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Abstract
Objective: This research explored how 13 military wives
emotionally prepared for deployments, and how their
preparation affected the degree of emotional difficulty
experienced on deployment day.
Background: Previous research has identified that military
wives emotionally detach or withdraw in order not to
become emotionally overwhelmed leading up to deploy-
ment, but this may affect their deployment-day experience.
Method: A grounded theory approach to analyze semistructured
interviews yielded emergent themes regarding how these
military wives perceived the efficacy of emotionally pre-
paring for deployment and their accompanying prepara-
tory approaches.
Results: When preparing for deployment, these wives pri-
marily adopted either a protective emotional preparation
(PEP) approach (characterized by tactics of emotionally
retreating, psyching yourself out, and/or circumventing
emotional conversations) or a connective emotional prepa-
ration (CEP) approach (characterized by preemptive prep-
aration, relying on husbands’ initiative, sharing quality
time, or some sort of spiritual connection).
Conclusion: These PEP and CEP approaches seemed to
influence the degree of emotional difficulty the wives
reported experiencing on the day of deployment (traumatic
vs. terribly difficult).
Implications: This PEP–CEP framework could help facili-
tate informed decisions about emotional preparation and
Morse’s emotional cycle of deployment. Implications and
suggestions for policy and clinical considerations are dis-
cussed, including those pertaining to CFLEs, military
organizations, and mental health professionals.
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INTRODUCTION

Military deployments affect all branches of service and are a standard part of U.S. military
operations during times of both peace and war. In 2018, the U.S. Department of Defense
employed 1.3 million active-duty members (Military One Source, 2018), many of whom are
deployed at any given time to both peacekeeping and combat operations worldwide. Since
September 11, 2001, approximately 2.7 million service members have been deployed as part of
Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF), Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF), and Operation New
Dawn (OND; Holliday et al., 2017). These deployments affect service members’ entire family
system.

Military spouses have identified deployments as the most distressing aspect of military life
(e.g., Faulk et al., 2012) because it involves an increased role in running the household, parent-
ing, and working (Adler et al., 2005), while facing a pervasive fear of potentially losing their ser-
vice member (Aducci et al., 2011). Family and emotional stress affected spouses’ sleep quality
when National Guardsmen were deployed to Iraq and Kuwait (Miller et al., 2018), and longer
deployments during OEF, OIF, and OND were associated with physiological effects on
spouses’ blood pressure (Holliday et al., 2017). Spouses may expect to experience a wide range
of powerful emotions (e.g., Wilson & Murray, 2016) and increased mental health symptoms
surrounding deployment (e.g., depression, anxiety, and adjustment disorders; Faulk et al., 2012;
Mansfield et al., 2010). To enhance spouses’ resilience, this study was aimed to deepen our
understanding of how military wives’ emotional experience during predeployment relates to
their emotional experience at the time of separation on deployment day.

THE ARC OF DEPLOYMENT

Deployment involves distinct phases: predeployment, deployment, postdeployment/
reintegration (Military.com, n.d.). Most studies tend to highlight successes and struggles faced
by service members, couples, and families during deployment (e.g., Davis et al., 2011;
Knobloch et al., 2016) and postdeployment/reintegration (e.g., Creech et al., 2014; Dayton
et al., 2014; Knobloch et al., 2019; Welsh et al., 2015). A smaller number of predeployment
studies attend to military wives’ particular challenges, attitudes, and behaviors (e.g., Lapp
et al., 2010; Sahlstein et al., 2009).

Logan’s (1987) emotional cycle of deployment identified what U.S. Navy wives emotionally
experienced from their husband’s deployments in seven stages, where the first two stages (antici-
pation of loss and detachment/withdrawal) are associated with predeployment. Pincus
et al. (2001) later expanded on the emotional cycle of deployment by describing in detail what
U.S. Army family members experienced throughout what was identified as the arc of deploy-
ment (predeployment, deployment, sustainment, redeployment, and postdeployment). Each
stage in the arc of deployment outlines the unique emotional challenges for family members to
navigate (Pincus et al., 2001) yet does not prescribe detailed emotional preparation that must
occur before successfully navigating subsequent stages (particularly in the predeployment
stage). In efforts to define the precise emotional challenges that may accompany deployment,
Morse’s (2006) revision of the model identifies the three initial emotional challenges experienced
before deployment: (a) anticipation of departure, (b) detachment and withdrawal before deploy-
ment, and (c) emotional disorganization upon separation. By increasing our understanding of
the emotional preparation endeavors during the predeployment phase, service members and
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their spouses can prepare better for subsequent phases—and communities, friends, and mental
health professionals can better assist military wives with these preparations (Collins et al., 2017).

Predeployment

The predeployment phase in the arc of deployment is a stressful time for military wives due to
experiencing a rollercoaster of emotions that can intensify when their service members are still
“physically present but psychologically absent” (Sahlstein et al., 2009, p. 2; Wiens &
Boss, 2006). After service members receive orders for deployment, they begin to prepare by
engaging in additional trainings, evaluations, briefings, and potential counseling (Military.
com, n.d.; Collins et al., 2017). Previous research highlights how spouses experience an increase
in distress pre-deployment (Erbes et al., 2012; Gustavsen, 2017; Sahlstein et al., 2009), which
can include significantly greater psychological distress than that of their service members (Erbes
et al., 2012). The physical separation the couple experiences with deployment is intensely stress-
ful because the communication and safety of the service member and state of the marriage may
be uncertain (Borelli et al., 2014; Marnocha, 2012).

