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Abstract 

Military families are embedded within the context of military systems, leaving a 

pervasive influence on several domains of family life. Military family researchers have 

emphasized the importance of a continued effort to focus on the well-being of families after the 

Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) has engaged in over a decade of war. Adolescents are 

particularly vulnerable after experiencing the persistent stress of war-induced parental 

separations, which may lead to increased risk of mental health problems.  These high-conflict 

deployments have been significantly more stressful for adolescents than in previous generations, 

due to a cumulative effect of the extended periods of parental absence.  Military culture, such as 

the values and beliefs of the military organization, can influence adolescents’ perspectives in 

military families.  Military families inherently adopt the values and beliefs from the military 

organization.  Interventions for adolescents should be developed using a contextual standpoint, 

which accounts for the influence of military culture.  Adolescents in military families have been 

described as resilient, suggesting environmental influences surrounding them can act as a 

protective factor. This study provides a window into the experiences of youth living on a 

Canadian military base, adjusting to life with a family member who has returned from a combat 

mission abroad. The goals of this qualitative study were to engage participants through using 

focused visual ethnography to get a deeper understanding of how the larger context influences 

their ability to thrive as a youth living within a CAF family. Key findings show that wartime 

deployments created opportunities and challenges for youth and their families, youth developed 

important coping skills to get through the stressful military lifestyle; and lastly, the military 

community and context has the potential to provide a positive influence on adolescent’s 

resilience.   Keywords: military, youth, resilience, focused ethnography, visual methods 
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CHAPTER 1 
 INTRODUCTION 

The Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) engagement in Afghanistan has resulted in over a 

decade of highly stressful deployments for over 40,000 military personnel (Department of 

National Defence, DND, 2013). The CAF has engaged in several major operational missions 

since 1990, which have become increasingly more complex and moved the role of service 

members from “peacekeepers to peacemakers to warriors” (Daigle, 2013 p.1). Of these, the 

combat missions in Afghanistan, beginning in 2002 has been considered the most intense and 

stressful deployment military families have encountered (Daigle, 2013).  Military families are 

embedded within the context of military systems, leaving a pervasive influence on several 

domains of family life. Over 75% of the CAF personnel have children under the age of 18 and 

over 17 % of these children have experienced more than five deployments (Vanier Institute for 

the Family, 2015). Previous scholars within military family research support the effort to focus 

on the well-being of families after the CAF has engaged in over a decade of war (Cramm, 

McColl, Aiken, & Williams, 2019; Daigle, 2013) These war-induced separations presented 

families and children with both positive and negative challenges (Coulthard, 2011; Cramm, et 

al., 2019; Flake, Davis, Johnson, & Middleton, 2009; Harrison & Albanese, 2012). Cramm and 

colleagues (2019) reviewed the current research on military families well-being from the United 

States and Canada. They highlighted that children and youth are particularly vulnerable after 

experiencing the persistent stress of war-induced parental separations, which may lead to 

increased risk of mental health problems (Cramm et al., 2019).   

These high-conflict deployments have been significantly more stressful for adolescents 

than in previous generations, due to a cumulative effect of the extended periods of parental 

absence, increased awareness of danger through social media accessibility, and constant 
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uncertainty around parental safety and injury (Chandra, Lara-Cinisomo, Jaycox, Tanielian, 

Rudder, & Han, 2009; Cramm, et al., 2019; Harrison, Albanese & Berman, 2014; Huebner, 

Mancini, Wilcox, Grass, & Grass, 2007). While moving into a new developmental life stage, 

adolescents within military families must navigate the challenges associated with military 

lifestyle (Reed, Bell, & Todd, 2011; Huebner & Mancini, 2005). Defined as a stage in the life 

cycle where children transition into adulthood, adolescence experience several transitions such as 

physical changes, cognitive maturation and redefining social roles (Newman & Newman, 1991).  

Newman and Newman (1991) suggest that adolescents must work through changes in 

relationships with peers and family to create aspects of their personal identity in order to achieve 

a healthy self-esteem.  Some studies have found adolescents who have experienced a parental 

deployment may be at risk for mental health and behavioral issues, such as alcohol, drug use or 

suicide (Acion, Ramirez, Jorge & Arndt, 2013; Cederbaum, Gilreath, Benbenishty, Astor, 

Pineda…Atuel, 2013; Mansfield, Kaufman, Engle, & Gaynes, 2011). An adolescent’s drive for 

independence from parents and acceptance within a peer group become important emotional and 

cognitive milestones for healthy development (Sanders, Munford, Thimasarn-Anwar, 

Liebenberg, & Ungar, 2015). A critical stage in adolescent development is identity formation 

(Erickson, 1968); however, identity is not formed in a vacuum, rather is facilitated by social and 

interpersonal contexts (Marcia, 2002). Healthy developmental processes during adolescence can 

lead to positive prosocial behaviors in young adulthood (Crocetti, Klimstra, Hale, Koot, & 

Meeus, 2013; Marcia, 2002). With stress on military youth and their families increasing over the 

last ten years—multiple war-induced separations, reunions and re-deployments—there is limited 

knowledge describing in-depth how this can impact youth’s developing identity (Coulthard, 

2011).  
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With minimal research examining military family reintegration, this emotionally complex 

process of reconnecting and establishing relationships after long or multiple separations for 

adolescents is minimally understood within the academic and front-line helping community 

(Knobloch, Knobloch-Fedders, Yorgason, Ebata, & McGlaughlin, 2017; Marek & Moore, 2015).  

Specifically, how adolescents within Canadian military families have adjusted or reintegrated 

after the conclusion of the Afghanistan deployments is poorly understood, especially from the 

youth’s perspective. According to Daigle (2013) military families require at least three years to 

fully adjust after a family member has returned home from deployment; however, research has 

only examined the well-being of families directly after the veteran returns home –from 3 months 

to 24 month’s post-deployment.  Creech, Hadley and Borsari (2014) consider the reintegration 

phase as a subjective process, and suggest the time frame of how families readjust after 

deployment depends on each unique situation. In other words, if the service member has returned 

home with an injury or the family has suffered traumatic experiences, this will impact the length 

of time the family has to reconcile into a healthy family system again (Cramm, Aiken & McColl, 

2014). Wadsworth (2013) warns, “we are at the beginning, not the end of post-war lifetimes for 

the new generation of veterans and their families.” (p. 415), as she calls for more focused efforts 

in understanding resilience within military families and their surrounding community  

Military culture, such as the values and beliefs of the military organization, can influence 

adolescents’ perspectives in military families (DeGraff, O’Neal & Mancini, 2016; Harrison, 

Albanese & Berman, 2014).  Military families inherently adopt such values and beliefs from the 

military organization (Wadsworth, 2013). Interventions for adolescents should be developed 

using a contextual standpoint, which accounts for the influence of military culture.  Adolescents 

in military families have been described as resilient, suggesting environmental influences 
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surrounding them can act as a protective factor (Masten, 2013; Skomorovsky & Bullock, 2014).  

For example, parental mental health, peer connection within the community, connections within 

the school system and access to supports within the community are all important contextual 

factors impacting military adolescent’s resilience (Bello-Utu & DeSocio, 2015; Masten, 2013).   

A major gap in current Canadian research is a lack of clarity regarding how youth living 

on a military base within the military culture, have adjusted to the last decade of stressful 

deployments. Specific strategies and contextual factors that may support or hinder youth’s ability 

to thrive is not well understood (Cramm, Norris, Tam-Seto, Eichler, & Smith-Evans, 2015). 

Research regarding military youth’s well being has a limited ability to develop effective 

interventions unless it uses first hand accounts of their own experiences. Adolescents from 

military families are a distinctive sub-culture within Canadian society (Harrison, Albanese & 

Berman, 2014); however, researchers are yet to examine how military beliefs, values and 

attitudes translate into youth’s reintegration experiences, especially from the youth’s viewpoint. 

Additionally, participatory research with youth is consistent with social work values since it is 

based on anti-oppressive roots where researchers can generate knowledge from populations that 

are typically oppressed, recognizing potential power dynamics between adults versus children 

(Prins, 2010). 

Study Goals 

 This dissertation examines insights from adolescents who had a parent deploy to 

Afghanistan and are reintegrating after a war-induced separation, situated within a unique 

military context, living on a Canadian Armed Forces Base (CFB) in Edmonton. An identified 

gap in current Canadian research is the lack of clarity regarding how military youth living on a 

military base have adjusted to the last decade of stressful deployments. The aim of this study is 
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to address the gaps in the literature by exploring the experiences of youth living on a military 

base, adjusting to life with a family member who has returned from a combat mission abroad. 

This study offers a more in-depth understanding of this unique population I asked the following 

research question: What is it like for youth living on a military base, to experience reintegration 

in the context of post-Afghanistan deployment, and what factors facilitate or impede this 

transition? 

Methodological Choices 

A qualitative design was used to gain in-depth understanding of a phenomenon where 

limited empirical information exists, and the first-hand perspectives of this population have not 

been adequately captured in previous studies (Creswell, 2006; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The 

goals of this qualitative study were to engage participants through using focused ethnography to 

get a deeper understanding of what factors support or impede family reintegration. Specifically, 

youth were studied through the use of visual elicitation methods—participant taken photographs, 

followed by photo-elicitation interviews (PEI).  This design was chosen for three reasons.  First, 

this was an exploratory study about a phenomenon not well understood.  There is limited 

empirical literature exploring Canadian military youth’s adjustment and first-hand knowledge of 

how they experience life after the return of a parent from Afghanistan.  Second, qualitative 

research aims to consider the holistic context and meaning that is created through experiences 

(Roper & Shapira, 2000). Focused ethnography (FE) allows for an in-depth exploration of 

youth’s reintegration experiences within the larger social, political and cultural context, while 

taking into consideration the relationships that are part of the phenomenon being studied (Wall, 

2015).   Third, qualitative research takes a relational approach to scientific inquiry, and allows 

for flexibility in studying the complexity of human experience (Mayan, 2009). Research with 
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adolescents, requires unique methodological considerations in order to allow voices of youth to 

be clearly expressed from their own perspective, and to minimize power-dynamics between adult 

researcher and youth participant (Bates, McCann, Kaye, & Taylor, 2017; Paige-Smith & Rix, 

2011). The strength of using FE as a research method with youth is its ability to incorporate 

flexible technological methods, such as photography, as a primary tool for collecting data (Bates 

et al.,2017; Rashid, Caine, & Goez, 2015). This was particularly important to this study, as 

participant taken photographs and photo-elicitation interviews allowed access into youth’s own 

natural setting, leading to a more holistic understanding of the experiences being studied (Pink, 

2007). 

This research was developed with an overarching framework consistent with social work 

principles of social justice and anti-oppressive practice (CASW, 2005; Carniol, 2005).  The study 

was designed to allow participants to feel empowered throughout their engagement in the 

research process. Specifically, the intention of this study was to be open to exploring how youth 

see and understand their lives, from their perspective as opposed to using an adult caregiver’s 

viewpoint.  I extracted from the literature the idea that knowledge on youth in military families 

has been developed using primarily caregiver reports, limiting youth’s active participation in 

research about their lives. Therefore, I included a participatory design to engage youth in order to 

be developmentally appropriate through using visual methods (e.g. participant taken 

photographs). I used Greene and Hogan’s (2005) reconceptualization of childhood which 

recognizes, “children have their own ‘child cultures’ and power, status, social and economic 

differentials” (p. 3). Meaning researchers should incorporate the voices of children in order to 

better understand their lives and how they bring meaning to their experiences. Over the decade of 

my social work practice with CAF families, I have witnessed youth in these families were rarely 
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consulted on issues related to their own needs, such as supports during or after parental 

deployments.  I believe oppression can occur when individuals or groups have limited 

opportunity to be heard (Carniol, 2006). I also observed roll-outs of CAF policy and support 

programs developed for military families and these interventions often made no mention of the 

unique needs of adolescents from this military context. In these instances, the term military 

family referred primarily to spouses of service members, not taking into account needs of 

children and youth. Within the framework of this study, military adolescents are understood as 

vulnerable due to the potential oppressive nature of the CAF policy and practices. The study was 

designed to offer an opportunity for participants to be heard, in recognition that they had 

important insights that needed to be captured (Fals-Borda, 2001). The aim of engaging in this 

research was to create new knowledge around this unique population but also create a study 

which could also be transformative for participants, where they may also learn about strengths 

they have used to get through challenges they face related to military experiences such as 

reintegration (Fals-Borda, 2001).   

Theoretical Framework 

 This study was guided by family stress theory and resilience theory. This framework is 

the philosophical lens from which I have based the inquiry (Morse & Richards, 2002). Specific 

concepts that guided my inquiry were taken from McCubbin and Patterson’s (1983) Double 

ABC-X model of family stress and Boss’ (2002) contextual model of family stress. The second 

theory that informed the study was resilience as conceptualized by Masten (2014) and Ungar 

(2011). Concepts from these theories were useful in shaping my initial understanding of military 

family research, however they were not meant to restrict my inquiry, but rather guided my 

curiosity on what might be occurring within this population.  
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Family stress theory. Hill’s (1949) family crisis framework is foundational to family 

stress theory. This theory helps to explain how families can go into crisis as a result of the 

continual adjustments required of families when they encounter the unique stressors of military 

life. Hill’s framework describing the cyclical nature of adjustment associated with military 

deployments is now integrated into our current understanding of the emotional cycle of 

deployment. Family stress theory offers a framework to study how adolescents in military 

families cope with the stress associated with reintegration post-Afghanistan (Paley, Lester, & 

Mogil, 2013; Pincus, et al., 2001).  

