed. Similarly, Rosen et 
al.’s (1993) research indicated that boys 
were more likely to demonstrate increased 
discipline problems at home during parental 
deployment. 
 
Erikson’s (1963, 1968) eight-stage model of 
human development across the lifespan 
emphasises the social and psychological 
contexts of development. Each of the 
psychosocial stages is distinguished by a 
‘crisis’ or ‘task’ and characterised by two 
opposing forces or ‘contrary dispositions’; 
syntonic (positive) or dystonic (negative).  
In adolescence, Erikson’s framework sees 
the crisis as being one of ‘Identity v. Role 
Confusion’, where a process of identity 
formation takes place in which the 
individual makes their own decisions about 
who they are, and who they want to become. 
Successful negotiation of this period leaves 
an individual with a “defined personality 
within a social reality that he or she 
understands” (Beckett, 2002, p.118). Having 
the space and freedom to have new or 
different experiences (for example clothes, 
behaviours, values or beliefs) without 
having to commit to them is a key aspect of 
successful identity formation because it 
allows the adolescent to consider 
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themselves in relation to others, and to 
actively explore possibilities and options for 
the future without having to make a serious 
decision. 
 
Identity formation and deployment 
 
The notion of identity formation as task or 
crisis helps illustrate how the environmental 
changes associated with deployment can 
have emotional effects that may impact 
upon an adolescent’s psychosocial 
development. The interplay between a 
person’s psychological condition and their 
social environment provides social workers 
with a “powerful perspective on 
understanding people’s psychological 
development and behaviour in social and 
cultural contexts” (Howe, 2002, p.171).  It 
is therefore important to recognise not only 
‘what’ changes in an adolescent’s world 
when a parent deploys, but also how they 
feel and how they respond to these changes. 
 
A consistent finding within the research on 
deployment relates to the need for the 
remaining family members to renegotiate 
boundaries and roles within the family 
setting during deployment (see Rosen et al., 
1993; Huebner & Mancini, 2005; Huebner 
et al., 2007). In their study of 107 
adolescents (aged 12 to 18), all of whom 
had a deployed parent, Huebner et al. 
(2007) found that changing roles, routines 
and responsibilities was a problem for many 
young people, for example having to take 
the role of the deployed parent looking after 
younger siblings, or taking on new 
household chores. Young people reported 
that deployment often affected their outside 
activities because of these additional/ 
changed roles or responsibilities, or through 
lack of transport or because these activities 
were only undertaken with the deployed 
parent. This is important; Rosen et al.’s 
(1993) research found that emotional 
stressors were a considerable problem for 
adolescents during deployment.  Kelley’s 
(1994) work on stress related to war and 
other traumatic events suggested that 

adolescents could express resentment over 
increased responsibility, i.e. household 
duties which, in turn, could lead to 
discipline problems. Therefore, it can be 
argued that adolescents who have a 
deployed parent are at increased risk of 
emotional stress and associated behaviours. 
 
During deployment, additional 
responsibilities and changing roles may 
restrict the adolescent’s capacity to identify, 
assess, and choose values and roles in their 
adult lives (Coleman & Hendry, 1999), and 
thwart opportunities for social interaction at 
a number of levels, e.g. with peers, out of 
school activities or work opportunities. With 
regard to identity formation, Marcia (1966) 
suggests that an adolescent could be in a 
state of identity foreclosure which is 
characterised by an acceptance of the values 
of others rather than self-determined beliefs 
and goals. In Erikson’s terms, the adolescent 
would not be meeting the challenges of this 
stage and may well develop a tendency 
towards the dystonic, perhaps developing a 
behavioural bias towards social isolation for 
example. Nevertheless, role and 
responsibility changes do offer opportunities 
for adolescents to explore different aspects 
of themselves and others.  Huebner and 
Mancini (2005) found that some adolescents 
enjoyed increased bonding with siblings 
during deployment and were positive about 
additional responsibilities, though this was 
sometimes countered with concern about the 
adolescent/parent relationship post-
deployment if the returning parent did not 
recognise their increased maturity. 
 
Separation 
 
How an individual reacts to separation has 
its roots, according to the classic perspective 
of Bowlby, in patterns of behaviour and 
responses that have been learnt in very early 
life (1969, 1973, 1979).  Bowlby’s 
attachment theory is based on evidence of 
the ways in which early experiences of 
attachment with a caregiver influence the 
way an individual relates to and deals with 
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other people. Children who experience their 
attachment figure as usually available and 
responsive feel secure. However, unreliable 
and/or unresponsive attachment figures 
engender insecurity. Through the social 
interactions that attachment behaviour 
generate, children develop competence in 
dealing with social situations and internalise 
a sense of how the world ‘works’ (Bowlby, 
1973).  Payne (2005) describes reactions to 
separation as defence mechanisms.  For 
example, securely attached children will 
move towards people whereas 
insecure/ambivalent children are known to 
become aggressive and move against people 
and insecure/avoidant children display 
withdrawal tendencies and move away from 
people. 
 