Preparation for deployment day

Army and Army National Guard spouses have characterized predeployment as involving an
emotional state of uncertainty regarding the safety of the service member, accompanied by the
sense of feeling somewhat powerless (Sahlstein et al., 2009). Similarly, spouses of reserve troops
deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan reported feeling that their life was “on hold” and “on alert”
(Lapp et al., 2010). To exercise control amid this perceived powerlessness, spouses may engage
in organizing, planning, and completing tasks and managing their emotions directly.

Yablonsky et al.’s (2016) qualitative meta-synthesis of 19 studies involving mainly Army
members with both active duty and reserve status identified three major themes experienced
during predeployment: attending to preparatory tasks, facing uncertainty, and emotionally dis-
tancing. Some typical task-oriented duties include pivotal conversations regarding topics such
as the impending separation, critical decision-making for upcoming life events, financial man-
agement, and the potential scenarios involved if the service member does not return home
(Norwood et al., 1996; Sahlstein et al., 2009). Furthermore, there is an association between
predeployment preparation and decreased depressive symptoms for both service members and
their spouses (Collins et al., 2017), including greater parenting satisfaction postdeployment
(Meadows et al., 2016).

Previous research identified how some military wives elect to emotionally detach, withdraw,
or numb themselves, like turning off an emotional “circuit breaker,” so that they do not become
emotionally overwhelmed leading up to deployment (Morse, 2006; Peebles-Kleiger &
Kleiger, 1994; Sahlstein et al., 2009; Vincenzes et al., 2014; Yablonsky et al., 2016). Therefore,
how military wives invest their energy preparing for deployment, by engaging in both task-
oriented and emotional preparations, may create a firm foundation for successfully managing
deployment-related stressors throughout the subsequent phases.

Attachment theory

Applying these concepts of preparation to the arc of deployment highlights the crux of the chal-
lenges on deployment day. In addition to the looming fear for their husband’s safety and for
surviving deployment at home, there is an emotional transition which occurs on deployment
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day: when military wives are forced to shift from having “external” access with physically pre-
sent husbands to only having the option of connecting with an internal representation of their
husbands. This transition may include a husband who is perceived to be emotionally available
and supportive, which can trigger various attachment-related responses (Borelli et al., 2014).

To understand the deployment-related relational dynamics occurring for military wives, the
present study used attachment theory (Ainsworth, 1967; Bowlby, 1973, 1982), a developmental
theory that was later applied to romantic love between partners (Ainsworth, 1989; Hazan &
Shaver, 1987; Johnson, 1996). Essentially, the perceived availability of a nurturing and
reassuring caregiver/partner shapes individuals’ mental framework (i.e., an internal working
model of self and other; Bowlby, 1982), informing them of their worthiness and shaping expec-
tations of whether their needs will be met by their caregiver or partner (i.e., through secure or
insecure attachment; Johnson, 1996).

Military wives who present with secure attachment have internal working models character-
ized by available and responsive husbands and may be able to modulate their distress by finding
ways to connect inwardly to that representation of their internalized loved one. Therefore, a
secure sense of attachment would contribute to comfort in sharing the challenges experienced
predeployment and actively exploring solutions with their spouse as a safe haven and
secure base.

In contrast, wives who present with anxious or avoidant attachment styles would not have
the same internal access to comfort because they perceive their partner as unavailable or unable
to provide comfort and support during times of distress. Military wives with more attachment
anxiety may demonstrate an excessive focus on current distress and a strong desire to remain in
contact with their deployed husbands; whereas wives with attachment avoidance would likely
try to avoid emotional connection. Riggs and Riggs (2011) theorized that although insecure
attachment styles may still enable somewhat normal functioning across the relationship, the
drastically increased stress of separation from a spouse could trigger “vulnerability for dysfunc-
tion” (p. 678).

Several studies have explored the link between attachment and military wives’ experience of
deployment. Wood et al.’s (2019) three-part study of active duty Canadian service members
demonstrated significant associations between spouses’ attachment styles and relationship satis-
faction, relationship quality, and coping capacity during and after deployment. Some of these
associations were affected by the length of deployment and by whether the spouse had already
experienced deployment (Wood et al., 2019). In addition, military wives facing deployment day
may be vulnerable to experiencing an attachment injury (Johnson et al., 2001), which occurs
when a stressful, momentous event calls forth an experience of abandonment that fundamen-
tally shifts an individual’s perception of their partner. Borelli et al. (2013) analyzed linguistic
indicators of mainly active duty Air Force wives’ attachment security and found that increased
narrative coherence was associated with increased couple satisfaction measured at 2 weeks
postdeployment. Vincenzes et al. (2014) examined active duty military wives’ experiences dur-
ing the different phases of deployment and how these experiences were linked with three stages
of attachment-based separation anxiety.