ABC-X model of family stress. Hill (1958) developed the ABC-X model of family 

stress, where A= the event or stressor, interacts with B= the resources or strengths that the family 

has at the time of the event or stressor. These resources can include the family’s flexibility, 

coping tools, quality relationships between the family and outside the family and other factors 

(Hill 1958). The B factor then interacts with C= the meaning or the perception that the family 

attaches to the event or stressor. Finally, the unique interaction of the A, B, and C factors 

produces X= the levels of stress experienced, or the degree of crisis in the family in response to 

the stressor. In applying this framework to military families during reintegration phase of the 

deployment cycle, the most observable stressor (A) would be the return of the deployed parent. 

In terms of the existing resources (B), this would include access to a support network such as 

family or formal professional resources.  The perception or attitude (C) of significance is the one 

held by the adolescent toward the return of the parent (A).  The individual and family outcomes 

(X) represents a series of possible effects that may result during the reintegration phase, 

including the adolescent’s emotional and behavioral state, relationships developed with others, 

personal growth and meaning after the stressor (Huebner & Mancini, 2005).  
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Double ABCX model of family behavior. McCubbin and Patterson (1983) advanced the 

ABC-X model by describing family adaptation as the efforts families make to achieve balance 

after a family crisis, over time. This process of adaptation is described as a demand-capability 

imbalance where families continuously try to meet the demands of stressors by using their 

available resources or capabilities to prevent crisis. If the demands overwhelm the available 

capabilities, a family will go into crisis, defined as a family’s inability to restore stability 

(McCubbin & Patterson, 1983).  

Despite the value of the original work done by McCubbin and colleagues in developing our 

understanding of explaining families during war-time deployments, the theory has evolved due 

to the work of Pauline Boss (2002). Most relevant for this study is her framework on the 

contextual model of family stress (CMFS), which advances family stress theory by incorporating 

the socio-historical context on family functioning (Boss, 2002; Walker, 1985; Weins & Boss, 

2006). It is important to consider how military families in particular are influenced by demands 

of the larger CAF community such as engaging in high risk combat missions.  The CMFS offers 

insight into how families can be understood from a broader contextual standpoint.  

The contextual model of family stress. During a stressful event, a family’s internal and 

external factors can impact the outcome of how well a family manages the stress (Boss, 2006), 

and it’s these contexts which are the focus of the present study.  Conceptually, both internal and 

external contexts are like invisible circles that are wrapped around a family and impact how they 

manage stress. The external context, includes the historical context of the family, as well as 

economic, developmental, and cultural factors, of which the family has limited control of (Boss, 

2002). The internal context, on the other hand, includes areas that a family is more capable of 

changing and consists of the family’s philosophy and structure. These factors provided a lens to 
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understand how families use particular coping mechanisms. They include the family’s structure 

(rigid versus flexible), psychological factors, such as how the family perceives, defines, and 

assesses the stressful event, and the philosophical context, such as the values and beliefs of the 

family system (Weins & Boss, 2006). Contextually, Canadian military families go through 

similar life course experiences that civilian families have, such as marriage, divorce, births, etc., 

yet they are unique in the different demands of military life.  Therefore, the context of military 

families, and individuals within the family, should be considered when studying their 

experiences.  

Resilience theory. Resilience theory also informed my understanding of military 

families. I applied the conceptualization of resilience described by Masten (2014a) as “the 

capacity of a system to successfully adapt in circumstances that threaten viability, the function or 

the development of that system” (p. 3). Processes creating resilience occur not only within 

individuals but through interaction of other systems, such as communities or in families. In other 

words, resilience is created through our everyday interactions with people and our surrounding 

context.  Resilience is embedded in the surrounding context and can either promote or hinder a 

youth’s ability to thrive (Easterbrooks, Ginsburg, & Lerner, 2013). Using an eco-systems 

perspective emphasizes the strong influence social and cultural environments have on youths’ 

abilities to overcome adversity (Ungar, 2006, 2011). Resilience is not conceptualized as an 

individual trait but rather a quality of the child’s social and physical ecology (Ungar, 2011).  This 

also relates to the concept of family resilience, where resilient families are understood as being 

able to emerge stronger and access resources to re-gain balance in the family system (Walsh, 

2002). This conceptualization and definition of resilience was selected because the study 

examines resilience in the participant’s stories and meanings created through describing aspects 



 11 

of their everyday lives which are interconnected by a larger context. The purpose of the inquiry 

was to learn how participants identified resilience processes from their surrounding systems 

which can include family, peers and other community groups. 

Study Contributions 

 This study has important theoretical and practical implications. On a theoretical level, the 

research expands the application of the contextual model of family stress to an understudied 

group—military adolescents impacted by a war-induced parental separation. It adds to the 

understanding of concepts within the family stress model with military youth who use a variety 

of resources such as military social connections as coping strategies to support them through 

various military life stressors. In addition, there were interesting findings around relationship 

building between youth and their parent years after returning home from multiple tours to 

Afghanistan. Ambiguous loss theory (Boss, 2002) may help us to understand the process of this 

re-bonding, but more importantly opens up a need for future research on this area. 

The findings also support dimensions of resilience theory, conceptualized as a social-

ecological process. Youth in this study discuss accessing supports from their surrounding 

systems-school, peers, family—to mature, and creating positive meaning from the adverse stress 

of a military parental deployment or a relocation. It considers the positive outcome of 

parentification which left participants showing maturity through a keen sense of pride to support 

their family through stressful times.  

 On a practical level, this study offers several areas where social workers and other 

community providers who work with Canadian military adolescents can focus. Research with 

military families is complex. Adolescents in this study did not describe themselves in terms of 

the deployment cycle (i.e reintegration stage, deployment stage). Insights on their lives indicated 
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constant change due to the military lifestyle. Those of us who work to support military families 

should also have a deeper understanding how military culture and the surrounding context 

influences their everyday life. In addition, this study shows the variety of strategies adolescents 

may use to cope, pulling from internal strategies and their external environment. Lastly, there are 

important opportunities for the broader military community to engage with youth living on the 

military bases that could help healthy development and reinforce connections between family 

members, and community systems.  
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 



 13 

 This chapter will review the literature informing my study on Canadian military 

adolescents’ experiences after a parental deployment to Afghanistan. The majority of research 

comes from the United States.  Although similarities exist between United States and Canadian 

military context, which can provide a solid foundation for understanding the state of military 

families in Canada, there are still unique differences. One important difference is the size of the 

military. The Canadian military includes 68,000 full-time, regular force service personnel 

(MacLean, Campbell, Macintosh, Lee & Pedlar, 2015) while the United States Armed Forces has 

just over 1.4 million active service members (National Defence, 2017).  There are 1.8 million 

children living in military families in the US, and 33, 000 children under the age of 18 years old 

in Canadian military families (MacLean et al., 2015). The context in which military families 

interact is also very different. For instance, the US military personnel along with their families 

primarily reside within military installations, which means housing, health care and education of 

families are the responsibility of the Department of Defence. In Canada, only 15% of military 

families live on the bases, where attendance at base schools is optional and they are not funded 

or managed by the DND but through provincial school systems (MacLean et al., 2015).  Health 

care needs for Canadian military families are covered through provincial health care plans, rather 

than the Federal coverage that the American service members receive.  Therefore, caution should 

be used when generalizing from the US military family population toward Canadian military 

families.  Research from a Canadian context is important in order to add to the existing literature, 

and to develop more appropriate interventions for adolescents living within the in the Canadian 

military culture (Cramm, Aiken & McColl, 2014). 

This review will provide an overview of the current issues in the CAF involving military 

families, and then highlight the three main features of the military career that create a unique 
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culture for adolescents in military families—relocation, deployment stress and reintegration 

challenges. 

Relocation and the Impact on Family 

 Military families are among the most mobile families in Canada, moving three to four 

times more often than civilian families due to the requirements of military service (Daigle, 2013; 

Vanier Institute of the Family, 2015).  Helping professionals and researchers have been 

interested in understanding how families, and in particular children, are impacted by this 

experience, especially during wartime deployments. Earliest research on this military lifestyle 

revealed a negative impact of relocation resulting from the lack of important informal social 

supports, such as family and friends for the at home spouse/mother (McKain, 1976). Research on 

relocation and military family experiences has used a narrow definition of family referring to at-

home spouses as primarily female.  Limited research exists when it comes to understanding 

experiences of diverse or contemporary families such as at-home spouses who are male, duel 

service couples, or same-sex families (Yeboah-Ampadu, 2017).  

With over 76% of military families experiencing a relocation at some point in their 

family life cycle (VIOF, 2012), several stressors associated with transition into another 

community have been identified: new school systems, job changes or unemployment for spouse, 

possible language barriers, loss of support networks, and loss of primary family physician.  Over 

80% of military members are married to civilians, and 73% of these spouses are employed 

(VIOF, 2012).  Finding new employment can be difficult, especially if he/she is in a specialized 

career or profession. Canadian military spouses are reported to be underemployed and struggle to 

find meaningful employment, and rarely move into management or senior positions, or achieve 

employment status that allows opportunities for salary increases (Coulthard & Dunn, 2009; 
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Dunn, Urban, & Wang, 2011).  The Canadian Forces Ombudsman (2013) also emphasized the 

severity of this issue stating, “spousal employment is a leading barrier to stable nurturing family 

environment for many modern Canadian military families” (p. 46).  The main source of military 

spouses’ unemployment is the regular relocations families experience.  

It is important for families to re-establish supports within their new communities during 

this relocation period. Researchers examining relocation and family well-being found that having 

a support network of family and friends is crucial for military families. These supports are 

especially crucial during deployments and regular parental separations that are often unplanned 

and for extended periods of time (up to 15 months at a time; Daigle, 2013).  

Relocation and Military Children. Military children are at risk of increased behavioral 

concerns due to the considerable disruption in their everyday organization, such as family life 

and social connections (Jensen, Xanakis, Wolf, Degroot, & Bain, 1991).  Frequent relocations 

for adolescent’s can lead to increased acting out behaviors such as under-age drinking and 

increased mental health behaviors such as suicidal ideation (Taylor & Freeman, 2010; Weber & 

Weber, 2005). Some evidence suggests that families experience relocations as an expected and 

normalized event they must endure as part of military service (Spencer, Page, & Clark, 2016). 

Having a mindset that supports relocation as a normalized life event has been suggested to help 

maintain resilience within military family systems. Bradshaw and colleagues (2010) used 

focused groups to gain insights from military students, their parents and school staff regarding 

school transitions and strategies that help ease transition and help students cope with integrating 

into a new school.  The authors reported that youth were more adaptable and experienced high 

rates of maturity as a result of these added stressors of being in the military family.  School staff 

observed that military youth who had relocated and transitioned into a new school also had 
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improved maturity. This supports other findings suggesting relocation may create children who 

are “stress resistant”, and could lead to fewer behavioral problems in military youth, when 

compared to civilian youth (Bradshaw, Sudhinaraset, Mmari, & Blum, 2010; Weber & Weber, 

2005). 

A Canadian study by Robson and colleagues (2013) looked at school engagement and 

military mobility with adolescents in Canadian schools. The study used secondary data taken 

from the Statistics Canada’s National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NSLCY) 

where they reviewed outcomes from those children and youth who identified as having a military 

parent (N= 1066). Findings revealed that military youth who had moved more than once over the 

last three years had significantly lower attachment to school (F= 3.45, p <.01), and scored 

highest on skipping school (F= 5.58, p <.01) when compared to military youth who had not 

moved in the past three years.  Youth’s connection to others during stressful life events has been 

an important asset for military youth (Robson, Albanese, Harrison & Sanders, 2013).  Positive 

engagement within their school community can help military youth navigate through the lifestyle 

stressors.   

Social connections are critical to supporting military children with a successful transition 

during relocation (Bradsahw et al., 2010). Primarily, loss of friendships with peers and changes 

in school environments, such as access to supportive teachers, sport teams, and other 

extracurricular activities are important aspects to leaving communities for school-aged children 

(Spencer, Page & Clark, 2016). A barrier identified for military youth during relocation is the 

stress involved with adapting into a new school environment, especially if school systems have 

little knowledge of the unique military culture and stressors associated with being posted or other 

military stressors such as parental deployments (Bradshaw et al., 2010).  As a result, youth may 
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feel isolated and lonely due to a lack of understanding from their non-military peers, as they try 

to cope with adjusting to their new surroundings (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Chandra, Martin, 

Hawkins, & Richardson, 2010; Engel, Gallagher & Lyle, 2008). Creating interventions in school 

systems whereby military children could be identified when moving into a new school was 

suggested as a way for school staff to offer extra support, such as peer support programs 

matching other military youth with newly relocated youth (Bradshaw et al., 2010).  