Throughout childhood, there is a gradual 
shift in attachment behaviour away from 
parents to peers.  Bowlby (1979) described 
adolescence as the stage when attachments 
to parents are loosening and new 
attachments are formed with others. 
However, attachment behaviour and defence 
mechanisms are often maintained over the 
life cycle and have the potential to affect 
relationships with family, peer groups, and 
society as a whole. Allen and Hauser (1996) 
found a positive correlation between an 
adolescent’s ongoing relationships with 
their parents and their ability to develop 
quality relationships with peers, 
demonstrating that the dyadic interplay 
between an adolescent and his/her parent 
can have an effect on other relationships, i.e. 
on an adolescent’s ability to establish and 
maintain key supportive networks. 
 
Deployment of a parent results in “changes 
in the family unit and loss of normal 
expectations of what life would be” (Jewett, 
1994, p.35).  If experienced as anxiety-
provoking by the adolescent, it has the 
potential to impact upon the adolescent’s 
psychosocial development because the 
adolescent’s ‘attachment figure’ may not be 
available.  Alternatively, defence 
mechanisms employed by the adolescent 

may push away or reject those relationships 
that can support them, for example peer 
relationships, or emerging intimate 
relationships. 
 
However, it is also suggested that the 
relationship between the parents may have a 
role in affecting children’s adaptation 
(Cook, 2000; Akister & Reibstein, 2004) so 
consideration needs to be given to the 
relationship of the parents prior to the 
deployment as a factor in the adolescent’s 
adjustment.  Much of the literature points to 
the pre-deployment stage as being 
particularly stress provoking within the 
marital relationship and that, for spouses of 
military personnel, a sense of emotional and 
physical distance increasingly develops 
(Pincus et al., 2001). Logan (1987) suggests 
that, psychologically, it is easier to be angry 
than to confront the pain of impending 
separation, and it is thought to be a common 
occurrence for spouses to have significant 
arguments before a deployment (Black, 
1993; Pincus & Nam, 1999). Longitudinal 
studies of children whose fathers were 
prisoners of war or missing in action found 
that marital satisfaction was indeed a key 
factor in the children’s adjustment during 
the separation (Hunter, 1978). Perhaps then, 
even in well-adjusted marital relationships, 
deployment has the capacity to cause 
discord or tensions which may affect the 
adolescent’s ability to cope. 
 
Studies have consistently found that family 
break–ups, separation or divorce are 
situations of loss that can have a negative 
effect on children. Rodgers and Pryor’s 
(1998) comprehensive review of the 
literature on separation and divorce 
suggested that adolescents from separated 
families were more likely to leave school 
early with fewer academic qualifications, 
become sexually active, pregnant or a parent 
at an earlier age and there were also higher 
levels of smoking, drinking and drug use. 
Of course this is not always the case; 
Summers et al.’s (1998) comparable study 
involved extensive questionnaires and found 
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that the average scores of children from 
divorced families were within normal 
ranges when compared to children of intact 
families. Nevertheless, a common finding in 
the literature relates to the presence of 
secondary factors, such as familial income 
or peer relationships.  Interestingly, Cockett 
and Tripp’s (1994) study of family 
breakdown found that it was those children 
who experienced repeated separations who 
were affected most, highlighting the 
potential negative impact of repeated 
parental deployment. Research has 
suggested that securely attached adolescents 
exhibit more adaptive coping strategies than 
insecurely attached adolescents (Kerns & 
Stevens, 1996). Thus it will be those 
adolescents who display attachment 
behaviours and ‘defence mechanisms’ that 
merely confirm their own poor or weak 
internal conceptions of themselves and 
others who may be least able to cope. 
 
Yet, it has been argued that an individual’s 
development occurs along an inherited 
genetic blueprint where social environment 
plays only a supporting role and that, at 
best, environment helps us to recognise 
what is already part of our biological make-
up (Hamlyn, 1978). Rutter and Rutter 
(1993) argue that qualities such as shyness 
or cheerfulness are genetically determined 
and impact on an individual’s ability to 
form relationships. However, studies of 
children separated from their biological 
parents have demonstrated that some 
behaviours have an inherited quality but the 
expression of these behaviours is influenced 
(positively and negatively) by the quality of 
the social environment (Cadoret et al., 
1990). Hinde (1989) argues that it is the 
dynamic combination of genetic 
programming, innate temperament and 
social experience that develops individual 
personality and capacity to cope, and so 
factors such as different social and familial 
relationships, environmental factors such as 
financial position and housing, as well as 
inherited genetic blueprint, influence an 
adolescent’s responses.  Rutter’s (1978) 

work on resilience provides a valuable 
insight into the role that both nature and 
nurture play; he posits that protective factors 
promoting resilience include having an 
‘easy’ temperament, a special talent, or 
having a supportive school or good circle of 
friends, and are genetically and 
environmentally based. Studies on 
children’s reactions to war have highlighted 
the importance of family and community 
ties as protective factors (e.g. Thabet & 
Vostanis, 2000), and Huebner and 
Mancini’s (2005) study on adolescent 
adjustment to deployment identified the 
supportive role of formal organisations such 
as youth groups and schools and family 
support groups. As social workers, whilst 
we may have no control over an individual’s 
genetic predisposition, there is perhaps, 
scope to promote the mobilisation of 
protective factors, e.g. strong friendships or 
supportive school environments. 
 