During predeployment specifically, the authors reason that wives experience attachment
anxiety in the form of protest, which often involves feeling numb, angry, abandoned, sad,
and lonely (Vincenzes et al., 2014). Other research highlights military wives’ various coping
mechanisms, which fostered self-sufficient independence or autonomous interdependence
(depending on the perceived quality of their emotional connection with their husbands), and
how these mechanisms closely echo secure and insecure attachment styles (Cafferky &
Shi, 2015). Finally, Borelli et al.’s (2019) longitudinal study of multiple branches of service
showed that regardless of military wives’ trauma history, those with higher levels of attach-
ment anxiety predeployment were at risk for maladjustment and negative emotionality dur-
ing deployment.
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Purpose

A deeper understanding of military wives’ patterns and approaches to predeployment emo-
tional preparation will help professionals and social support systems provide nuanced (and non-
contraindicated) support catered to military wives’ specific preparatory goals. This is important
because the success of military wives’ emotional preparation may create the foundation for
adaptively managing distress throughout the remaining phases of deployment. Therefore, the
purpose of this qualitative study was to explore military wives’ attitudes and behaviors toward
emotional preparation leading up to their experience of deployment day.

METHOD

Participants

Military wives were recruited via snowball sampling, word-of-mouth, and online military base
message boards (e.g., to participate in a university institutional review board–approved qualita-
tive study to explore how military wives stayed emotionally connected with their husbands
before and during deployment; Cafferky, 2014; Cafferky & Shi, 2015). Although more than
40 wives showed initial interest, based on the two inclusion criteria of having experienced a
deployment in the previous 3 years and availability for a face-to-face interview, only 13 partici-
pants (one who had recently divorced her husband and one fiancée who was about to be mar-
ried) were interviewed. The recently divorced wife and fiancée were included because they
added breadth to this study and because the fiancée had experienced two deployments during
the romantic relationship (which was more experience than some of the newer military wives)
(Table 1).

Ten participants self-identified as White, one as Asian American, and two as multiethnic
(Latino/White and Native American/White). Wives reported being 23 to 58 years old
(M = 33.85 years), were married between zero (the fiancée) to 34 years (M = 10.77), collectively
experienced more than 50 deployments, and had husbands (with a wide range of ranks and spe-
cialties) in the Navy, Army, or Marines. Eleven participants identified as mothers with up to
three children, whose ages ranged from 12 months to 32 years (M = 7.5 years, when excluding
the 32 year old). All participants had pursued education after high school: one attended a tech-
nical school, four had some college experience, two completed their associate degree, four com-
pleted a four-year degree, and two completed a master’s degree. Eight participants were not
gainfully employed because they were enrolled in school or parenting children, and the
remaining five were employed full time. At the time of the interviews, two military wives had
experienced a deployment day within the previous 2 weeks, four were preparing for their hus-
bands’ upcoming deployment (one of these learned about the orders the previous week), three
were in the middle of deployment, and one was preparing for her husband’s return next month.

Procedures

Audio-recorded, semistructured, face-to-face interviews (ranging from 55 to 75 min) were con-
ducted in private offices from November to December of 2011. Attachment theory informed
the semistructured interview guide, which was piloted with the first two participants, then
adjusted based on the first round of coding. One aspect of this study included interview ques-
tions regarding how military wives emotionally prepared for deployment (e.g., How do you stay
connected with your husband leading up to deployment? How have your interactions changed
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throughout deployment[s]?), followed by probing questions intended to invite additional expla-
nation and reflection (see the online Appendix for a complete list of interview questions).

Coding approach

Interviews were transcribed verbatim (with identifiable information significantly altered) and
then coded line-by-line using a grounded theory approach and constant comparison techniques
(Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). First, researchers conducted a round of open coding
to highlight themes reflecting military wives’ emotional preparation for deployment (Changes
in self, Copings strategies, Big decisions, Impossibility, Day of Deployment, Time to share,
Mentality toward deployment, Co-Preparing, Emotional distance, Self-preservation, Tension,
Expectations, Avoiding topics, etc.). During the focused coding phase, researchers systemati-
cally merged, relabeled, or created new codes; developed working definitions; organized codes
within broader categories of Emotions, Processes, Beliefs, and Values; and then reapplied these
codes consistently across the transcripts. For axial coding, researchers developed a “thematic”
map representing the repetition (or conspicuous absence) of certain themes linked with other
categories among the transcripts to move toward theoretical saturation wherein the relation-
ships between constructs presented in Figure 1 authentically reflected the central phenomena
reported by these 13 military wives (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Starks & Brown Trinidad, 2007).
To confirm that these findings closely aligned with wives’ experiences of emotionally prepara-
tion, three of these participants voluntarily provided feedback and validation (in person or via
email) regarding these themes and resulting figure (i.e., member checking; Doyle, 2007).

Self-of-the-researcher

The lead researcher did not have personal military experience but had several family members
and friends in the military. Furthermore, because attachment theory was identified as a sensitiz-
ing concept, memos were written throughout the coding process to reflect upon personal biases
and muse about various intra- and inter-interview thematic connections (Saldaña, 2009).