A review of the literature specific to the impact of relocation on the well-being of 

adolescents has focused on the importance of developing resilience for long-term positive 

outcomes. To successfully adapt to the changes associated with relocation, adolescents should 

find ways to cope within the context of their family system, such as parental support and their 

surrounding social context (i.e. school environment).  More in-depth research identifying the 

specific factors or mechanisms that contribute to adolescents’ resilience through relocations has 

not yet been focused on in military family research (Cramm et al., 2019).   

Impact of Deployment on Families 

 In the past decade, the majority of the literature on military families has focused on the 

impact of wartime deployments to Afghanistan, as new knowledge regarding the impact of 

combat deployment on families is necessary due to the changing nature of deployments. 

Afghanistan deployments were characterized as especially stressful for families because it led to 

a very high operational tempo—meaning deployments and separations from family were longer 

and more frequent, with shorter breaks between deployments and much greater risk due to the 

combat role (Hosek, Kavanagh, & Miller, 2006; White, De Burgh, Fear, & Amy, 2011). The 

intensity of the deployments has had an impact on families’ well-being, especially mental health 

concerns of the at-home caregivers and children (Dursun & Sudom, 2009; Mustillo, Wadsworth, 
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& Lester 2016; Sudom, 2010). It is estimated that over 100,000 active duty personnel have had 

three or more deployments to Afghanistan in the United States (Lincoln & Sweeten, 2011) and 

over 17 percent of CAF personnel have deployed more than five times (MacLean et al., 2015).  

Therefore, the cumulative stress of multiple deployments on families is important to consider 

when examining the true consequences of these particular deployments (Chandra et al. 2010b; 

Cramm, Aiken, & McColl, 2014; Lester et al., 2010). Consensus in the literature, from the U.S. 

and Canada, describes overall negative consequences on the family system when a family 

member is deployed; however, certain characteristics such as pride in the military and problem-

solving skills have been attributed to creating resilience in military family relationships during 

stressful war-time deployments (Card et al. 2011; Dursun & Sudom, 2009).  To better understand 

the overall impact of deployment on families, the emotional cycle of deployment has been 

applied as a framework to describe challenges related to the transitions required of each family 

member when a service member is deployed (Coulthard, 2011; Pincus, House, Christenson & 

Adler, 2001).  

Emotional Cycle of Deployment  

  Deployment has been characterized as a cyclical process where each phase (pre-

deployment, deployment, sustainment, redeployment and post-deployment or reintegration) 

includes a unique set of stressors and emotional challenges families navigate through (Pincus et 

al., 2001).  Primary emotional characteristics of this cycle include a heightened level of anxiety 

and constant worry (Cozza, Chun, & Polo, 2005; Fitzsimons & Krause-Parello, 2009; Mmari et 

al, 2009; Pincus et al., 2001). Although family members experience different emotions during 

each deployment phase, the overarching stress over long periods of time is taxing for families.  



 19 

Pre-deployment phase. Once the service member receives the notice of deployment, 

families begin to prepare for the separation of the family member. Important factors families 

must start to plan for prior to the deployment may include arranging finances, childcare, or 

spousal employment.  Issues that are not resolved during this stage, continue to be stressors for 

families during the deployment stage, and even post-deployment (Chandra, et al., 2008).  During 

this phase it is important to develop strong communication skills between family members, to 

develop clear expectations, and share emotions surrounding the upcoming deployment (Huebner 

& Mancini, 2005).  During pre-deployment family members will typically worry about the 

danger their loved one will face during tour, including injury or death and the anticipated loss 

(Pincus et al., 2001).  Families move in to the next phase once the service member leaves on 

tour.  

Deployment phase. During the deployment phase, families may continue to worry about 

the safety of the deployed family member, but there is a shift toward adjusting to new routines to 

adapt to the missing family member. Research conducted during and after the engagement in 

Afghanistan missions highlight the increased amount of stress families endured during the 

deployment because of the high level of danger associated with combat missions (Chandra et al., 

2008, Skomorovsky & Bullock, 2014). This stage usually lasts up until the service member 

returns home. During this stage of deployment, new routines are established and families will 

develop increased confidence and reassurance that they can get through the rest of the 

deployment without the everyday assistance of the missing, deployed family member (Pincus et 

al., 2005).   

Reintegration/ post-deployment. Once the service member returns from tour, families 

enter post-deployment or reintegration phase (Pincus, et al., 2005).  Families often report 
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heightened levels of stress and worry about re-establishing a relationship with the deployed 

member, often because the member appears to be different (Huebner, et al., 2007). It may take 

up to a year and a half after deployment before families feel adjusted and anxiety has decreased, 

in particular for families who have experienced several tours back to back (Canfield, 2014; 

Daigle, 2013).  Currently, researchers are striving to gain a better understanding of the long-term 

impact of extended worry or heightened family stress on overall family and child well-being 

(Cramm, et al., 2015). The literature is primarily focused on family adjustment immediately after 

the return of a service member. Weins and Boss (2006) found that families reported this period 

of reunion as more difficult than the deployment. Flake and colleagues (2009) reported three out 

of every four families stated the first three month’s post-deployment were the most stressful part 

of the deployment cycle.  Only a few studies have reviewed the specific stressors and coping 

skills children and adolescence have used during this particular part of the deployment cycle 

(Huebner & Mancini, 2005; Huebner et al., 2007; Weins & Boss, 2006; Marek & Moore, 2015). 

The majority of studies either focus on aspects related to the deployment or include the 

reintegration phase into the term ‘deployment’, getting limited knowledge on the unique skills 

military families use to successfully manage during the reintegration phase, separately (Marek & 

Moore, 2015; White, De Burgh, Fear, & Iverson, 2011).  

Impact of Deployment on At-home Spouses 

 At-home caregivers experience unique stressors when a loved one is deployed. For 

example, the at-home spouses are left with addition caregiving responsibilities which create 

increased stress and leave the at-home caregiver at risk for mental health issues such as stress, 

anxiety and depression (Chandra et al., 2010b, Cozza et al., 2005; Flake et al., 2009; Renshaw, 

Rodrigues, & Jones, 2011; Skomorovsky, 2014; Durson & Sudom, 2009; White, Fear & Iverson, 
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2011). A Canadian study using data from the Quality of Life Survey of Canadian Forces Spouses 

(N=10, 592) examined the impacts of military service on spouses well-being. Results indicated 

spouses had higher rates of depression while a spouse was deployed compared to those who were 

preparing for a deployment or whose spouse had recently returned (Durson & Sudom, 2009). 

Skomorovsky (2014) studied the impact of deployment stress and social support on the 

psychological well-being of Canadian military spouses (N= 639). Most significant from these 

findings is that those spouses with higher reported rates of deployment stress were at high risk of 

depression (r= .41, p < .001). More importantly the role of social support is shown as leading to 

better mental health for military spouses. Social support from family, friends and partners were 

significant predictors to decreased depression in spouses going through a deployment (p < .001). 

The well-being of the at-home parent has been associated with how well children will 

function during deployment (Chandra et al., 2010).  Gibbs, Martin, Kuooner and Johnson (2007) 

reported increased rates of child maltreatment during deployment.  Specifically, reports of child 

neglect were two times higher in military families with a parent deployed.  The at-home parent 

may not have familial support or respite from caregiving, if family or friends are unavailable is at 

risk of caregiver burnout and this may impact their ability to provide care to their children (Gibbs 

et. al., 2007).  

Impact of Deployment on Children and Adolescents 

Deployments have typically been understood to have a negative impact on children of all 

ages, however depending on the age, a parental separation have been found to lead to different 

outcomes (Mansfield, Kaufman, Engel, & Gaynes, 2011). For example, adolescence may be at 

the highest risk for engaging in more acting out behaviors due to their developmental stage. They 

have more awareness of the dangers involved in combat deployments, and have easier access to 
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media information reported on the deployments (Huebner, Mancini, Wilcox, Grass, & Grass, 

2007). In return, this leaves them more susceptible to increased stress and worry about their 

deployed parent (Bello-Utu & DeSocio, 2015). Even though military children and parents do 

identify several positive aspects of a deployment, overall research has focused on the increased 

risk factors deployments have on child health and well-being. The positive features include an 

increased opportunity to network and bond with others also going through a deployment, 

increased coping skills to handle stressors related to parental separations, which ultimately will 

help in long-term life experiences (resilience), and overall personal growth (Huebner et al., 2007; 

Masten, 2013; Skomorovsky & Bullock, 2014; Weber & Weber, 2005). However, Canadian 

researchers have identified a need to gain a better understanding of the long-term effects of these 

combat deployments to Afghanistan on families and children in the Canadian context, due to the 

Afghanistan deployments being more stressful for families then previous peacekeeping missions 

in the CAF (Cramm et al., 2015).  

Children are significantly understudied within the CAF context. Specifically, with the 

current climate of the post-Afghanistan war, there is a greater need to understand how they have 

been impacted in order to address the challenges they encounter. Current research from the 

United States examining the impact of the recent deployments to Afghanistan suggests children 

exposed to multiple, prolonged parental separations are at an increased risk for mental health and 

behavioral issues (Mansfield et al., 2011). A comprehensive understanding of how children and 

adolescents are affected by a parental deployment should be multidimensional, and requires an 

understanding of risk and protective factors and the developmental stage of the child.  
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In the following sections I review the literature according to the following developmental 

ages: very young (0-5 years), school-aged (6-11 years) and adolescence (12-18 years; Esposito-

Smythers, Wolff, Lemmon, Bodzy, Swenson & Spirito, 2011).  

Very Young Children 

A paucity of research exists on the impact of deployment on children under the age of 

five, considering that over 41% of the two million children in the US military are under the age 

of five (Lieberman & Van Horn, 2013; Park, 2011) In Canada, there are just over 57 thousand 

children (0-16 years old) living in CAF families across Canada (Manser, 2018). Very young 

children are vulnerable to the consequences of deployment due to their cognitive inability to 

understand the long separations of their parent, especially for children under four or five years 

(Paris, DeVoe, Ross, & Acker, 2010). 

Gorman, Eide and Hisle-Gorman (2010) reviewed mental and behavioral health visits of 

642,397 children ages three to eight and found a significant increase (11%) of mental health and 

behavioral visits with children who had a parent deployed. In addition, the authors reported an 

increase of diagnosed behavior disorders (19%) and stress disorders (18%) with children whose 

parent was deployed. This research helps in understanding that increased levels of stress can 

impact the mental health of children, and indicates a need to understand what factors within 

children’s lives, during a parental deployment, lead to increased stress.  Increased levels of stress 

experienced by young children is linked to the residual effect from the quality of care received 

by the at-home parent. Researchers suggest separation anxiety experienced by young children 

can lead to externalizing behaviors such as acting out, which can increase parenting stress for the 

remaining caregiver (Barker & Berry, 2009; Gorman et al., 2010; Posada, Longoria, Cocker, & 

Lu, 2015) 
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The wellbeing of the at-home caregiver appears to be a critical factor in the outcomes of 

children who are very young. Of concern is the attachment relationship between the deployed 

parent and child (Barker & Berry, 2009; Posada et al., 2015). Young children experiencing a 

deployment showed increased behavior problems and increased attachment concerns were 

related to the length of the deployment and how well the at-home parent was coping with stress 

(Barker & Berry, 2009). In a cross-sectional study, Chartrand, Frank, White, and Shope (2008) 

surveyed 55 parents with children between one to five years-of-age who had experienced a 

parental deployment. They found that children three years and older had increased behavioral 

issues when compared to peers without a deployed parent (r = 48.50, p < .05). Posada, Longoria, 

Cocker and Lu (2015) studied 172 at-home mothers from military families whose husbands were 

deployed to assess how parenting stress of the at-home caregiver during deployment impacts the 

quality of care provided and indirectly the parent-child attachment.  Mothers completed the 

Maternal Behavior Q-Set for Preschoolers, which evaluated attachment between the mother and 

child.  Additionally, children’s social competence was evaluated through the Social Competence 

and Behavioral Evaluation Scale, at home chaos was measured through the CHAOS scale, and 

social support was measured through the Parenting Stress Index.  The authors found that 

deployments can affect important attachment markers with young children through mother’s 

perceived increased stress during the parental separation which reduced the caregivers’ ability to 

provide “sensitive care”. As a mother’s perceived social support increased, so too did the quality 

of care to their children.  These studies offer important information on how perceived stress of 

the caregiver can indirectly impact long term social competence or relationship building in 

children.   

School-aged Children 
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The impact of parental deployments on children five to 12 years of age can be viewed 

through an ecological lens, where multiple systems surrounding the child also start to have an 

important role in the well-being of military children. For example, researchers have identified the 

school context as having a crucial role during stages of the deployment cycle (Astor, De Pedro, 

Gilreath, Esqueda & Benbenshty, 2013; Chandra, Martin, Hawkins, & Richardson, 2010).  