Loss 
 
Significant disruptions in meaningful 
relationships are experienced as a loss 
(Bowlby, 1973; Jewett, 1994).  Hooyman 
and Kramer (2006, cited in Currer, 2007 
p.15) state that “losses … always result in 
deprivation of some kind; in essence, we no 
longer have someone or something that we 
used to”, reminding us of the broader 
context of loss than the finality and 
distinctiveness of death. 
 
Currer (2007) argues that cognitive 
development and lack of control are 
particular factors affecting a young person’s 
experience of loss and grief.  An 
adolescent’s developing ability to think 
abstractly and logically means they may 
understand where their parent has gone, and 
be able to reflect on the war situation, but 
will have no control over whether their 
parent is deployed.  It would be interesting 
to consider if the intense media coverage of 
war impacts on the adolescent’s cognitive 
processing of war or their feelings of 
control. According to Costello et al. (1994), 
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constant media coverage of the Persian Gulf 
War in 1991 desensitised adolescents, albeit 
the coverage was somewhat sanitised. 
However, changes in technology mean that 
near-live television war reporting from the 
frontline is possible, and such intense media 
coverage can increase awareness of the 
possibility of injury or death of a parent 
(Huebner & Mancini, 2005). Smith and 
Moyer-Guse’s study (2006) considered the 
developmental differences in fear and 
response to the television coverage of the 
Iraq War and, using a qualitative approach, 
questioned 161 parents about their children. 
They found that 13-17 year olds were more 
likely (than younger children) to see the war 
as frightening and to have safety concerns. 
Whilst the validity of their study may be 
questioned because the responses were from 
the parent’s perspective, these themes do 
underline the feelings of uncertainty and 
worry that adolescents can associate with 
war. 
 
Ambiguous Loss 
 
Recent work on deployment and separation 
links to Boss’s (1999, 2004, 2006) theory of 
ambiguous loss.   Ambiguous loss is a loss 
that remains unclear. The premise of the 
theory is that uncertainty or a lack of 
information about the whereabouts or status 
of a loved one as absent or present, as dead 
or alive, is traumatizing for most 
individuals, couples and families. The 
ambiguity can impact upon the grief process 
(Boss, 1999), prevent cognition, and affect 
coping and decision-making processes.  A 
family member may be physically absent 
while psychologically present or physically 
present and psychologically absent but both 
these situations present uncertainty. 
According to Boss, family members have no 
choice but to live with the paradox of 
absence and presence (Boss, 2006). 
 
Ambiguous loss has been applied in other 
settings, for example premature birth 
(Powell, 2001), adoption (Powell & Afifi, 
2005) and divorce (Madden-Derdich et al., 

1999), and consistently found to be stressful 
because the situations can deny resolution 
and can cause confusion for individuals “not 
knowing who is in or out of your family or 
relationship” (Boss, 2006, p.12). In terms of 
deployment, uncertainty and vagueness 
emerge because thoughts of safety and harm 
can be ambiguous; an adolescent may know 
that a parent is in a war zone but have no 
idea whether, or how close, the parent is to 
conflict (Huebner et al., 2007).  Key 
characteristics associated with ambiguous 
loss are boundary ambiguity, disruption of 
family rituals, increased family distress and 
mental illness (Boss, 1999, 2006). Huebner 
et al.’s (2007) study used these themes to 
explore the nature of uncertainty and 
ambiguous loss with adolescents who had a 
parent deployed and found that uncertainty 
was linked with not knowing what would 
happen in the future in regard to their own 
welfare and their deployed parents, for 
example whether they would see them 
again. Over half of the participants 
consistently used words like “nervous”, 
“worried”, “afraid”, “lonely”, “isolated” and 
“sad” when asked about how they felt when 
they found out that their parent was being 
deployed. Some adolescents had conflicting 
feelings that reflected anger or feeling proud 
of the deployed parent and some expressed 
changing feelings from denial to 
recognition. Unclear roles and 
responsibilities added to the adolescent’s 
confusion with regard to their place within 
the family. Some 38% reported changes in 
the at-home parent’s behaviour and 
emotions that impacted on their relationship 
with them. At an emotional level, 
manifestations of depression and anxiety 
were widely reported by adolescents, e.g. 
feelings of isolation and sadness, or changes 
in sleeping and eating patterns, whilst a 
minority reported that the stress of 
deployment had led to them “lashing out”. 
 
To reiterate, Huebner et al.’s (2007) work in 
this area indicates that deployment can 
manifest itself as an ambiguous loss for an 
adolescent, and their findings are consistent 

 



46    Julie Maguire 

with other studies relating to the effects of 
deployment (Amen et al., 1988; Kelley et 
al., 2001). The implications for an 
adolescent’s psychosocial development are 
evident. For example, internalising or 
externalising behaviours may be exhibited 
in the context of an adolescent’s 
relationships with his/her peers, school and 
family, and key psychosocial developmental 
tasks can be affected. Poor mental health 
can lead to poor academic outcomes (Aviles 
et al., 2005), and this may affect an 
adolescent’s sense of achievement. 
Moreover, an adolescent usually has friends 
who share their activities and aspirations 
(Steinberg, 1999) so an adolescent who 
loses interest, or falls behind, in their 
school-work may find it difficult to remain 
friends with those for whom school work is 
important. Thus an adolescent may lose the 
friends they need to confide in, adding to 
their feelings of isolation or sadness. 
 