RESULTS

Several emergent themes reflected how military wives adopted different postures toward the
efficacy (or impossibility) of being emotionally prepared for deployment, which accompanied a
sense of foreboding. These postures were often linked to their emotional preparation tactics—
protective emotional preparation (PEP) or connective emotional preparation (CEP)—and the
emotional difficulty they experienced on deployment day (see Figure 1).

Impossibility of emotional preparation

Military wives were united in their belief that it was impossible to be fully emotionally prepared
for deployment, yet there emerged differences regarding the degree of impossibility. Nine wives
described emotional preparation as simply “impossible” or “a lost cause,” whereas four
wives viewed emotional preparations to be still “worthwhile” (albeit “never enough”). Cari
(P9) shared about her lack of emotional readiness leading up to her fifth deployment:

I don’t know, I’m not ready, not ready.… You go nuts, you do. Part of you goes
insane; you’re not ready for it. It just happens, and you’re driving them there and
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you’re just like, your hearts going and you’re thinking, “No! I could just turn the
car around and we could just go back home! We’ll hide from them! We’ll just draw
the curtains!” You’re not prepared. You can’t prepare. There is no preparing.

Part of this impossibility is based on the ambiguity of what wives were supposed to be emo-
tionally prepared for: A change in my romantic relationship? A change or loss in my hus-
band’s personality, mental health, physical health, or life? Preparing to be a single parent for
7 to 12 months—or the rest of my life? Meaghan (P7), who experienced five deployments,
shared:

Oh, I think it’s almost like preparing for divorce because you’re going to have to be
a single mom, you’re going to have to do everything, you have to be mom and dad.
… But, it’s so much like being separated or divorced because for 6 or 7 or 9 months,
you’re a single parent.

Sense of foreboding

Anxiety about their inability to be emotionally prepared for deployment often contributed to a
sense of foreboding. Wives whose husbands had not been deployed for a while (or who had only
experienced one or two deployments) described their emotional preparation as more daunting.
In contrast, those who experienced back-to-back(�to-back) deployments were more used to the
“routine” of emotional unpreparedness. Maria (P10) shared about her impending fourth
deployment:

F I GURE 1 Military wives’ postures and tactics of emotional preparation and deployment-day experiences
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This time I started breaking down. Normally, it really hits me within the last month
that he’s home. This time we knew the deployment was coming, and he had been
home for so long.… I just remember breaking down a lot. I think there’s not a way
to really prepare for it. You know it’s coming, you know it’s coming.

Many wives could identify a specific moment that intensified their sense of foreboding because
it heightened their emotional realization that deployment was truly imminent. Some examples
of their sense of foreboding were witnessing their husband’s shaved hair on the kitchen lino-
leum, gear piled up near the door, or signed legal documents—as Maressa (P13), who experi-
enced eight deployments, recalled:

No matter how many times you do a deployment, when they come home with their
last will and testament, the power of attorney, all that stuff. I don’t care how many
times you’ve done deployment; it’s like somebody just stabbed me in the heart.

PEP versus CEP

In an attempt to lessen the pain of the impending deployment, military wives responses in the
interviews indicated they adopted one of two approaches to emotionally prepare for deploy-
ment: (a) PEP tactics, characterized by nine wives’ desire to guard or shield themselves from
emotional pain while preparing for deployment, or (b) CEP tactics, characterized by four wives’
desire to pursue emotional connection and comfort while preparing for deployment. The PEP
tactics required military wives to create emotional distance between themselves and their hus-
bands before deployment, whereas most of the CEP tactics were an attempt to draw their
husbands closer in preparation for deployment. Two military wives reported using the PEP
approach for their first deployments but later transitioned to a CEP approach for subsequent
deployments. Finally, military wives’ perspectives on the impossibility of preparing seemed
linked to their preferred preparatory approach (whether PEP or CEP), which was related to the
range of emotional difficulty experienced on deployment day (see Figure 1).

PEP: Emotionally retreating

Emotionally retreating was one tactic that military wives used to emotionally protect them-
selves (pulling or pushing away) and get a jump start on relearning how to live without their
husbands. Some military wives described this emotional retreat leading up to deployment as
creating valuable space for themselves, saying, “I make sure that I take time for me.” This emo-
tional retreat sometimes led to increased arguments with their husband, which also increased
the protective emotional distance leading up to deployment. Jen (P2) shared a spousal interac-
tion leading to her second deployment:

When we are sleeping in the same bed, I’ll pull away from him. And he hates
it. And he’s like, “Why do you do this?” I told him, “Because you’re leaving in two
days. You’re leaving! I need to learn how to be asleep in my bed by myself without
you there.” … So, in a way, you have to emotionally detach yourself … you can sit
there and, oh, be lovey-dovey until they leave, but I think it makes it ten times har-
der in a way.… Because when that moment comes it is sudden and it’s abrupt. But
when you’re preparing yourself for it, you have a better understanding of, okay this
is going to happen, and you’re less likely to be, I guess emotional.