Perspectives from school staff, including teachers and school administration, from schools 

serving U.S. army families, found that school staff are often identified as a ‘safe haven’ for 

social support during parental deployments.  School staff interviewed indicated there was a 

connection with parental deployments and increased stress in the family, with students’ abilities 

to function well at school (Chandra et al.,2010).  

There is a lack of research from Canada, examining how specific school programs or 

policies can promote healthy development and offer primary and preventative measures to 

military children who may rely on schools as supports during deployments.  Since a majority of 

military children in Canada attend civilian schools (Daigle, 2013), more research is needed to 

assist in the development of strategies for school personnel working with military children.   The 

Military Child Education Coalition in the United States, trains school counselors, teachers and 

school districts on peer-based programs and strategies to help military students adapt to a new 

school after relocation and during deployments (Park, 2011). However, as noted, there is limited 

evidence evaluating the effectiveness of these programs in assisting children adjust to 

deployment.  

It is important to understand how deployments impact children’s mental health. 

Skomorovsky and Bullock (2017) studied school aged children (8-13 yrs old) using focus groups 

to examine the impact of deployment on their well-being.  This study is significant because it 
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considered resilience factors that may impact youth’s well-being from a Canadian context. 

Consistent with other studies examining the impact of deployment on children, was that 

deployment is a major stressor in their lives. The majority of participants in the study reported 

that deployment had a negative impact on their well-being, such as their physical health, 

emotions and school functioning. However, the authors highlight strategies children used to help 

deal with the stress of deployments, which include bonding with the at-home parent, staying in 

regular communication with the deployed parent, and attending support groups designed for 

deployed children (Skomorovsky & Bullock, 2017).  

 In a similar study using a survey design, Flake et al. (2009) examined the impact of 

parental absence on children’s psychosocial functioning. A total of 101 parents with children 

between ages five to 12 years completed a Pediatric Symptom checklist, Parenting Stress Index - 

Short Form and the Perceived Stress Scale to determine children’s psychosocial functioning and 

parenting stress. This study shed light on the importance of parental stress in determining 

children’s physical, emotional or cognitive dysfunction, also referred to as psychosocial 

morbidity.  The authors found one out of three children were at moderate risk of psychosocial 

morbidity during deployment and those children at “high risk” for significant psychosocial 

morbidity had parents who measured with high levels of parenting stress (r =.61, p < .01). A 

significant limitation is the potential reporting bias in the psychosocial health measures that used 

only parental reports of internalizing and externalizing behaviors.   

Lester and colleagues (2010) assessed the cumulative impact of a combat deployment and 

parental distress on behavioral and emotional well-being of children.  A total of 171 military 

families who had a parent recently or currently deployed were included in the sample, with 

children (n = 272) between ages six-12. Child measures included the Child Behavior Checklist 
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(parent completed survey), Child Depression Inventory, and Multidimensional Anxiety Scale for 

Children. Parental measures included the Brief Symptom Inventory measuring emotional distress 

of parents, including depression and anxiety.  Recently deployed service members also 

completed a Posttraumatic Stress Disorder Checklist—Military.  Results indicated that emotional 

stress occurred within the entire family system during and after deployment.  One-third of the 

children with a parent deployed at the time of the study had significantly elevated anxiety 

symptoms (t = 0.45, p < .01).  Parenting distress of both the at-home parent and recently returned 

parent and cumulative length of the deployment were positively correlated with child depression 

(r = 2.46, p < .05) and child externalizing behavioral concerns (r = 3.48, p < .001). This study 

highlighted the cumulative effect of deployment on children’s well-being. This evidence of 

cumulative impact raises concerns related to the long-term outcomes of the current deployments 

to Afghanistan.    

In conclusion, when examining young children and school age children who have 

experienced one or more parental deployments the literature provides an understanding of how 

parenting stress and other surrounding support systems, such as the school environment, may 

influence military children’s well-being. A consistent theme within the literature is the 

relationship between the child and parent functioning. Also, the social environment, such as 

school networks including peers and teaching staff, has been identified to potentially offer 

military children an avenue for support to assist during stressful life events such as deployments.  

Adolescence 

The available literature examining the impact of parental deployment on adolescents is 

limited.  Primarily, literature examining adolescents’ experiences during a parental deployment 

focuses on how youth’s surrounding ecological systems—parental well-being, overall family 
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functioning and social contexts such as peer groups and school environment—impact the mental 

health and overall well-being of youth. Using a development perspective, the adolescent stage is 

a critical stage to consider, as they are navigating through rapid changes. These changes also 

impact how adolescents cognitively process changes occurring during a parent deployment and 

during reintegration (Zimmer-Gembeck, & Collins, 2006). In addition to the changes brought on 

from regular development, adolescents must navigate through changes in their life brought on 

through a parental deployment.  Researchers have tried to understand both protective and risk 

factors within this population in order to develop better intervention strategies (Park, 2011). 

There are limited interventions that have been rigorously studied, as the research community has 

focused mainly on gaining a better understanding of the needs of adolescents (Bello-Utu & 

DeSocio, 2015). Researchers have focused on how deployment impact adolescent’s well-being 

within several domains: parent-child relationships, perceptions of parental deployment, mental 

health and behavioral health, interaction with surrounding peers, and school supports (Chandra et 

al., 2010; Huebner, Mancini, Wilcox, Grass, & Grass, 2007; Mmari et al., 2009; Morris & Age, 

2009). A review of the studies overall suggested several risk factors impact youth’s well-being 

during deployment; however, researchers have started to explore deeper understanding of 

resilience to suggest deployments can also offer opportunities for growth (Cramm et al., 2015; 

Lester et al., 2011; Park, 2011).  

Morris and Age (2009) suggested the ability to engage in emotional regulation is a 

critical factor determining how successful adolescents adjust during a parental deployment. The 

authors highlight a link between coping, effortful control, and youth mental health. Youth who 

used active-coping such as problem-solving strategies and actively seeking support from friends 

and family, and who had a higher ability to regulate negative emotions, combined with positive 
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maternal support, had lower risk of adverse mental health outcomes (r =.44, p <.01). Youth who 

used avoidant or distraction strategies were more likely to experience mental health issues such 

as depression and anxiety. This research highlights the importance of taking into consideration 

how youth’s coping repertoires are fluid and evolving (Paterson & McCubbin, 1987), and to 

support youth to develop new ways to actively cope with stress in their lives. Researchers have 

expanded their studies with military adolescents to examine the broader context in which youth 

live in to provide opportunities for supports.  

Youth may get overwhelmed with a build-up of stressors during deployment, such as 

additional at home responsibilities, peer stress, and school stress are examined. Acion and 

colleagues (2013) used secondary data from a statewide survey of Iowa youth (N= 78,240) that 

compared self-reported data on rates of alcohol use, binge drinking, marijuana, and other illegal 

drug use, for military youth compared to civilian youth.  The results found adolescents with a 

deployed parent had higher rates of alcohol use, binge drinking, prescription misuse, and other 

illegal drugs than their civilian counterparts (Acion, Ramirez, Jorge & Arndt, 2013).  

The cumulative effects of multiple deployments increase risk for unhealthy outcomes in 

older adolescents, such as acting out behaviors or mental health issues. Chandra and colleagues 

(2010) used self reported data from telephone interviews with youth aged 11 to 17 and the at-

home caregiver (n=1507). The authors found support for the cumulative effect of multiple 

deployments on youth, more significantly toward older female youth. The total months of 

parental deployment positively correlated to the total number of challenges the youth reported 

including issues at school, family, and peers (t = -2.2, p < .0001).  An assumption had been that 

youth would adjust to parental separation over time (Flake, et al., 2009). However, the results of 

this study suggest that resilience can decrease, suggesting risk increases for youth who have 
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experienced multiple separations. More recent findings by Nicosia and colleagues (2017) also 

suggest increased frequency and length of a parental deployment leads to increased risk to 

youth’s psychological well-being and academic standings (Nicosia, Wong, Shier Massachi, & 

Datar, 2017).  

Gender has also been identified as important factor when understanding the impact of 

deployment on youth. For example, Mansfield, Kaufman, Engle and Gaynes (2011) compared 

medical records of 307,530 children between five -17 years of age living on American army 

bases. Their findings suggest that mental health diagnoses, such as acute stress disorder or 

depression increased with age with important gender differences. Boys have higher rates of 

mental health diagnoses. This has been attributed to a belief that females reach out to social 

supports are open to discussing concerns related to deployment stress, whereas boys are less 

comfortable in discussing feelings, leading to the internalization of emotions (Mansfield, et al., 

2011).  

  Suicide ideation was found to increase with age during a parental deployment 

(Cederbaum, Gilreath, Benbenishty, Astor, Pineda, DePedro…Atuel, 2013). The authors 

assessed a subset of data from the 2011 California Healthy Kids Survey with 14,299 youth from 

grades seven, nine and eleven, 9% (1,305) identified as having a military parent.  The survey 

examined depressive symptoms, suicide ideation, feelings of sadness and hopelessness with 

military children. Military-connected youth had an increased risk of experiencing depressive 

symptoms and the ninth to 11th graders reporting two or more family deployments were 34 % 

more likely to report suicide ideation.  A limitation of this survey is the inability to determine 

which factors associated with having a parent in the military led to increased mental health 

concerns, compared to lower rates of mental illness in civilian youth.   
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 Ambiguous loss surrounding deployments has been an important concept examined 

within military families (Huebner et al., 2007). Boss’ (1999) framework on ambiguous loss has 

been helpful in explaining military families’ experience and response with deployments.   Boss 

(1999) described ambiguous loss in families where a member is either physically present but 

psychologically absent, or physically absent and psychologically present. For example, 

ambiguous loss can be applied to military adolescents where uncertainty and loss is experienced 

by a teen who has a parent deployed to a dangerous combat zone. Ambiguity around how their 

relationship might change, or roles in the family changing, can increase stress for youth. This 

worry may start as soon as they are informed of a date for when the deployment will occur, and 

continue in to post-deployment (Huebner et al., 2007).  Deployments during wartime create 

circumstances of perceived loss and uncertainty around the physical and psychological presence 

of a family member and how families adapt to this uncertainty is deemed an important part of 

healthy family functioning (Boss, 2006).   Huebner at al. (2007) conducted focus groups with 

adolescents attending camps designed for families who had a deployed family member.  The 

researcher focused on gaining insights around the concept of uncertainty and ambiguity that is 

attached to deployment during war circumstances.  Huebner and colleagues (2007) explained 

how ambiguity around a parent’s absence creates a sense of loss that is often invisible or not 

formally recognized. For example, youth may question: “will my parent die?”, “will they come 

back seriously injured?” or “will they be the same?”, “will they be there for my graduation?”.  

The authors also describe this as “boundary ambiguity”, where there is confusion on new roles 

and established patterns in the family that may or may not change when the parent returns home. 

A lack of clarity around the boundary ambiguity for youth may lead to mental health concerns 

such as increased anxiety or depression, if youth are not able to access appropriate coping skills 
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(Huebner et al., 2007).   This research has demonstrated the importance of considering 

developmental transitions and military influences, such as deployment or relocation, during the 

period of adolescence.  The authors reported changes in the relationship with the deployed parent 

and increased concern or worry around safety of the parent is unique to their developmental age 

and stage.  

Deployment as an Opportunity for Growth 

  Recommendations have been made for researchers to shift focus from risk or the 

negative consequences of deployment on youth, toward examining the protective factors and 

mechanisms for resilience that allow youth to thrive through these circumstances (Cramm, 

Norris, Venedam, & Tam-Seto, 2018; Cramm et al., 2015; Park, 2011; Masten, 2013). One 

important protective factor identified by researchers is the parent-child connection.  A Canadian 

study concluded that despite the stress related to a parental separation, children identified the 

importance of getting additional special attention by the at-home parent, allowing for important 

bonding with that parent (Skomorovsky & Bullock, 2017).  The benefits of this positive 

attachment to parents facilitated a feeling of psychological presence with the deployed parent.  

This allowed children to decrease their social isolation and engage in deployment-specific 

support groups to help develop positive coping strategies (Skomorovsky & Bullock, 2017).   

Positive peer relationships have also been identified as acting as a protective factor for 

military youth. In the general population, social connections in adolescence have been identified 

as critical for supporting positive development under adversity (Ungar, 2011); however, these 

relationships have been identified as playing an important role for adolescence during a parental 

deployment.  Mmari, Roche, Sudhinaraset, and Blum (2009) explored aspects of social 

connections of adolescence during a parental deployment and identified the social context 
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surrounding military adolescents can help youth cope and manage stressors related to 

deployment. Social connectedness with peers is particularly important during adolescence, 

especially connecting with other military youth peers who have an understanding of their unique 

lifestyle stressors (Mmari & Blum, 2010)   

Knobloch and colleagues (2015) explored youth perspectives on the positive aspects of 

parental deployment. One important theme youth described was increased independence, where 

youth enjoyed gaining independence through being able to stay at home by themselves or taking 

on more responsibility at home. These additional ‘freedoms’ during this time allowed caregivers 

to watch youth mature and develop in a positive way. Coping techniques utilized by youth in 

military families have been found to lead to aspects of resilience (Knobloch, Pusateri, Ebata & 

McGlaughlin, 2015).  Okafor, Lucier-Greer and Mancini (2016) found that youth who fell into 

an ‘Active Coper’ category had lower rates of depression and lower maladaptive coping 

behaviors.  These adolescents actively engaged in a variety of coping behaviors, such as reaching 

out to multiple sources of support including parents, teachers and peers for stress relief.  