A systemic approach 
 
Adolescent psychosocial development does 
not take place in a vacuum but “within 
complex systems made up of their 
immediate surroundings, social networks, 
cultural communities and set within a wider 
social structure” (Baldwin & Walker, 2005, 
p.40).  An adolescent’s environment may be 
affected by deployment or influence how he 
or she responds but, similarly, aspects of an 
adolescent’s environment may provide 
sources of support and strength at what may 
be a particularly difficult time.  For 
example, research suggests that one of the 
most potent influences on adolescent 
development is the family (Fletcher et al., 
1999; Huang, 1999; Noack et al., 1999).  
Parent-child relationships undergo changes 
during adolescence and, whilst these are 
represented by a gradual shift from 
dependency to mutual reciprocity (Larson et 
al., 1996), parents play a crucial role during 
these changes.  Studies have found (Allen & 
Hauser, 1996; Allen et al., 1998) that 
adolescents benefit from parental support 
that encourages autonomy yet ensures 

continued monitoring and emotional 
connectedness, e.g. through psychological 
availability, warmth, active listening and 
boundary setting. Thus, during deployment, 
the physical and emotional availability of 
the remaining parent is a critical factor 
influencing adolescent psychosocial 
development. 
 
Studies have demonstrated that military 
separation can be accompanied by a cyclic 
pattern of depressive behaviour in the at- 
home spouse that decreases over the time of 
the separation (e.g. Nice, 1983; Amen et al., 
1988). In a military context, the at-home 
parent is usually the mother; women 
currently make up approximately 9% of the 
UK Armed Forces and little consideration 
has been given specifically to maternal 
separation. Kelley et al.’s (2001) 
comparative study of children with 
deployed Navy mothers and children of 
non-deployed and civilian mothers showed 
that children with deployed mothers 
exhibited more internalising behaviours than 
those children of non-deployed or civilian 
mothers, and that civilian children exhibited 
lower levels of externalising behaviours 
than the children of both the non-deployed 
and deployed mothers. Whilst Applewhite 
and Mays (1996) found no significant 
differences in children’s psychosocial 
problems based on the gender of the parent 
from whom they were separated, it is 
perhaps an area that would benefit from 
further study. 
 
Kelley’s (1994) study of 61 mothers which 
compared maternal adjustment during a 
peacetime routine separation and during a 
wartime deployment found that depressive 
symptoms remained throughout a wartime 
deployment, suggesting that the potential or 
actual exposure to a war situation is 
positively correlated with the length and 
severity of depressive symptoms in at-home 
spouses. This is important because studies 
following the Persian Gulf War (Rosen et 
al., 1993; Medway et al., 1995) found the 
at-home parents’ reactions to deployment 
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greatly affected the reaction of the children. 
Where negative, so too were those of the 
children. Given that there seems to be a link 
between at-home spouses’ propensity to 
depressive symptoms and the deployed 
parent’s exposure to a war zone, is it then 
the case that parental deployment could 
mean that an adolescent is also at greater 
risk of developing symptoms associated 
with depression? Research seems to confirm 
this. For example, Rosen et al., (1993) used 
quantitative measures of mothers’ reports of 
their own and their child’s health during 
deployment and found that tearfulness and 
sadness were the most common symptoms. 
Yeatman’s (1981) study on paternal 
separation found that children displayed 
general withdrawal, a decline in their school 
work, and an increase in physical ailments 
such as aches and pains. Likewise, in their 
study of US adolescents’ exposure to and 
feelings about the Persian Gulf War, Brosz 
Hardin et al., (2003) found that almost two 
thirds of adolescents in the sample reported 
feeling distressed, and that this was greater 
for those adolescents with a parent or 
sibling in the war. 
 
As children grow older the quality of their 
peer groups and friendships becomes 
important. Bigelow and LaGaipa’s research 
(1975) found that 13-16 year olds valued 
intimacy, loyalty, genuineness, common 
interests and similarity in attitudes in their 
relationships with their peers. Huebner and 
Mancini’s study of adolescent adjustment to 
deployment (2005) seems to echo these 
findings. They found that, during 
deployment, other ‘military’ adolescent 
peers were a good source of support because 
they understood what the adolescent was 
going through, and could provide an 
opportunity to release tensions.  In terms of 
psychosocial development, ‘cliques’ or 
‘crowds’ (Steinberg, 1999) can become an 
important basis for self-definition, and an 
important influence on self-image. In the 
context of peer groups, an adolescent can 
experiment with the expression of autonomy 
and test out decision-making skills. 