MILITARY WIVES’ PREDEPLOYMENT EMOTIONAL PREPARATION 9



PEP: Psyching yourself out

Another tactic some wives used to protect themselves emotionally was to pretend that it was
not a “deployment.” Some military wives imagined their husbands would be doing something
enjoyable like vacation or playing in a faraway “sandbox.” Danielle (P6) explained how she
played “mind games” with herself during her first four deployments:

I used to have to take his pictures down. Like in my head, he was going on a fishing
trip. He was not going to war. And you know that’s how I dealt with it … because
sometimes you can psyche yourself out.

PEP: Circumventing emotional conversations

A third tactic some wives used to protect themselves emotionally was to circumvent emotional
conversation about deployment. If the military wives avoided these conversations, then their
emotional concerns could remain unruffled. Maria (P10) explained the juxtaposition of emo-
tionally protecting herself and the stress of the not talked about, yet rapidly approaching, sec-
ond deployment:

Mmmm, it’s stressful, but what makes it worse is that we don’t talk about it. …
We know that when [the topic of deployment] comes up, everybody gets sad.
Our daughter gets sad; I usually get sad. He either gets sad or mad or frustrated,
but we try not to cloud the last few days we got with the “what-ifs.” It’s gonna
either be okay or it’s going to be crappy whether we talk it to death or not, so we
might as well have fun now and go places and take pictures that make us all look
happy.… Every time there is even a little bicker, a little argument or a little
stressor, it’s like everybody’s in tears. They’re arguing or something and it’s not
the fight, it’s not the argument, it’s not the stressor, it’s the, you know, a week
from now you’ll be gone. Yeah. So, it’s kinda like high stress, but pretending
not to be.

CEP: Preemptive preparation

In contrast to PEP, CEP tactics required the military wives to lean into opportunities which cre-
ated an emotional connection with their husbands. The first CEP tactic was to jointly and pre-
emptively resolve potential crises that could plausibly occur during deployment. Some military
wives asked their husbands to help in areas that were his “expertise” (e.g., change the oil in their
vehicles, arrange for lawn care, teach her about family finances, or take the ailing family dog to
the vet to go “night-night” and then comfort their grieving children). As a result, these wives felt
emotionally supported and gained confidence in their ability to survive deployment. Chelsea
(P5), who had been married 8 years, offered a basic rundown of typical tasks she asked for her
husband’s help with:

You have to make sure, what’s due and when, and what will I need your signature
on? I need your power of attorney.… I usually have him once over the cars, or any
last-minute things I need him to do around the house.…We go through things that
are difficult for me physically, like if I can’t lift something, he’ll bring stuff down to
where it’s at my level if I need it.
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CEP: Relying on husbands’ initiative

The second CEP tactic was relying on their husbands’ initiative to be emotionally avail-
able as a partner and a parent, which helped these wives feel like the spousal unit was
operating as a team. Some husbands prepared for anniversaries and birthdays by acquir-
ing cards and orchestrated with family and friends to help make those days special, or
purchased stickers and coloring books that could be partially colored predeployment
(so their children could co-color with them together during deployment). Rebekah,
(P3) mother of three, shared why she appreciated her husband’s initiative leading up to
deployment:

If [he] knew tomorrow what day he was deploying, he would think about what
needed to be done at home, how much family time we had, and what words he
says to his children.… Or like this past year, he had [a friend] do something for
me until the day of our anniversary. So it could have been just printing an email
and having it on the table, a rose, a box of chocolate, or whatever it was, he’d
prepared ahead of time … so he relies on other people to meet those emotional
needs too.

CEP: Sharing time

The third CEP tactic was intentionally sharing time with their husbands. Many military wives
reported gaining emotional strength by sharing their “deepest feelings,” taking vacations, visit-
ing family, laughing, and creating positive memories. A seasoned military wife, Liz (P4), whose
husband has been in the military for 24 of their 34-year marriage said:

I know a lot of spouses would mention to me how they would tend to withdraw
and try to distance themselves when their spouse was being close to deployment. I
have never been like that. When I knew [he] was leaving—actually I really hate the
thought of that—as I always felt like I want to make sure I had quality time with
him before he was deployed. We would always try to have a getaway or a special
night out. Before he left this time for Iraq, we had a 4-day getaway, which was
great time together. I really feel I gain strength emotionally by having these special
times together.

CEP: Spiritual connection

The fourth CEP tactic reflected how some military wives sought spiritual connection,
as it helped them find peace in the face of the uncertainty. This preparation might be
an increase in prayer, meditation, or attending communal worship. Gwen (P12)
reflected on how she experienced a spiritual journey regarding her husband’s sixth
deployment:

I finally reached a point where I could say, “God if you take him, I’m sure there is
some infinite wisdom beyond my understanding, and I’m also sure that you’re
going to help me deal with it.” I knew the moment he left that God had this divine
purpose for Isaac and his platoon … whatever we were going to go through, God
was going to help us through.
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Deployment day

Their most difficult day

One theme expressed by every wife was how deployment day was one of their most difficult
life experiences—and even more so on their very first deployment day because they were
thrust into their initial foray of managing the complexity and responsibility of being a mili-
tary wife. Some wives reported racing hearts and a lack of clarity of thinking on these days.
Military wives partially dreaded deployment day because it involved additional emotional
distance on the part of the wife, husband, or both. If husbands were emotionally unavailable,
then wives missed a chance to share their emotional distress regarding the impending
separation.