Baptist, Boarros, Cafferky and Johannes (2015) explored the development of resilience in 

30 adolescents from U.S. National Guard families that had a deployed parent. Specifically, these 

researchers examined parental roles as central to building resilience within military adolescents, 

and found youth were uniquely affected by the larger social context associated with the military 

culture. These factors included military values, societal perceptions of the military, and 

community responses to the military. Relatedly, families acted as a buffer when youth reported a 

perceived lack of support from the surrounding community systems, such as schools and 

communities. For example, youth participants identified family vacations and family rituals, such 

as eating dinner together, as ways to create support and closeness with both the deployed parent 
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and the at-home parent. Military culture also offered support, as adolescents expressed extreme 

pride for their deployed parents, which fostered closeness and connection as a family and acted 

as a buffer against other adversities experienced during deployment. On the other hand, the most 

surprising result of the study was that youth often experienced a lack of connection within the 

community if they did not live on the military base, and reported that peers and teachers often 

did not understand the experiences of frequent relocations and deployments. Participants 

explained how they lacked a “mutually rewarding relationships with peers…” (p. 329), because 

they felt they were more mature than others in their age group. This study indicates that there 

may be some limitation around how military youth access peers for support if they are not living 

close to other military families. This study also highlighted the need for more research to gain 

first-hand accounts directly from youth on understanding how social connections such as 

community, society and culture play a part in adolescents’ experiences during the deployment 

cycle, including post-deployment reintegration.  

 A review of the research suggests combat deployments during the Afghanistan war 

placed new demands on military families. The duration and frequency of the deployments are 

important considerations as the cumulative effect of multiple deployments can leave families 

dealing with high levels of stress for longer periods of time and ultimately impact caregiver 

mental health and children’s well-being. The well-being of the non-deployed parent is a 

contributing factor to determining the overall well-being of military children. Interest has shifted 

recently from a focus on the risks created by deployment, toward the enhancement of protective 

factors in order to assist military-connected children to better manage the deployment and 

support resilience.  Youth require a range of resources to support them through the many 
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transitions related to a military lifestyle. Future research should include a focus on understanding 

how youth thrive after deployments (e.g., Masten, 2013; Park, 2011; Wadsworth, 2013).   

Reintegration 

Reintegration is defined as a process of adjustment for both the service member and 

his/her family, after the deployment (Pincus et al., 2001).   This phase is typified as a transition 

into new roles and responsibilities, and the re-establishing of relationships. Creech, Hadley and 

Borsari (2014) define the reintegration phase as a subjective process, and suggest the time frame 

in which families readjust after deployment depends on each unique situation.  Family 

adjustment issues, either shortly after the veteran returns home or well afterward, are a common 

outcome related to the Afghanistan deployments (Pincus et al., 2001). Knobloch and colleagues 

(2017) define difficulty with reintegration as “the cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and relational 

challenges facing military families upon homecoming” (p. 543). Families often go through a 

“honeymoon” period, where the excitement of a loved one’s return is experienced and usually 

celebrated by special family rituals (Pincus et al., 2001). Several studies highlight reintegration 

or the post-deployment phase as the most challenging part of the deployment cycle, particularly 

for adolescents (Huebner et al., 2007; Mmari et al., 2010; O’Neal, Lucier-Geer, Duncan, 

Mallette, & Arnold, 2018; Reed et al., 2011). Some argue that children and youth who struggle 

with reintegration do so mainly as a result of stressful parental dynamics, prior and during 

deployment, which create a “spillover” effect impacting their health and well-being (Knobloch, 

Knobloch-Fedder, Yorgason, Ebata, & McGlaughlin, 2017).  

There is an assumption that within a six-month time frame most families will have 

adapted and completed the reintegration phase of the deployment cycle (Bello-Utu & DeSocio, 

2015). Difficulties during reintegration may be experienced as a result of factors such as length 
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of deployment, stressors or trauma experienced by both the deployed family member and at-

home family members, and prior family issues left unresolved during the deployment (Bowling 

& Sherman, 2008; Doyle & Peterson, 2005; Marek & Moore, 2015). A notion taken from the 

literature is that Canadian military families have completed the adjustments associated with 

reintegration, and transitioned into ‘normal life’ since the CAF has ceased deployments to 

Afghanistan as of 2013. Some have challenged this theory and suggested the process of 

adjustment may actually take some families many years (Daigle, 2013; Maholmes, 2012). 

Specific research examining the reintegration process’ in families is somewhat limited. Most 

studies on this phase of readjustment in families have been conducted in the U.S. and review 

family functioning from between three to twelve months of reunification (Blow et al., 2013; 

Chandra, et al., 2010; Gewirtz, Polusny, DeGarmo, Khaylis, & Erbes, 2010; Lester et al., 2010).  

The long-term impact or trajectories from the decade of high risk deployments to Afghanistan on 

military families has yet to be rigorously studied (Link & Palinkas, 2013), especially from the 

Canadian context.  The following section will discuss two sub themes related to family 

reintegration: the impact on the parent-child relationship, and the impact of war-related mental 

health or physical injury on the family and youth.   

Re-integration and parent-child relationship. Maintaining a healthy bond or 

relationship between parent and child during the deployment phase can be difficult due to the 

lengthy separations (Baptist, et al., 2015). Challenges during the reintegration stage can differ 

according to the developmental stage of the child (Esposito-Smythers et al., 2011).  For example, 

a pre-adolescent may be very attached to his/her parent before deployment. During adolescence, 

as they seek independence from parents and become attached to other peer relationships the 

youth may show very different attachment behaviors toward the parent (Knobloch, Pusateri, 
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Ebata, & McGlaughlin, 2015). This change in the parent-child attachment relationship can create 

stress in the relationship and the whole family (Knobloch et al., 2015). Prolonged parental 

separations are found to be consequential for an adolescent’s ability to securely bond with the 

returned parent (Knobloch, et al. 2015).  For adolescents, developing a strong attachment bond 

with the returning parent is influenced by several factors such as the length and frequency of 

deployments, amount of stress during deployment, and any significant changes in the family 

system (Chandra et al., 2010; Malholmes, 2012).  

Parentification has been identified as a factor that can interfere with child-parent bonding 

(Hooper, Moore, & Smith, 2015).  Parentification occurs when adolescents or school-age 

children take on additional household responsibilities and other adult roles not deemed 

developmentally appropriate (Harrison & Albanese, 2012; Harrison, Albanese, & Berman, 

2014).  Youth reported negative feelings toward the returning parent as a result of these 

additional roles/responsibilities taken on during deployment. More stress may be created 

between the parent and child when the parent does not show recognition or appreciation toward 

the child (Huebner et al., 2007; Mmari et al., 2009). This may be linked to expectations for 

reunion where the adolescent may try and make sense of reintegration and has difficulty 

communicating their expectations to the returning parent (Morse, 2006).  

As mentioned previously, Huebner and colleagues (2007) study examining military 

adolescents’ experiences during deployments also focused on the important concept of 

ambiguous loss. Youth in the study reported concerns around boundary ambiguity during the 

reintegration phase. In particular, participants in the study described having feelings of 

uncertainty around changes in their roles and responsibilities during the deployment which then 

led to confusion about the youth’s place within the family system during reintegration.  This 
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confusion was displayed as anger and acting out behavior, which ultimately impacted the quality 

of the parent-child relationship.  Chandra and colleagues (2010a) found girls aged 11 to 17 had 

significantly more challenges with reintegration than boys. This was attributed to the possibility 

of girls having more household chores and to the difficulty for adolescent girls to bond 

emotionally with their absent father (Chandra, Lara-Cinisomo, Jaycox, Tanielian, Burns, Ruder 

& Han, 2010).  

The majority of research regarding reintegration for military families has focused on the 

challenges facing children when a parent returns home with a traumatic stress injury.  It is well 

understood that combat-related mental health injuries such as PTSD, anxiety and depression are 

associated with considerable impairment in relationship adjustment (Dekel & Monson, 2010; 

Gewirtz et al., 2010; Harrison et al., 2014; Sayer et al., 2009).  

Combat-Related Psychological Injuries 

 Service members returning home from deployment are required to reintegrate back into 

family life and other regular life activities that are very different from the high stress 

environment while deployed.  Normal expectations around reintegration is based on the research 

reporting that service members will experience challenges adapting to family routines and re-

gaining parental responsibilities, while simultaneously processing the psychological stress of war 

(Link & Palinkas, 2013). Over time however, families transition back into their regular routine 

(Chandra et al., 2010; Daigle, 2013). There is a limited understanding of the long-term 

consequences of injures on the family (Cozza et al. 2010; Link & Palinkas, 2013). The literature 

on psychological injuries related to combat deployments is examined in this review. There are 

additional challenges associated with a physical injury such as Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) or a 

serious physical injury, such as a limb amputation but fall outside the scope of this study. I focus 
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on examining the literature related to how psychological injuries are considered hidden and 

complicated by stigma, and the implications on family functioning.  

 The academic and professional communities have produced several terms referring to 

psychological health problems resulting from high conflict deployments—posttraumatic stress, 

combat stress injuries, invisible injuries of war. More commonly, within the CAF, the phrase 

Operational Stress Injury or OSI is used. Lieutenant Colonel Stephane Grenier coined the term in 

1994 after the particularly grueling peacekeeping mission to Rwanda. After witnessing the 

genocide of over one million people, Grenier returned home diagnosed with PTSD. He later 

assisted with creating awareness of mental health injuries resulting from high stress operations in 

the CAF (Grenier, Darte, Heber & Richardson, 2007). OSI’s are defined as: 

Any persistent psychological difficulty resulting from operational duties 

performed by a CF member. The term OSI is used to describe a broad range of 

problems, which usually result in impairment in functioning. OSI’s include 

diagnosed medical conditions such as anxiety, depression, and PTSD as well as a 

range of less severe conditions, but the term OSI is not intended to be used in a 

medical or legal context (Grenier et al., 2007 p.266). 

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is considered the signature injury and is one of the 

most discussed and publicly acknowledged psychological consequences from recent 

deployments to the Middle East (Blaisure, Saathoff-Wells, Pereira, Wadsworth, & Dombro, 

2012; Hodge et al., 2004). The prevalence rates for these disorders increased significantly 

between 2002 to 2013, during and after Canadian deployment and support to Afghanistan 

(Boulos & Zamorski, 2013; Zamorski et al., 2016).  Rates of PTSD amongst service members 

has been disputed within the literature. Friedman (2004) suggests that studies will often measure 
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PTSD symptoms within a year of returning from deployment, however the rates of PTSD might 

be underreported as service members seeking mental health treatment may be delayed for years. 

Others have found that PTSD diagnosis’ can increase significantly two years after returning from 

war (Wolfe, Erickson, Sharkansky, King, & King, 1999).  Since PTSD is a clinical and 

diagnostic term used in the medical field for treatment purposes (Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual 5th Edition., 2013) it has been helpful to expand the discussion on how trauma from war 

can lead to a spectrum of mental health issues, in addition to PTSD. Currently, research is 

focused on either PTSD or combat stress injuries but not OSI’s. The bulk of the PTSD-focused 

research from the United States is derived from the Vietnam era; however, Canadian research 

using language most commonly understood or used with the CAF and community is important, 

as there are some similarities but also unique cultural differences with the nature of 

psychological injures sustained through deployments in the CAF. Canadian researchers, Boulos 

and Zamorski (2013) remind us, although research findings from other nations involved in 

conflicts in Southwest Asia are informative, each nation differs in important ways, including 

characteristics of military personnel, their experiences while deployed and their unique military 

culture.  Each nation also differs in how they deliver their mental health services.  

Families are directly impacted by the psychological stress injuries sustained by service 

members while deployed (Dekel & Goldblatt, 2008; Galvoski & Lyons, 2009). Sayers et al. 

(2009) suggested that recently returning veterans showing symptoms of PTSD or depression are 

five times more likely to have issues with family readjustment than veterans without either of 

these mental health diagnoses. When looking at how children are impacted by a parental injury, 

the research is limited (Stelnicki & Schwartz, 2016). Researchers have relied on parental 
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perceptions to report how their child is functioning, which may not portray an accurate picture of 

their unique experience (Crow & Seybold, 2013).  