Moreover, peer groups play a central role in 
socialising adolescents in appropriate sexual 
behaviour and in developing capacity for 
intimate relationships. Thus, potential 
difficulties may emerge for those 
adolescents whose access to peer group 
interactions or activities is restricted. This 
may be because of role changes and 
responsibilities in the family setting as a 
result of deployment, or for those 
adolescents whose parents serve with the 
UK Territorial Army and whose peer group 
may not be able to provide the level of 
support valued by adolescents. 
 
An adolescent’s psychosocial development 
then is affected not only by the environment 
surrounding him/her and its reaction to 
deployment but also by his or her own 
responses to the separation. An adolescent 
who feels anxious, stressed or depressed 
may find it impossible to meet the 
challenges of everyday life; unable or 
unwilling to make choices about their 
future, engage with peers or try out new 
activities. This may increase because of 
additional responsibilities or stressors 
placed on an adolescent as a result of the 
mental health of the at-home parent. 
 
It is important to acknowledge that “rates of 
unhappy feelings and self-depreciation 
reach a peak during adolescence” (Herbert 
& Harper-Dorton, 2002 p.103), and it is 
fairly typical for there to be an increase in 
moodiness and feelings of misery during 
adolescence. Low self-esteem, worries 
about the future and concern about social 
activities are viewed as normal 
developmental issues in adolescence and 
may not necessarily be a direct result of 
deployment. However, they may be 
compounded because of deployment and the 
potential for an adolescent’s psychosocial 
development to be affected by parental 
deployment should, perhaps, be seen in the 
context of evidence which suggests that the 
effect of any one stressor is exacerbated if it 
is accompanied by other stressors (Rutter, 
1978). Deployment may be an additional 

 



48    Julie Maguire 

stressor during what is already a complex 
period of adjustment for an adolescent, 
which may have a cumulative effect. 
However, adolescents who have access to 
other resources such as high self-esteem, 
strong support networks and warm and close 
relationships with a parent are less likely to 
be adversely affected by stressful 
experiences, and it is these areas that 
perhaps should be targeted as potential sites 
for intervention. 
 
It would seem then that deployment has the 
potential to impact on a young person’s 
psychosocial development in a number of 
ways. However, there remain a number of 
areas that need to be explored further to aid 
our understanding. For example, there is 
some consensus that age is a factor affecting 
all children’s responses to deployment 
(Jenson & Shaw, 1996; Murray, 2002) 
However, while adolescence usually 
includes those aged between 11 and 18, 
there are likely to be differences in 
understanding and responses to parental 
deployment across this range. Piaget (1968) 
suggested that adolescence is the stage of 
‘formal operations’ when complex ideas can 
be managed, and a shift from concrete to 
abstract thinking occurs. Yet this change 
does not occur overnight and it may be 
beneficial to consider research that is more 
narrowly focused by age and gender. 
 
Implications for policy and practice 
 
With regard to local authority duties to 
respond to the needs of children whose 
parents may be deployed, we may note the 
importance here of the Children Act 2004 
(DfES). The Act is crucial since it provides 
the legal underpinning for the 
implementation of the Every Child Matters 
(ECM) agenda (DfES, 2003). Section 10 of 
the Act places duties on relevant authorities 
and their appropriate partners to co-operate 
in order to improve the well-being of 
children in their area.  Such co-operation 
can ensure that strategies to support young 
people facing the deployment of their parent 

are targeted and integrated into easily 
accessible sites, e.g. schools or community 
facilities. This is important as there are 
many families who operate ‘outside’ of the 
military system, for example, children 
whose parents are in the Territorial Army, 
or those who live outside military 
communities, including young people who 
attend boarding school. Furthermore, 
research in the US military suggests that 
families operate within a ‘military culture’ 
regardless of race or ethnicity which can 
affect how the family handles stress or 
accepts support (Orthner et al., 1990; 
Albano, 2002). While UK military culture 
may differ from the US, these studies do 
offer an important insight into the potential 
influence that factors such as rank or 
accessibility can have when seeking or 
accepting support.  Thus, notwithstanding 
dedicated welfare support available to 
serving soldiers and their families (Army 
Welfare Service, SSAFA, Army Families 
Federation), it still remains important that 
the potential effects of deployment are 
recognised by other professionals beyond 
the military. Indeed, social work’s holistic 
approach and position within a multi-agency 
arena offers an important channel through 
which these needs can be identified and 
addressed. It is hoped that the above review 
will help alert the profession to the complex 
challenges faced by adolescents and their 
families in coping with the deployment of a 
parent and also provide useful insights to 
inform their effective support by children’s 
services. 
 
Acknowledgements 
Many thanks to Isabel Williams for her 
good advice and continued support. 

 



Fighting a war of their own?     49 

References 
 
Achenbach, T. & Edelbrock, C. (1987) The 
Manual for the Youth Self-Report and Profile, 
Burlington: University of Vermont. 
 
Akister, J. & Reibstein, J. (2004) ‘Links 
between attachment theory and systemic 
practice: some proposals’, Journal of Family 
Therapy, 26(1), pp.2-16. 
 
Albano, S. (2002) ‘What society can learn from 
the U.S. military’s system of family support’, 
National Council on Family Relations Report, 
47(1), F6–F8. 
 