Wives struggled in the emotional limbo of the oft-delayed departure date and the long,
drawn-out ordeal of waiting with other families for the official departure, when wives finally
watched their husbands walk out onto the tarmac. Maria (P5) described her turmoil on her sec-
ond deployment day:

I don’t know, you just gotta do it. And the day-of is the worst though because they
[the military] always push it [order time]. And then we sat there the day he left from
9:00 pm to 6:00 am, and I’m like, “Dude, you’ve gotta go! I can’t be like this!” …

And I think that’s what a lot of wives say that within the last week or so, they just
want them to go … to get the deployment started over with.

Worries about how to comfort and console their young children compounded the emotional dif-
ficulty on deployment day. Rebekah (P3), married for 19 years and mother of three, described
her pain on their most recent deployment day:

Well, the most pathetic sight was Penelopi because she, um, the kids got up because
he left really early in the morning and they wanted to say goodbye to him. And he
left through the garage and he went out that way and took a taxi to the airport.
And she just stood at the front door and watched his taxi drive away and was just
sobbing hysterically and waving and screaming “Goodbye! Goodbye!” That was
just the worst.

Traumatic event

Even though each military wife described deployment day as incredibly difficult, some military
wives who adopted a PEP approach described their deployment day as emotionally traumatic.
These military wives expressed feeling abandoned, betrayed, or as if their husbands were divorc-
ing them. Cari (P9) described watching her husband depart for his fifth deployment:

Like someone ripped a part of your soul out of your body. The worst part is
dropping him off and seeing him walk away from you … and then you hurt so
bad and you can’t make your pain go away … because you don’t know if you
will see him again, you don’t know if it is the last time.… Complete and absolute
hopelessness, it feels like you’re being abandoned. You’re not, but you feel
abandoned.

Sasha (P1), who experienced two deployments, shared how her pain on deployment day reso-
nated with other difficult experiences:
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It’s almost like a traumatic event … because [he] just left again on Sunday, and for
me, personally, when he leaves, I go back to my parents’ divorce. I go back to my
uncle, when he committed suicide, so I go back to all that when he leaves. So, it’s
just, it’s just tons of emotions that you’re associating with stuff.… They’re all
connected.

Through selective member checking, we uncovered a deeper understanding of how military
wives’ postures and tactics can change over time. One wife indicated that she initially adopted
the PEP approach because she had not known what to expect on her first deployment.
Although after she (a) better understood what to expect during deployment, (b) better under-
stood her responsibilities during deployment, and (c) felt she had a secure relationship with her
husband, she then shifted to the CEP approach for the next five deployments. This suggests mil-
itary wives’ postures toward emotional preparation can change over time, depending on their
deployment experiences. Further, wives who ascribed to the PEP or CEP approaches did not
necessarily engage in all tactics within each approach. Although a few of the wives who
championed the PEP approach also incorporated some CEP tactics as well; none of the wives
who adopted a CEP approach reported simultaneously applying any of the PEP tactics.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this qualitative study was to provide an initial understanding of how these
13 military wives emotionally prepared for deployments, and then explore how those
approaches were linked with their emotional experience on deployment day. Figure 1 organizes
the emergent themes regarding how these military wives perceived the efficacy of emotionally
preparing for deployment (simply impossible vs. impossible, yet still worthwhile) and their
accompanying preparatory approach. When preparing for deployment, these wives primarily
adopted either a PEP approach (characterized by tactics of emotionally retreating, psyching
yourself out, or circumventing emotional conversations) or they adopted a CEP approach
(characterized by tactics of preemptive preparation, relying on husbands’ initiative, sharing
quality time, or some sort of spiritual connection). These two valid approaches also seemed to
influence the degree of emotional difficulty wives experienced on the day of deployment (trau-
matic vs. terribly difficult), with wives electing to adopt a PEP approach describing their diffi-
culty on deployment day in more intense terms, such as abandonment and betrayal. Thus, the
distinctions between the PEP and CEP approaches highlight important differences in these
13 military wives’ expectations and preparatory behaviors leading up to deployment, as well as
the degree of emotional difficulty experienced on deployment day.

Previous research (e.g., Gustavsen, 2017; Lapp et al., 2010; Sahlstein et al., 2009) highlights
military wives’ experience of fear and uncertainty leading up to deployment day, which acti-
vates their attachment system. By understanding the emotional cycle of deployment
(Morse, 2006) and the types of emotional challenges experienced before deployment day, this
PEP–CEP framework can further explain how different preparatory approaches may affect the
subsequent phases of deployment. Most research seems to reflect that military wives emotion-
ally detach or withdraw before deployment (e.g., Morse, 2006; Sahlstein et al., 2009; Yablonsky
et al., 2016), yet not every military wife in this study adopted this PEP approach.