Impact of OSI’s on Children and Adolescents During Reintegration  

 The emotional, psychological and behavioral health of children and adolescent’s post-

deployment is indirectly impacted by a parental OSI (Harrison et al., 2014). Limited research has 

been done on the impact of service-related psychological injuries on the parent-child relationship 

and overall well-being of the child (Dekel & Monson, 2010).  There is evidence suggesting 

parental emotional unavailability and isolation creates a disruption of the parent-child 

relationship which can lead to acting out behaviors in adolescents (Bowling & Sherman, 2008; 

Gewirtz et al., 2010; Harrison et al., 2014). As with deployment, the impact on an adolescent of a 

parent returning home with an OSI can be understood using developmental and ecological 

perspectives (Holmes et al., 2013). The literature does suggest that younger children may have 

more difficulties with a parental injury due to their more limited cognitive ability to understand 

the injury and a presumed lack of coping skills (Holmes et al., 2013; Milburn & Lightfoot, 

2013). Adolescents endure unique challenges when dealing with a parent who has PTSD, as they 

are also required to navigate through developmental challenges (Milburn & Lightfoot, 2013), 

combined with their potential to engage in high risk behaviors such as alcohol, drugs or other 

psychosocial difficulties (Barnes, Davis, & Treiber, 2007; Chandra et al. 2010; Mmari et al. 

2009).   

Compelling evidence from studies of Vietnam veterans shows a systemic effect of OSI’s 

on the family, which indirectly impact children (Davidson & Mellor, 2009; Ray & Vanstone, 

2009).  The complex interactions between the negative emotions associated with PTSD, such as 

emotional numbing and avoidance, leads veterans to perceive a low-quality relationship with 
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their children (Ruscio, King, & King, 2002) and low parenting satisfaction (Berz, Taft, Watkins, 

& Monson, 2008; Samper, Taft, King, & King, 2004). Ultimately, family engagement is 

negatively impacted.  A reciprocal relationship exists when children withdraw from that 

traumatized parent due to the parent’s inability to express emotions and engage in family 

relationships. This leads to deterioration in the attachment between parent and child (Monson, 

Taft, & Fredman, 2009; Ray & Vanstone, 2009)  

Sayers and colleagues (2009) studied the impact of PTSD and depression symptoms on 

family readjustment problems.  A total of 199 veterans completed a behavioral health evaluation, 

including the Patient Health Questionnaire to assess severity of depression symptoms and the 

MINI-International Neuropsychiatric Interview to assess PTSD.  A tool developed by the authors 

assessed family readjustment. This assessment reviewed relationship status, family problems, 

and family role-related reintegration concerns. Fifty-four percent of the participants had children; 

however, the authors did not report the ages of the children.  The data revealed that PTSD and 

depression symptoms create distress in role-related readjustment between partners, and 

particularly with the veteran parent and child.  Also, 25% of veterans reported feeling that their 

children were “acting afraid of them or did not act warmly toward them” (Sayers, Farrow, Ross, 

& Olsin, 2009, p. e7). 

Mental health.  Mental health professionals have found that, due to the close nature of 

parent-child relationships, children can be at risk of secondary traumatization (Ancharoff, 1998; 

Figley, 1989; Rosenheck & Fontana, 1998; Sayers et al., 2009; Solomon, 2011). Children may 

also show increased internalizing and externalizing behaviors due to the increased family stress 

when a parent has an OSI (Davidson & Mellor, 2001; Harkness, 1991; Herzog & Everson, & 

Whitworth 2011) 



 43 

 Herzog, Everson and Whitworth (2011) found secondary trauma symptoms among the 

children of 54 male American National Guard soldiers who had returned from Iraq. These 

children were between two and 17 years of age.  Several measures were used within the study 

including the Child Behavior Check List (CBCL) to measure symptoms of secondary trauma 

stress in children and the Secondary Trauma Scale (STS) to measure secondary trauma within 

the spouses. These findings suggest there was a relationship between posttraumatic stress in 

returning soldiers and secondary trauma symptoms in children - primarily from internalizing 

problems such as anxiety, depressed mood, withdrawing behaviors and somatic symptoms.  A 

limitation to this study is the identification of secondary traumatization within children using 

only one measure (CBCL), which was designed primarily to measure emotional and behavioral 

problems in children, not a measure of trauma.   

 In summary, the literature on OSI’s impact on the ability of children and adolescents to 

adapt post-deployment has suggested that they typically experience the impact indirectly from 

actual combat but more directly from PTSD symptoms as expressed by the serving member. 

Distress within a family can be determined from the severity of specific symptoms such as 

emotional numbing and avoidance.  These symptoms interfere with the intimate relationship 

between the veteran and spouse, often adding additional psychological stress of caregiving for a 

spouse with trauma. This explains why the majority of the research has focused on the 

consequences for marital satisfaction between couples.  Children are likely to feel the impact of 

the relationship stress created between the returning parent with the OSI and the at-home parent 

as the injury has been shown to cause the injured soldier to withdraw from children and from 

involvement in parenting obligations.   
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In conclusion, a current review of the literature regarding military family well-being 

during the combat-war deployments over the 15 years, has led researchers to identify risks to 

families and children on a psychological, social and biological level.  Now that the combat 

deployments have ceased to Afghanistan, concern has turned to the long-term effects of these 

multiple, highly stressful deployments on families. This study will address the gaps identified in 

the literature as it was designed to gain a deeper, richer understanding of adolescents in a CAF 

family who are reintegrating post-Afghanistan. The aim is to focus on creating research from a 

Canadian perspective with military adolescents and learn what facilitates and impedes their 

ability to reintegrate years after the Afghanistan deployment.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

 In this chapter I describe the choice of method and strategies used to study how Canadian 

military youth, living on a military base, have experienced reintegration after a parent 

deployment to Afghanistan. I begin with my philosophical assumptions and a description of why 

qualitative methods were chosen to answer the research question, and then a description of the 

assumptions of ethnographic methods and how focused ethnography (FE) fit with the research 

question. Next, I describe the setting, the sample, how I gained access to the participants within 

the field and ethical considerations with research involving youth. I then elaborate on the data 

collection and concurrent data analysis. This chapter concludes with a discussion of the strategies 

implemented throughout the study to ensure rigor.  

Philosophical Assumptions Fit with Qualitative Methods 

Underpinning the majority of research conducted on Canadian military members and 

their families is the primary goal of finding the single ‘real truth’ to produce generalizable, 

objective knowledge.  This particular study was designed to generate knowledge from a different 

lens. Based on my philosophical assumptions and a review of the literature, I identified a need 

for a more in-depth perspective of Canadian military youth, therefore I chose a qualitative 

approach.  Lincoln and Guba (1985; 2013) guided my developing philosophical stance as a 

social science researcher. Their important work describes three levels of basic philosophic 

assumptions that comprise our worldview or ‘paradigm’: ontology, epistemology and 

methodology. The underlying philosophical lens for my study was social constructionism, which 

opposes the positivistic view that one knowable reality exists (Gergen, 1985).  Social 

constructionism adopts a relativist ontology suggesting that multiple realities exist and are 
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developed within specific social contexts (Gergen, 1985; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). This stance 

makes a presupposition that reality is relative to the individuals being studied and to the 

particular context in which they find themselves. This belief refutes the drive for true objectivity 

in generating knowledge within the study of social phenomenon (Gergen, 1985). The 

epistemological position within this paradigm explores subjective beliefs that are co-constructed 

between the researcher and the knower (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Methodologies using social 

constructionist viewpoint for inquiry aim to understand the in-depth experience of the researched 

and are more focused on the meanings people have created or constructed between people and 

within particular contexts (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Specific to my study, social constructionism 

provides a methodological stance that values reflexivity of the researcher within my interactions 

with participants (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Cunliffe (2003) argues for the necessity of researchers 

to complete ‘reflexive’ research because our social experiences are fraught with complexity not 

easily understood through a positivistic lens. In addition, she refers to reflexivity as a “crisis of 

truth” and supports researchers in feeling unsettled when questioning truth claims (Cunliffe, 

2003). I value her stance urging researchers to “take responsibility for our own theorizing, as 

well as whatever it is we theorize about” (p. 985) and suggests this can be done through self-

reflexivity and participant reflexivity (Cunliffe, 2003). How I engaged in reflexivity throughout 

the study will be discussed later in this chapter.  

Research Question and the Qualitative approach 

An important gap identified in the current Canadian military research was a lack of in-

depth understanding of how military youth adjust after experiencing a parental deployment to 

Afghanistan. With that in mind I developed my research question as follows: What is it like for 
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youth living on a military base, to experience reintegration in the context of post-Afghanistan 

deployment and what factors facilitate or impede this transition? 

I made a number of choices in aligning the research question with an effective method. A 

qualitative study using focused ethnographic methods was conducted to study the beliefs, values 

and patterns of youth living on the CAF base, after a parent returns home from a tour to 

Afghanistan.  Specifically, youth were studied through the use of participant taken photographs, 

followed by photo-elicitation interviews (PEI; Pink, 2007). This method differs from photovoice, 

described by Wang (1999) as a specific empowerment process for participants who are 

oppressed and through the research process of taking photographs, they are empowered to create 

change within their community and achieve positive personal change.   This study used a visual 

focused ethnography design described by Pink (2007) as a way to understand everyday aspects 

of peoples lives and the process of taking pictures creates meaning as it draws attention to 

something the participant may not even be aware of, until they capture it through a photo. Each 

photograph has meaning and contributes to the individual’s story about the research questions. 

This design was chosen for three reasons.  First, this was an exploratory study about a 

phenomenon not well understood.  There was limited empirical literature exploring Canadian 

military youth’s adjustment to life after the return of a parent from Afghanistan and their 

experiences post-Afghanistan deployment.  Second, qualitative research aims to consider the 

holistic context and meaning that is created through experiences (Roper & Shapira, 2000). FE 

allows for an in-depth exploration of youth’s reintegration experiences within the larger social, 

political and cultural context, while taking into consideration the relationships that are part of the 

phenomenon being studied (Wall, 2015).   Third, qualitative research takes a relational approach 

to scientific inquiry, and allows for flexibility in studying the complexity of human experience 
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(Mayan, 2009). Research with adolescents, requires unique methodological considerations in 

order to allow voices of youth to be clearly expressed from their own perspective, and to 

minimize power-dynamics between adult researcher and youth participant (Paige-Smith & Rix, 

2011). The strength of using focused ethnography as a research method with youth, is its ability 

to incorporate flexible technological methods, such as photography, as a primary tool for 

collecting data (Rashid, Caine, & Goez, 2015). This was particularly important to this study, as 

visual methods allow access into youth’s own natural setting, leading to a more holistic 

understanding of the experiences being studied (Pink, 2007). Visual methods such as participant 

taken photographs support the importance of youths’ own voices, while situating them in their 

socio-cultural context of their individual lives. 

In summary, not enough attention has been focused within Canadian research on gaining 

a holistic and in-depth understanding of military youth’s experience with parental reintegration 

after Afghanistan. A qualitative approach using a social constructionist lens, that places value on 

the rich meanings created by the interaction between the researcher and the researched, was 

deemed most appropriate to this study’s methodological design.  Ethnography explores people’s 

experiences within their context, while allowing the researcher to take into account participants 

social environments.  I used a contemporary form of ethnography, called focused ethnography 

(FE) as it takes a narrow scope and studies a specific context with more intense data collection, 

shorter time frame and smaller number of participants (Cruz & Higginbottom, 2013, Knoblauch, 

2005).  

Ethnographic Approach to Study Military Youth 

The field of ethnography emerged during the era of Western colonization (Rashid, et al., 

2015). Anthropologists began studying unfamiliar culture to gain a better understanding of 
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participants’ everyday environment and social meanings connected to culture (Brewer, 2000). 

Ethnography as a methodology aims at recognizing the importance of our surroundings in 

creating meaning, through exploring social relationships, cultural artifacts and individual 

behaviors (Simonds, Camic, & Causey, 2012). Dass-Brasilsford (2007) suggested that “all 

experiences originate from a particular cultural context” (p.78). My research question led me to 

consider the richness of our social context and how it creates meaning in our experiences, 

specifically the experiences of youth within a unique military culture, which makes ethnography 

a well suited method.  

The nature of ethnography is to study a group of people in their natural setting or culture, 

in order to provide a rich understanding of how people interpret the world and their experiences 

(Fetterman, 1998). Roper and Shapira (2000) define ethnography as “a research process of 

learning about people by learning from them” (p. 1). Traditional ethnography explores culture 

within a broad context to learn about unfamiliar settings, and the researcher enters without a 

specific research question (Muecke,1994). Culture is a core concept within ethnography; 

however, one critique of the evolution of ethnography is a lack of consensus by researchers on 

how culture is defined within studies (Butcon & Chan, 2017; Rashid, et al., 2015). For the 

purpose of this study, I use the concept of culture defined by Agar (2006) as a dynamic process 

of being a part of the world, where we notice something about another person that we ourselves 

don’t understand, such as a cultural phenomenon or as Agar calls a “rich point”. There are shared 

meanings then between individuals from a particular context which indicates there is a culture. 