Allen, J.P., & Hauser, S.T. (1996) ‘Autonomy 
and relatedness in adolescent-family interactions 
as predictors of young adults’ states of mind 
regarding attachment’, Development and 
Psychopathology, 8(4), pp.793-809. 
 
Allen, J.P., Moore, C., Kuperminc, G. & Bell, 
K. (1998) ‘Attachment and adolescent 
psychosocial functioning’, Child Development, 
69(5), pp.1406-19. 
 
Amen, D., Jellen, L., Merves, E. & Lee, R. 
(1988) ‘Minimizing the impact of deployment 
separation on military children: stages, current 
preventive efforts, and system 
recommendations’, Military Medicine, 153(8), 
pp.441-6. 
 
Andrews, M., Elrick, J., Vinon, N., Payne, K., 
Shaw, K., Wilson. T., Comber, J. & Ralph, M. 
(2007) Performance of the Ministry of Defence, 
2006-07: Briefing for the Defence Committee, 
London: National Audit Office. 
 
Applewhite, L.W. & Mays, R.A. (1996) ‘Parent-
child separation: a comparison of maternally 
and paternally separated children in military 
families’, Child and Adolescent Social Work 
Journal, 13(1), pp.23-39. 
 
Aviles, A.M., Anderson, T.R. & Davila, E.R. 
(2005) ‘Child and adolescent social-emotional 
development within the context of school’, 
Child and Adolescent Mental Health, 11(1), 
pp.32-9. 
 
 
 

Baldwin, N. & Walker, L. (2005) ‘Assessment’ 
in Adams, R., Dominelli, L. & Payne, M. (eds.) 
(2005) Social Work Futures: Crossing 
Boundaries, Transforming Practice, Hampshire: 
Palgrave Macmillan, pp.36-53. 
 
Beckett, C. (2002) Human Growth and 
Development, London: Sage. 
 
Bigelow, B. & LaGaipa, J. (1975) ‘Children’s 
written descriptions of friendship’, 
Developmental Psychology, 11(6), pp.857-8. 
 
Black, W. (1993) ‘Military-induced family 
separation’, Social Work, 38(3), pp.273-80. 
 
Boss, P. (1999) Ambiguous Loss: Learning to 
Live with Unresolved Grief, Cambridge MA: 
Harvard University Press. 
 
Boss, P. (2004) ‘Ambiguous loss research, 
theory and practice: reflections after 9/11’, 
Journal of Marriage and Family, 66(3), pp.551-
66. 
 
Boss, P. (2006) Loss, Trauma and Resilience: 
Therapeutic Work with Ambiguous Loss, New 
York: WW Norton and Company. 
 
Bowlby, J. (1969) Attachment and Loss, Volume 
I: Attachment, London: Hogarth Press. 
 
Bowlby, J. (1973) Attachment and Loss, Volume 
II: Separation, Anxiety and Anger. London: 
Hogarth Press. 
 
Bowlby, J. (1979) The Making and Breaking of 
Affectional Bonds, London: Hogarth Press. 
 
Brosz Hardin, S., Hayes, E., Cheever, K.H. & 
Addy, C. (2003) ‘Impact of war on American 
adolescents’, Journal of Child and Adolescent 
Psychiatric Nursing, 6(2), pp.81-7. 
 
Cadoret, R.J., Troughton, E., Merchant, L.M. & 
Whitters, A. (1990) ‘Early Life Psychosocial 
Events and Adult Affective Symptoms’ in 
Robins, L.N. & Rutter, M. (eds.) Straight and 
Devious Pathways from Childhood to 
Adulthood, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, pp.300-13. 
 
Cockett, M. & Tripp, J. (1994) The Exeter 
Family Study: Family Breakdown and its Impact 
on Children, Exeter: University Press. 

 



50    Julie Maguire 

Coleman, J. & Hendry, L. (1999) The Nature of 
Adolescence, London: Routledge. 
 
Cook, W.L. (2000) ‘Understanding attachment 
security in family context’, Journal of 
Personality & Social Psychology, 78(2), pp.285-
94. 
 
Costello, M., Phelps, L. & Wilczenski, F. (1994) 
‘Children and military conflict: current issues 
and treatment implications’, The School 
Counsellor, 41(3), pp.220-5. 
 
Currer, C. (2007) Loss and Social Work, Exeter: 
Learning Matters. 
 
Department for Education and Skills (2003) 
Every Child Matters, London: HMSO. 
 
Department for Education and Skills (2004) The 
Children Act, Nottingham: DfES Publications. 
 
Erikson, E.H. (1963) Childhood and Society, 
New York: Norton. 
 
Erikson, E.H. (1968) Identity: Youth and Crisis, 
New York: Norton. 
 
Fahlberg, V.I. (1991) A Child’s Journey through 
Placement, Indianapolis: Perspectives Press. 
 
Fletcher, A.C., Steinberg, L. & Sellers, E.B. 
(1999) ‘Adolescents’ well-being as a function of 
perceived interparental consistency’, Journal of 
Marriage and the Family, 61(3), pp.599-610. 
 