Exploring the different approaches for emotional preparation may add to Morse’s (2006)
edition of the emotional cycle of deployment by including additional flexibility regarding the
postures military wives adopt as they anticipate departure—either toward protection and dis-
tance, or toward connection and closeness before deployment—which could affect their experi-
ence of emotional disorganization at separation on deployment day and perhaps subsequent
phases of deployment. An attachment theory lens highlights how wives whose narratives reflect
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insecure internal working models of their husband may present themselves as more indepen-
dent, defensive, or distressed, whereas wives with internal working models of husbands that
reflect secure attachment may be more open to discussing their distress and reach toward hus-
bands to create enhanced solutions for themselves. Therefore, recommending a certain prepara-
tory approach may be helpful to some military wives but cause additional emotional distress for
others, depending on their attachment styles and emotional expectations.

It is possible these emotional preparation approaches (and potential attachment injuries)
help shape their emotional cycle of deployment, which may be associated with specific types of
trajectories of marital satisfaction during deployment. Adopting a PEP or CEP approach might
be an important predeployment “emotional turning point” in wives’ marital satisfaction, which
could be linked with turbulent, increasing, decreasing, stabilized, or dipped marital satisfaction
trajectories during predeployment (Parcell & Maguire, 2014). Thus, military wives may benefit
from a deeper understanding what preparatory approach fits with their emotional expectations,
and how this approach could potentially impact their experience on deployment day and subse-
quent stages of deployment.

Wives adopting a predominantly PEP approach embrace their agency to decide when to
emotionally detach from their husbands (similar to the meta-synthesized theme identified by
Yablonsky et al., 2016), instead of allowing the military to dictate when that separation occurs.
This power to emotionally withdraw buffers them against certain forms of distress but also
could limit wives’ availability to receive emotional support. As a result, these wives may experi-
ence the pain of the separation twice: First, when they decide it is time to emotionally protect
themselves; second, when the military decides it is time for their husbands to deploy. However,
some military wives still conclude that the control of protective emotional distance offsets the
threat of attempting to emotionally connect with an inevitably departing husband.

Wives adopting a predominantly CEP approach pursue connection to receive emotional
support (if available) from their husbands, which also leaves them vulnerable to rejection and
other forms of emotional distress. Although these wives experience safety and strength in this
emotional connection, it still can be laced with trepidation about the upcoming deployment.
Yet some military wives still conclude that this vulnerability in emotional connection offsets the
impending threat of their husband’s departure.

The main differences between the PEP versus CEP approach centers on wives’ risk–reward
analysis. Wives adopting a PEP approach lower their risk of experiencing additional distress
from potentially rejected bids for connection yet increase the likelihood that they will need to
generate the strength from within themselves to endure predeployment. In contrast, if wives
adopt a CEP approach, they increase the opportunity to garner strength from a source outside
themselves, while increasing their vulnerability to husbands rejecting their bids for connection.
This catch-22 decision of whether to prepare for deployment by protecting or by connecting
may contribute additional stress to the already challenging predeployment phase.

Implications

This study highlights the importance of encouraging predeployment education and prevention
provided by CFLEs, as well as counseling intervention provided by clinicians. For CFLEs, this
study provides insight to help military wives understand what could be involved in emotionally
preparing for deployment and presents multiple options of how to prepare. Specifically, CFLEs
will be able to help shape spouses’ expectations of experiencing a sense of impossibility, fore-
boding, and difficulty on deployment day, both normalizing their experience and increasing
their sense of control of it. At the same time, spouses can learn that their preparatory approach
may affect these experiences, perhaps motivating them to view emotional preparation as worth-
while rather than as a lost cause. CFLEs can present and model typical behaviors and attitudes

14 FAMILY RELATIONS



associated with PEP and CEP approaches, then facilitate discussions of spouses’ perspectives of
the risks and benefits associated with connecting and protecting.

Organizations supporting military couples may benefit by integrating this information in
their specialized relationship enhancement programs where the couples can share thoughts, feel-
ings, expectations, and strategies together (e.g., Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Pro-
gram [PREP]; Stanley et al., 2010). Discussing this PEP–CEP framework with new military
wives may help them identify preparatory options related to their expectations (e.g., Goodman
et al., 2013) at predeployment meetings regarding how emotional preparation shapes the trajec-
tory of their emotional experience on deployment day and at postdeployment briefings so they
can have a better language to understand what happened predeployment. Further, the authors
believe that considering the PEP–CEP framework proposed here could help facilitate deeper
conversations about emotional coping throughout the arc of deployment.

Because some wives changed their emotional coping strategy across several deployments,
we recommend continued emotional preparation orientations for each deployment to encourage
creative adaptation. The flexibility offered by intentionally deciding on a particular approach,
instead of sliding into their typical default approach (whatever that may be), offers wives more
potential agency and power over their emotional well-being. Most of all, we advocate for
spouses’ self-agency as a critical factor in emotional resilience.