Agar (2006) explains how ethnographers can focus on the translation of understanding the 

meanings of these “rich points” from the “knower”.  In other words, Butcon and Chan (2017) 

state, “culture is what eventually explains meaning or context to a given phenomenon (p. 2).  
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In relation to defining military culture, the specific work of Hall (2011) identified 

language, structure, honor and sacrifice as key components comprising military culture.  Hall 

(2011) emphasized a critical importance of professionals understanding the impact military 

culture has on service members and their families’ world view and mindset in order to be 

effective in practice. Various aspects of military culture have been examined from an 

organization lens, where communal life, hierarchy, discipline, and control are key components 

inherent to military organizations (English, 2004; Hall, 2011). Youth in military families are not 

immune to these cultural influences or as Hofstede (1991) describes it as, the “collective 

programming of the mind…” (1991 p.5). Canadian military researchers Harrison and colleagues 

(2014) studied the impact of parental PTSD on Canadian military youth living in a large army 

base in Canada called “Armyville”. Harrison et al. (2014) examined the unique experiences of 

military culture on adolescents who resided in Armyville and also identified having a parent with 

PTSD from an Afghanistan related deployment.  To date, this Armyville study (Harrison et al., 

2014) is the only one within Canadian literature to incorporate those living within military 

communities as an important cultural component impacting health outcomes of CAF 

adolescents’. Researchers have yet to examine how military culture translate into youth’s 

reintegration experiences.   Ethnographic methods allowed an in-depth exploration of youth’s 

lives from a specific social context. 

 Ethnography has evolved over the years and is now used by researchers within several 

different disciplines outside of anthropology or social anthropology (Boyle, 1994). A common 

critique of traditional ethnographies is its lack of practitioner involvement (Barton, 2008). The 

study of cultures helps in understanding people in their natural setting but was not helpful to 

practitioners wanting to research change strategies applicable to practice (Barton, 2008). This 
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gap within traditional ethnography led to the development of contemporary forms of 

ethnography, such as focused ethnography. FE is an adaptation of traditional ethnography, and is 

designed to study a specific phenomenon experienced by a particular group, within a specific 

context (Knoblauch, 2005).    

Focused Ethnography 

Focused ethnography is a popular method within health care research, stemming 

primarily from medical anthropology, due to its pragmatic focus offering a proficient means to 

collect data and develop applied knowledge (Higginbottom et al., 2013).  Medical anthropology 

emerged after World War II as researchers began to focus on issues between patients and 

medical professionals. For example, medical anthropologists studied the dynamics between a 

patient and their health professional in order to provide practical solutions for improving patient 

care and addressing patient needs (Rashid, et al., 2015).  FE has become increasingly more 

popular as a methodology within health research to understand patients’ experiences of their 

illness (Morse, 2010).  

FE aims to study a group of people who have something in common (Higginbottom et al., 

2013). For the purpose of this research, the common shared experience for the youth was living 

on the same community of the military base after experiencing a parental deployment to 

Afghanistan. Ethnographic research assumes the ‘field’ of study is the common activities around 

a phenomenon, such as deployment and reintegration, mutually connected by the social 

network’s experience of that phenomenon (Knoblauch, 2005). As a methodology, there are 

important distinctions between traditional ethnography and FE. These relate to the research 

question or aim, time frame of the study, the type of data collected, and the stance of the 

researcher (Cruz & Higginbottom, 2013; Knoblauch, 2005).   
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Aim of research question. An attractive feature of FE is that is allows for the 

transformation of knowledge into practical purposes to solve problems or develop strategies for 

interventions, for example to improve care or health policy (Higginbottom, et al., 2013). FE are 

done with a specific research question about a phenomenon of a particular group or subgroup, 

prior to beginning the study (Knoblauch, 2005). A specifically formulated research question is 

used within FE, but still asks “what is going on here?”. Elements of inquiry that are foundational 

include understanding cultural ideas, beliefs, values, knowledge, social arrangements, and the 

issue of power from a particular group (Wall, 2015).   

This method is useful in contemporary society which is characterized as ‘culturally 

highly differentiated and fragmented’ (Knoblauch, 2005 p. 1). Participants may not personally 

know each other but are indirectly connected through their knowledge of a specific problem 

(Cruz & Higginbottom, 2013). In relation to this study, military families are a ‘fragmented’ 

population. Although military families live all across Canada, on and off bases, what binds them 

together is having a family member employed by the CAF. Children, youth and families living 

within military bases are also ‘fragmented’ throughout the country but are still tied to the culture 

of military communities. There are 32 Canadian Forces bases with military communities, across 

Canada (DND, 2015). These communities share many common features, but are geographically 

situated across an entire country, which can create a fragmented culture of military families. 

Time frame of study. Focused ethnography is just that—focused on a problem or an 

issue.  With a focused vision, entering the sub-culture occurs over a short period of time with 

intense data collection (Higginbottom, et al., 2013).  Distinguished anthropologists such as 

Malinowski and Mead, conducted classic ethnographies which focused on understanding the 

“primitive” and the “other” societies (Wolcott, 1999). In traditional ethnographies the researcher 
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is foreign to the culture and long term commitment is required to gain an insider’s perspective 

(Wolcott, 1999).  On the other hand, FE can be accomplished in a much shorter timeframe due to 

the ‘insider’ status of the researcher. I studied a group not completely different from my own 

culture and I was also familiar with military culture, having worked as a social worker at the 

Edmonton military base for over 10 years. My familiarity with the culture and issues within the 

military population led to my focused research question. The timeframe with this study—from 

when I started recruiting participants, to when I completed my last interview, data collection and 

concurrent data analysis—took twelve months.  

Type of data collected. Traditional ethnographies are known for participant observations 

and interviews within the natural setting, and the researcher’s goal is to attain cultural immersion 

to gather large amounts of data (Streubert & Carpenter, 2011). Focused ethnographies are still 

data intensive and require detailed analysis of large amounts of data, however they are focused 

on a specific question to solve problems or offer strategies for interventions.  A common way to 

collect large amounts of data is to employ visual methods. Often intense methods of video 

recording are paired with interview data (Cruz & Higginbottom, 2013).   Tape recorders, videos 

and photographs are used in a way that replicates human observation techniques (Knoblauch, 

2005; Higginbottom, Pillay, & Boadu, 2013).  

The use of visual methods is central to this particular study, and is commonly used within 

focused ethnographies in general, for important reasons. For one, using images such as video or 

pictures is more than a method of collecting data, it is a philosophical way of understanding how 

knowledge is captured. Anthropologist Sara Pink (2007) argues that visual ethnography is 

“…intertwined with visual images and metaphors.  When ethnographers produce photographs or 
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videos, these visual texts, as well as the experience of producing and discussing them become 

part of their ethnographic knowledge” (p. 22).  

Role of the researcher. The last important feature of focused ethnography is the 

background knowledge of the researcher. LeCompte and Schensul (1999) suggested the 

researcher in focused ethnography be familiar with the particular sub-culture or field of study.  

Knoblauch (2005) describes this familiarity or insider knowledge as “alterity”. Familiarity of the 

setting is an important distinction from traditional ethnographies, and leads the researcher into 

short-term, data intensive designs.  This is used to inform the research questions and scope of 

field being studied (Higginbottom, Pillay, & Boadu, 2013).  ‘Insider’ status of the researcher 

leads them to address specific issues within disciplines characterized as “highly differentiated 

organizations” (Knoblauch, 2005 p. 4). Knoblauch (2005) discussed the important role 

researchers take within FE since they are members of the society in which they study, and urges 

researchers to become reflexive and control how they may influence their data.    

Researcher reflexivity. Reflexivity is important within ethnographic studies to assist 

researchers in identifying potential bias, and influence within the research process. Dr. Megan 

Lefebvre (2018), reminds those doing focused ethnography that reflexivity is about recognizing, 

being honest and clear about your identity (e.g. gender, education, class, etc.) and how these 

parts affect our data, data gathering, data analysis, interpretations and knowledge translation (M. 

Lefebvre, personal communication, November 21, 2018).  As a researcher, I must acknowledge 

my stance and assumptions regarding the people and their context of which I study (Roper & 

Shapira, 2000). Qualitative research is not concerned with objective knowledge, but rather is 

concerned with the stories and meanings of people’s lives.  As such, how I come to understand 

my participant’s lives is filtered through a “shared understanding, practice, [and] language,” 
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(Schwandt, 2000 p. 197), therefore subjectivity was an important dynamic to consider within the 

study.  

McCorkel and Myers (2003) argue that we cannot entirely set our own beliefs and values 

aside and expect to be objective when interacting and interpreting the stories of participants. As 

researchers we should subject ourselves to the same type of ‘scrutiny’ we subject participants to. 

When knowledge is created through data interpretation, there is a co-construction of meaning, 

referred to as “acknowledging the ethnographer’s situation” (Angrosino & Mays de Perez, 2000). 

Through a process of reflexivity, I can acknowledge who I am, and how my own experiences 

impact what knowledge is created from the research data and analysis. This use of ‘self’ was 

critical within this particular study, as my own journey led me to ask my specific research 

question related to military youth experience with reintegration after deployment.  

Cunliffe (2013) refers to the legitimate incorporation of reflexivity within a study as a 

‘reflexive researcher-participant’ design. This reflexive design was carried out in this study in 

two ways: first by participant reflexivity and second, by engaging in my own self-reflexivity, 

recognizing my researcher’s voice (Cunliffe, 2003). Participant reflexivity is understood as 

ensuring participants true voice is expressed within the research design. Reflexivity in my 

research involved people and a social phenomenon, and therefore can offer several layers of 

understandings (Cunliffe, 2003). Participant reflexivity was incorporated into the study design 

through the use of photo-elicitation interviews (PEI) where the questions were designed to 

uncover participant meaning (Pink, 2003; Cunliffe, 2003). Questions such as “Tell me the story 

about this picture?”, “What is happening here?” helped to uncovered meanings throughout the 

interview to explore their social interaction with the world around them, at that moment in time. 
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As a reflexive researcher I valued their voice and saw this as generating knowledge (Cunliffe, 

2003).  

 Reflexive research also recognizes that the knowledge created from the study is a result 

of the interaction between myself as the researcher and the participant.  Other authors in the 

literature on reflexive research, suggest the background of the researcher should not be separated 

from the study (McCorkel & Myers, 2003; Weenik & Bridgman, 2017). In other words, the 

researcher is part of the meaning-making, and through reflexivity I recognized how my 

knowledge of the military context was important and allowed me to draw on the familiarity of 

the culture and create a relaxing environment that helped to build rapport with participants 

(Weenik & Bridgman, 2017).  For example, being familiar with military language such as PMQ 

(Private Married Quarters), LTF (Lecture Training Facility) where deploying members left on 

buses and said good-bye to their loved ones, or knowing that on average families get posted 

every two to three years. This background knowledge that I possessed was important in my role 

as researcher.  Reflexivity was recorded through a researcher journal, to promote self awareness 

and track thoughts, beliefs, values and impressions throughout the study to mitigate potential 

bias (Morse & Field, 1995).  

My Background  

My interest in this particular population dates back 12 years ago, I began work as a 

Registered Social Worker (RSW) with a non-profit organization serving families in the CAF 

(Edmonton Garrison Military Family Resource Centre, MFRC). During this time, Canada had 

been actively deploying troops into Afghanistan, and the Edmonton Garrison was deploying a 

couple thousand soldiers every nine months.  I witnessed first-hand the consequences of several 

long months of separation of the service member from his/ her loved ones, as I saw families for a 
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variety of issues—marital breakdown, mental health consequences, family crisis or a 

combination of several stressors, which had been triggered from the deployment.  Working 

primarily with the family, I started to understand the risks these combat deployments created for 

families. What became clear was how very little mental health professionals—social workers, 

mental health nurses, psychiatrists, physicians and psychologists—knew about how to help 

families with their unique military lifestyle experiences. Developing cultural competency was 

critical to help build a connection with military families, and I often worked with families who 

stopped attending support programs or treatment because they felt the professional did not 

understand their lifestyle. Military culture had a part in military families lives, when seeking 

help. For example, several families explained that their children were being labeled with 

behavior problems in school, when these behaviors were likely linked to the constant changes of 

their parent being deployed. 

Within a few years I myself had started to become an ‘insider’ within the culture. I spoke 

their slang, “shacks, AWOHL, PCAT, third location decompression…”, and began to understand 

the emotions behind supporting the military mission, and most importantly, I saw their sacrifice.  

Missed birthdays, holidays, births, and so on. All because their husband, father, brother, wife, or 

mother, was deployed to complete the mission. Kudler and Porter (2013) argue, “military 

children don’t wear uniforms, and they may be hard to recognize in their communities” (p. 168). 

Children and youth were often invisible to the military mental health system when a solider was 

injured. Focus on the treatment and well-being of the solider was primary, however it was clear 

children had been impacted by these injures.  

Simply, the study was to make the invisible visible. With military families now adapting 

to life after the war in Afghanistan, the long-term effects of combat operations had yet to be 
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explored from the youth’s perspective. This study allowed youth’s experiences to be ‘written in 

light’ (literal definition of photograph), highlighting the unique needs of Canadian military 

youth, while also creating an opportunity for youth’s voices to be heard. 

Study Participants and Setting 

Research Context 

The context of this research was the Canadian Forces Base Edmonton, Alberta. I chose 

this location because I had worked as an RSW there for over a decade. An important part of FE 

is researcher access into the community being studied (Higginbottom et al., 2013). Working as a 

RSW provided familiarity with the structure and the everyday functionality of the military base 

and system.  Gaining access to youth within the CAF community for research purposes can be 

challenging without inside knowledge of these structures and protocols.  