Garmezy, H. & Rutter, M. (1985) ‘Acute 
Reactions to Stress’, cited in Zvizdic, S. & 
Butollo, W. (2000) ‘War-related loss of one’s 
father and persistent depressive reactions in 
early adolescents’, European Psychologist, 5(3) 
pp.204-14. 
 
Hamlyn, D.W. (1978) Experience and the 
Growth of Understanding, London: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul. 
 
Herbert, M. & Harper-Dorton, K.V. (2002) 
Working with Children, Adolescents, and their 
Families, Oxford: BPS Blackwell. 
 
Hillenbrand, E.D. (1976) ‘Father absence in 
military families’, The Family Coordinator, 
25(4), pp.451-8. 
 

Hinde, R.A. (1989) ‘Ethological and 
relationship approaches’, Annals of Child 
Development, Volume 6, pp.251–85. 
 
Hooyman, N. & Kramer, B. (2006) Living 
through Loss: Interventions across the Life 
Span, New York: Columbia University Press. 
 
Howe, D. (2002) ‘Psychosocial Work’ in 
Adams, R., Dominelli, L. & Payne, M. (eds.) 
(2002) Social Work: Themes, Issues and Critical 
Debates, Hampshire: Palgrave, pp.170-9. 
 
Huang, L.N. (1999) ‘Family communication 
patterns and personality characteristics’, 
Communication Quarterly, 47(2), pp.230-43. 
 
Huebner, A.J. & Mancini, J.A. (2005) 
Adjustments among Adolescents in Military 
Families when a Parent is Deployed, Final 
Report to the Military Family Research Institute. 
 
Huebner, J.A., Mancini, J.A., Wilcox, R.M., 
Grass, S.R. & Grass, A.G. (2007) ‘Parental 
deployment and youth in military families: 
exploring uncertainty and ambiguous loss’, 
Family Relations, 56(2), 112-22. 
 
Hunter, E.J. (1978) ‘Family Role Structure and 
Family Adjustment Following Prolonged 
Separation’ in Hunter, E.J. & Nice, D.S. (eds.) 
Military Families: Adaptation to Change, New 
York: Praeger, pp.185-93. 
 
James, A., Jenks, C. & Prout, A. (1998) 
Theorising Childhood, Cambridge: Polity Press. 
 
Jensen, P.S., Martin, D. & Watanabe, H. (1996) 
‘Children’s response to separation during 
Operation Desert Storm’, Journal of the 
American Academy of Child and Adolescent 
Psychiatry, 35(4), pp.433-41. 
 
Jenson, P. & Shaw, J. (1996) ‘The Effects of 
War and Parental Deployment upon Children 
and Adolescents’ in Ursano, R. & Norwood, A. 
(eds.) Emotional Aftermath of the Persian Gulf 
War: Veterans, Families, Communities and 
Nations, Washington DC: American Psychiatric 
Press, pp.83-109. 
 
Jewett, C. (1994) Helping Children Cope with 
Separation and Loss, London: BAAF. 
 

 



Fighting a war of their own?     51 

Kelley, M.L. (1994) ‘The effects of military-
induced separation on family factors and child 
behaviour’, American Journal of 
Orthopsychiatry, 64(1), pp.103-11. 
 
Kelley, M.L., Hock, E., Bonney, J., Jarvis, M., 
Smith, K. & Gaffney, M. (2001) ‘Navy mothers 
experiencing and not experiencing deployment: 
reasons for staying in or leaving the military’, 
Military Psychology, 13(1), pp.55–71. 
 
Kerns, K.A. & Stevens, A.C. (1996) ‘Parent-
child attachment in late adolescence: links to 
social relations and personality’, Journal of 
Youth and Adolescence, 25(3), pp.323-42. 
 
Larson, R.W., Richards, M.H., Moneta, G. & 
Holmbeck, G.C. (1996) ‘Changes in 
adolescents’ daily interactions with their 
families from ages 10–18: disengagement and 
transformation’, Developmental Psychology, 
32(4), pp.744-54. 
 
Levai, M., Kaplan, S., Ackerman, R. & 
Hammock, M. (1995) ‘The effect of father 
absence on the psychiatric hospitalization of 
Navy children’, Military Medicine, 160(3), 
pp.103–6. 
 
Logan, K.V. (1987) The Emotional Cycle of 
Deployment, Proceedings, 113(2), pp.43-7. 
 
Madden-Derdich, D.A., Leonard, S.A. & 
Christopher, F.S. (1999) ‘Boundary ambiguity 
and coparental conflict after divorce: an 
empirical test of a family systems model of the 
divorce process’, Journal of Marriage and the 
Family, 61(3), pp.588-98. 
 
Marcia, J. (1966) ‘Development and validation 
of ego identity status’, Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 3(5), pp.551-8. 
 
Medway, F.J., Davis, K.E., Cafferty, T.P., 
Chappell, K.D., & O’Hearn, R. (1995) ‘Family 
disruption and adult attachment correlates of 
spouse and child reactions to separation and 
reunion due to Operation Desert Storm’, Journal 
of Social and Clinical Psychology, 14(2), pp.97-
118. 
 