Our next recommendation is that military support services enhance access to military family
life consultants (Goodman et al., 2013) familiar with these PEP and CEP approaches to help
spouses intentionally navigate emotional preparation. Not every wife needs to emotionally
detach to survive deployment nor does every wife need to seek emotional connection, so it
would be beneficial for the service members also to receive training regarding how to support
their spouse’s preferred CEP–PEP approach.

The authors support Collins et al.’s (2017) suggestion for preparation for deployment to
become a “family mission,” regardless of whether wives prefer to protect or connect. For a more
in-depth experience, families may benefit from open in-person or online support groups for
spouses and/or families (especially those in remote areas) focused on navigating challenges
inherent in protecting or connecting before deployment. Many families may not have the flexi-
bility, time, or resources to pursue extended mental health support; thus, assistance could occur
via drop-in office hours for answering questions about PEP or CEP approaches.

For mental health professionals, this study highlights the importance of focusing on attach-
ment when supporting military spouses’ emotionally preparation. Clinicians can help couples
evaluate the emotional processes surrounding predeployment and develop a plan of action
regarding their intended emotional connection throughout all stages of deployment. Subsequent
inquiry could reveal deeper values and beliefs regarding the way they want to feel in their rela-
tionship. Additional treatment options may come to light, including individual therapy to
address trauma or couples therapy to address emotional wounds (see the attachment injury res-
olution model in Halchuk et al., 2010) to increase security or redefine their attachment.

Clinicians can help spouses assess whether a PEP or CEP approach is preferable depending
on the couple’s attachment style, and then evaluate the potential risks and consequences. If
these risks are not explored, a military wife may pursue a CEP approach but experience unex-
pected painful rejection if her partner does not intentionally reciprocate. If the couple decides to
adopt a PEP approach, framing their behaviors in terms of prioritizing self-preservation rather
than intentionally rejecting their partner may help to alleviate some distress during
predeployment. If the couple elects to remain mutually emotionally available, spouses may
experience increased occurrences of pleasant emotions, such as joy and contentment, leading up
to deployment, which would normally be attenuated when defaulting to emotional cutoff to
protect from distress. By understanding their attachment frameworks, spouses may elect
to increase emotional resiliency leading up to deployment and remain in the vulnerability of
experiencing sadness, fear, and pain, while still turning to their emotionally available partner
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for nurturance and support. Alternatively, spouses may mutually agree to preserve and protect
themselves to successfully complete other preparations for deployment, with the intent of rec-
onnecting during later phases.

Limitations and future research

These findings are not representative of all military wives and only offer initial evidence of how
these 13 military wives emotionally prepared to deployment. A larger sample and longitudinal
approach may have resulted in a more diverse framework tracking how they established their emo-
tional preparation (including additional themes regarding approaches and strategies) and what
influenced shifts (if any) from PEP to CEP approaches (or vice versa). This sample lacked diversity
regarding ethnicity (e.g., African American), military branch, and gender (no male spouses were
represented, and men may adopt different postures or approaches to emotional preparation).
Therefore, these findings may not align with a larger and more diverse sample of military
spouses—presenting with different ethnic backgrounds, gender, branches of the military, or per-
ceived level of danger faced by service member—who may reveal additional emotional preparation
strategies. Furthermore, service members were not interviewed, so there was no analysis regarding
the relational dynamics before deployment or how husbands intended to respond to wives’ protec-
tion or bids for connection, which may have influenced the wives’ preparatory approaches.

Because certain portions of this study were retrospective in nature (depending on their
deployment phase), there is no way to determine the degree to which other deployment and
reintegration experiences influenced certain wives’ recollections of their preparation for deploy-
ment day. Although technology and society have evolved since these data were collected in
2011, we strongly suspect that these PEP and CEP approaches reflect current military wives’
emotional preparation for deployment day (based on recent member checking responses).

These findings may inspire future research to gather more data on the days immediately sur-
rounding deployment day, as well as specific deployment-related experiences that influenced the
adoption of (or transition away from) a particular preparatory approach, and how these
approaches shape their emotional experience throughout the arc of deployment. Specific sam-
pling representing a wider variety of ethnic backgrounds, military branches, types of deploy-
ment, wives’ personal sense of “fit” with the military, husbands’ personalities, rank, and
responsibilities, would provide a more comprehensive understanding of various approaches
and strategies to emotionally preparing for deployment. Qualitative approaches, which include
both spouses, may yield a more profound understanding of the role the deploying service mem-
ber plays in shaping the remaining spouse’s perceptions and preparatory approach. Finally,
exploring males’ emotional preparation may reveal differing postures and avenues to emotion-
ally preparing for deployment.

CONCLUSION

Overall, this study revealed the ways these 13 military wives emotionally prepared for deploy-
ment seemed linked to their experience of emotional difficulty on deployment day. This means
that within the context of circumstances often characterized by feelings of powerlessness, mili-
tary wives do indeed have the power to choose their preparation strategies and to choose the
kind of connection they prefer to experience with their partner. Although the predominant per-
spective is that wives need to emotionally detach to survive, the military wives in this study
shared experiences that reflect other ways of managing emotional preparation prior to deploy-
ment, which may result in increased relational resilience among military couples on deployment
day—as long as their approach matches their emotional expectations and attachment styles.
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