Murray, J.S. (2002) ‘Helping children cope with 
separation during war’, Journal for Specialists 
in Pediatric Nursing, 7(3), pp.127-30. 
 

Nice, D.S. (1983) ‘The course of depressive 
affect in Navy wives during family separation’, 
Military Medicine, 148(4), pp.341-3. 
 
Noack, P., Kerr, M. & Olah, A. (1999) ‘Family 
relations in adolescence’, Journal of 
Adolescence, 22(6), pp.713-7. 
 
Orthner, D.K., Bowen, G.L. & Beare, V.G. 
(1990) ‘The organization family: a question of 
work and family boundaries’, Marriage and 
Family Review, 15(3&4), pp.15–36. 
 
Payne, M. (2005) Modern Social Work Theory, 
Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
Piaget, J. (1968) Six Psychological Studies, 
London: Harvester Press. 
 
Pincus, S.H. & Nam, T.S. (1999) ‘Psychological 
aspects of deployment: the Bosnian experience’, 
J AMEDD, January – March; PB 8-99 – 1/2/3/, 
38-44. 
 
Pincus, S.H., House, R., Christenson, J. & 
Adler, L.E. (2001) ‘The emotional cycle of 
deployment: a military family perspective’ U.S. 
Army Medical Department Journal, 4/5/6, 15–
23, accessed December 2007 at 
http://das.cs.amedd.army.mil/PDF/J0104-
06.pdf. 
 
Powell, K.A. (2001) ‘Experiencing Joy and 
Grief after the Birth of a Premature Child’, 
accessed September 2008 at 
http://www.prematurity.org/baby/ambiguous.ht
ml. 
 
Powell, K.A. & Afifi, T.D. (2005) ‘Uncertainty 
management and adoptees’ ambiguous loss of 
their birth parents’, Journal of Social and 
Personal Relationships, 22(1), pp.129–51.  
 
Rodgers, B. & Pryor, J. (1998) Divorce and 
Separation: The Outcomes for Children, York: 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 
 
Rosen, L., Teitelbaum, J. & Westhuis, D. (1993) 
‘Children’s reactions to the Desert Storm 
deployment: initial findings from a survey of 
army families’, Military Medicine, 158(7), 465-
9. 
 
 

 



52    Julie Maguire 

Rutter, M. (1978) ‘Early Sources of Security 
and Competence’ in Bruner, L. & Garton, A. 
(eds.) (1978) Human Growth and Development, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp.153-88. 
 
Rutter, M. & Rutter, M. (1993) Developing 
Minds: Challenge and Continuity across the 
Life–Span, Harmondsworth: Penguin Books. 
 
Scott, E., Reppucci, N. & Woolard, J. (1995) 
‘Evaluating adolescent making in legal 
contexts’, Law and Human Behaviour, 19(3), 
pp.221-44. 
 
Smith, S. & Moyer-Guse, E.J. (2006) ‘Children 
and the War on Iraq: Developmental 
Differences in Fear Responses to TV News 
Coverage’ Paper presented at the annual 
meeting of the International Communication 
Association, Sheraton New York, New York City, 
NY, accessed 2/2/08 at 
http://www.allacademic.com/meta/p14316_inde
x.html. 
 
Steinberg, L. (1999) Adolescence, Boston: 
McGraw-Hill. 
 
Summers, P., Forehand, R., Armistead, L. & 
Tannenbaum, L. (1998) ‘Parental divorce during 
early adolescence in Caucasian families: the role 
of family process variables predicting the long-
term consequences for early adult psychosocial 
adjustment’, Journal of Consulting and Clinical 
Psychology, 66(2), pp.327-36. 
 
Thabet, A. & Vostanis, P. (2000) ‘Post-
traumatic stress disorder reactions in children of 
war: a longitudinal study’, Child Abuse and 
Neglect, 24(2), pp.291-8. 
 
Visser, M. & Moleko, A. (1999) ‘High-risk 
behaviour of primary school learners’, Urban 
Health and Development Bulletin, 2(1), pp.69-
77. 
 
Walker, S. (2003) Working Together for 
Healthy Young Minds, Lyme Regis: Russell 
House Publishing. 
 
Woodhead, M., Faulkner, D. & Littleton, D. 
(eds.) (1998) Cultural Worlds of Early 
Childhood, London: Routledge. 
 

World Health Organisation (2004) Mental 
Health of Children and Adolescents, accessed 
December 2007 at 
www.euro.who.int/document/MNH/ebrief14.pdf. 
 
Yeatman, G.W. (1981) ‘Paternal separation and 
the military dependent child’, Military 
Medicine, 146(5), pp.320-2. 
 
Notes on Contributor 
 
Julie Maguire is a graduate social work 
student with a specific interest in the 
welfare of UK Armed Forces families. She 
is currently a bank Social Worker for the 
British Forces Social Work Service in 
Germany. 
 
Address for Correspondence 
 
Julie Maguire 
1 Kiwi Road 
Bulford Barracks 
Salisbury 
SP4 9BD 
 
Email:  julieandfergmaguire@btinternet.com 

 

www.euro.who.int/document/MNH/ebrief14.pdf