CFB Edmonton and military families. Of a total 251,721 force military personnel and 

family members, just less than half are military personnel (Regular F and Reserve F, 113, 607) 

and just over half are all dependents (138, 114, Manser, 2018). There are over 57 thousand 

children living in CAF families across Canada (Manser, 2018).   CFB Edmonton is the forth 

largest Canadian military base, with just under 7,000 posted Regular Force personnel (Manser, 

2018).  CFB Edmonton also has the 4th largest child and youth population within the Regular 

Force Personnel which includes 3, 088 children between ages of 0- 18 years of age. Of those 

posted to CFB Edmonton with children, there are 1,661 youth between the ages 6-18 years old.  

CFB Edmonton base has only one option for families to reside; they are small housing units 

owned and maintained by DND, called Private Married Quarters (PMQ’s). Services available for 

families on the base include a Tim Hortons, Subway and gas station with a convenience store. 

Additional amenities include a Community Recreation Centre (gym, fitness activities and skating 
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rink), and a provincially run elementary and junior high school.  Another service, mentioned 

previously, is the Military Family Resource Centre, a non-profit organization offering a range of 

supports and programs to military families who are posted to Edmonton and the building is 

located within the same area of the recreation centre and school.   

Public transportation can be limiting. It consists of access to Edmonton Transit Bus route, 

which only runs twice a day out to the base and in to the city. The base can be considered a rural 

setting, as it is just on the outskirts of the City of Edmonton boundaries, surrounded by several 

crop fields and one major highway, and another secondary highway. The city is approximately 

10-minute drive and due to the surrounding freeway and no direct sidewalks, it could take over 

90 minutes to walk to the city services.  

Participant Recruitment and Inclusion Criteria 

 This study relied on purposeful sampling, defined by Patton (2009) as a strategy where 

participants are selected for the purpose of describing their experiences related to a phenomena 

of interest. Purposeful sampling is appropriately used in qualitative research that focuses on a 

small sample size in order to achieve a rich description of each participant’s unique experience 

(Patton, 2009).   In particular, participants are selected to take part in a FE study because they are 

‘info rich’ (Mayan, 2009). Roper and Shapira (2000) describe participants within ethnographic 

research, as key informants. Key informants are considered to have specialized knowledge about 

a particular phenomenon. They are also from a specific cultural group and are open to teach the 

researcher about their lives (Roper & Shapira, 2000).    

Study participants were selected according to the following criteria: currently living on 

the Edmonton military base, have at least one parent deployment to Afghanistan or Iraq, between 

the ages 12 and 16, and English speaking. Youth who had previous support services from myself 
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as the social worker at the MFRC were excluded due to a potential conflict of interest between 

social worker and researcher roles.  

After receiving approval from the Conjoint Facilities Research Ethics Board (approval # 

16-0638) from the University of Calgary, and Social Science Research Review Board (SSRRB, 

approval # 1587/16F) from the Department of National Defence, I began recruiting participants. 

I relied on the Director of Military Families Services and the Executive Director of Edmonton 

Military Family Resource Centre (MFRC) to act as gatekeepers. Each of the directors suggested 

ways I could connect with a point person to promote the study using the poster approved by the 

ethics committee in order to recruit youth. Posters were distributed and displayed throughout the 

MFRC, and put on social media such as Facebook and Department of Military Family Services 

website. Posters were also displayed at the base school (Guthrie) and Sturgeon High School (see 

appendix A). I also provided information sessions of the study to both school principles and 

school counsellors to help in recruitment of participants. In addition, I enlisted a youth counsellor 

with the MFRC who had access to youth from military families and I provided her detailed 

information on the study. She offered handouts to youth attending the youth centre. 

Approximately 50 handouts were given to youth attending the drop-in centre over a period of six 

months.    

Ethical Considerations 

 The main ethical considerations in the study were based on awareness of the vulnerability 

of working with youth participants and the use of visual methods. These ethical issues were 

addressed by the following: (a) informed consent, and (b) use of participant generated 

photographs and confidentiality of the data. 
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Ethical Research with Children. Traditionally researchers have not included 

adolescent’s accounts of their experiences due to doubt concerning the validity of their 

information, particularly relating to children’s cognitive ability to accurately portray their 

thoughts, feelings and behaviors around complex issues (MacDonald, 2012).  However, 

involving adolescents as active participants in their own research story is critical for empowering 

them to make decisions regarding their lives and unique situations. Christian and colleagues 

(2009) argue for the use of developmentally appropriate strategies in research with adolescents is 

critical for successful research and allows for a deeper understanding of the world of children 

and adolescents. Levey (2009) advocates for a renewed sense of responsibility researchers have 

in incorporating children directly within research.  She stated, “The advent of ‘childhood studies’ 

has changed the situation somewhat. But we see much less discussion by researchers on children 

as wedges and collaborators there, as the attention is more on children’s lives” (p. 314).  In other 

words, children who are studied need to been seen as subjects, as opposed to objects to study. I 

addressed the ethical concerns around youth participation through engaging in reflexivity during 

the entire study. I started with creating a clear stance on how children and youth should be 

involved in research. For this I had to ensure the power differential was addressed between 

myself as an adult, and researcher and professional social worker, holding a specific status which 

could be perceived as a “power-over” the participant (McCorkel & Myers, 2003). It was 

important to consider my potential influence over participants due to my status as a social 

worker, working in the community, at the MFRC. I spent time reflecting on my duel role that 

was created once I began my research, as a researcher and social worker. I knew there was a 

potential to have participants open up during their interviews on sensitive issues and I wanted to 

make sure I put in place realistic and appropriate supports for participants if they required. The 
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benefit of my training in social work, was my sensitivity to be aware of potential emotion 

discomfort within those I work with. I knew I would be able to comfortably support participants 

to linking them to other resources if they should require during the time of the study. In addition, 

the power-over dynamic was potentially reduced through the use of visual methods (Teti, 2019). 

For example, rather than declaring what pictures participants should take, youth become 

directive in their own decisions on what to photograph. These photographs represent a first hand 

account of their experience from their own lens. This design had been commonly used for the 

purpose of giving voice to participants typically considered marginalized (Clark, 2004; Green & 

Hogan, 2005). I attempted to achieve what Fals-Borda (2001) described as experience that is 

“…transformative, based on principles of social justice, non-hierarchical relationships and 

reciprocal learning between participants and researchers” (p. 27). In other words, youth are 

traditionally understood as vulnerable but this view can transition into seeing youth as having the 

ability to make informed decisions regarding their active participation in research, if we provide 

information that is developmentally relevant to this decision making. Ethical considerations 

related to this were put in place during the study.  

Informed consent. Youth participants were between the ages of 12 to 15, as such they 

were deemed developmentally mature enough to consent to participate in the study. Parental 

assent was to ensure parents were supportive of their youth and aware of the nature of their 

participation.  The consent form outlined the purpose of the study, what would be required of 

them, risks and potential benefits. Specifically, age appropriate information was provided in both 

a handout and was discussed in person to ensure participants were well informed. Consistent 

with the literature on attaining consent/assent from youth in research, the researcher was 

cognizant of potential power dynamics between an adult researcher and a young adolescent 
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participant (Hill, 2013). I aimed for a balanced approach to attaining consent taking non-verbal 

cues into consideration where the participant is able to appear that they understand the 

information and given opportunities to ask questions related to them making the decision.  

 Participants were informed during the consent process that their decision to either 

participate, not participate, or withdraw from the study would not impact their relationship with 

the MFRC. Participants were reminded about this throughout all the stages of the research 

(beginning, check-in's and the PEI interview). Choices were offered to the participants on how 

they could participate within the study. For example, some participants decided to take 

photographs with their own phones, and combined these images with photographs with the 

camera provided by the researcher.   

Photograph consent. After the first meeting and before the participant received their 

digital camera, I met with each participant to review important ethical considerations related to 

taking digital photographs. I addressed the importance of taking photographs that they 

considered meaningful to them and are in line with the purpose of the study.  Participants were 

encouraged to take photographs of places, spaces or people that were meaningful. I also 

discussed maintaining the confidentiality of the images once they had been submitted to me. All 

photographs would be downloaded onto a secure hard drive, which was password protected. 

Only the research team had access to the digital images, which included myself and my 

supervisor. All photographs were printed on a private printer to ensure privacy of the images. 

Once the images were printed, a copy was provided to the participant to keep, and a copy was 

stored in a locked cabinet in my office at the MFRC. No other employee had access to this 

cabinet.  Concerning the confidentiality of participant taken photographs, it was discussed with 

the participant that any pictures selected for knowledge translation purposes (teaching, public 
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presentations, or research publications) would not contain personally identifiable information. 

For example, faces in photographs would be digitally blurred out.  Participants were encouraged 

to submit only those pictures they felt comfortable sharing.  

Data Sources and Data Collection Procedures 

 To gain the most complete view of the experiences of military youth’s lives after a 

parental deployment, I used multiple data collection strategies. Data were gathered through the 

use of: a) demographic questionnaire and an initial consent meeting with youth and his/her 

parents, b) participant taken photographs with weekly check-in meetings, c) photo-elicitation 

interview with each participant; and, d) a researcher journal including field notes and personal 

reflections after each interaction with participant such as check-in meetings and interviews.  

 The process of data collection included an initial meeting with the participant to discuss 

the research, attain consent and complete a demographic questionnaire with a parent or guardian 

present. The second meeting, included only the participant, where I reviewed the use of a digital 

camera or discussed the option of using their own device such as a cell phone camera, and 

completed an ethical considerations workshop. At this meeting we also arranged weekly check-

in meetings and how we would connect in the weeks following, such as telephone, email, or in-

person at the MFRC. Weekly check in meetings occurred for four to six weeks, until the 

participant felt comfortable with the amount of pictures they submitted. Each check-in meeting 

allowed participants to choose which photographs they felt comfortable submitting and gave me 

an opportunity to discuss how the picture taking was going for them. After the four to six weeks, 

I informed the participant that the check in meetings would stop and the next meeting would be 

longer, and entail them talking about their submitted pictures through an interview. I printed all 
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photographs submitted by the participant and completed the data collection process with a final 

interview which allowed the participant to talk in-depth about the meanings of each photograph.  

Consent Meeting and Demographics Survey 

The initial meeting was arranged with the youth participant and his or her parent. At this 

meeting I reviewed the consent form for youth (see Appendix B) and the consent form for 

parents (see Appendix C).  Reviewing consent with the family allowed me an opportunity to 

review the purpose of the study and describe the use of participant-taken photographs. As initial 

contact was made with the first participants, field notes and reflexive journaling was undertaken, 

to provide background on the setting and context and preliminary thoughts about the research 

process. For example, one reflexive journal entry was dedicated to the observations of how 

enthusiastic youth were in taking part of the study primarily because of the task of taking 

photographs, and how they were keenly interested in photography or other graphic designs.   

Once the consent form had been reviewed and discussed with the youth and his or her parents, 

and consent was granted I asked the participant to complete a short demographic questionnaire. 

Out of the nine participants, two youth participants had father’s away on deployment and 

therefore only had one parent attend this introductory, consent meeting. 

 A short demographic questionnaire was completed at this time which collected 

information on age, gender, parent’s deployment history (how many times deployed to 

Afghanistan or other deployments), home address and best way to contact youth during the study 

(ie. telephone, email). The demographic information such as age and gender, informed one of my 

research objectives, which was to understand how individual, family/community conditions 

shape adolescent’s lives in reintegration after a parent deployment. The additional information 

such as telephone and email, was to ensure an accurate record was available to contact 
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participant’s throughout the study, especially during participant produced photograph stage. 

Deployment history and address of the participant are both inclusion criteria for participation. 

Collecting demographic notes offered time to build rapport with both the participants and their 

family. Specifically, families were open and very willing to talk about their family’s deployment 

history. I took additional field notes during this initial interview around the background history 

of the family which often included their postings and the years they were deployed as well as 

where they were deployed. The demographic information was collated for description of the 

participants. 

 The nine youth participants were fairly homogeneous; two males and seven females, 

Caucasian, and in the age range of 12 to 15 years of age, with a mean age of 14. Two of the 

participants had both parents in the Regular Force Army, referred as dual service families. All of 

the participants had experienced at least one relocation or posting. Three participants had been 

posted three times during their childhood and two had been posted four times. Over half of the 

participants had been posted between three to four times, before the age of 15. During the last 

part of this meeting I arranged a second meeting with just the participant in order to provide 

them with their digital camera and discuss ethical considerations involved with taking 

photographs within a research context. I met with each participant for five check in meetings. 

 

Participant Produced Photographs 

 Participant-produced photographs and photo elicitation interviews were the primary 

methods for data collection.  This study used participant-produced photographs as a way for 

youth to show the researchers what their lives are like, in the literal sense (Pink, 2007).  Images 

are a way for participants to actively reconstruct their reality (Harper, 2002; Liebenberg, 2009).  
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This method has been defined by Harper (2002) as a way of “inserting a photograph into a 

research interview” (p. 13).  This simple idea is based on a more complex understanding of how 

images are a powerful way to tap into the deeper meaning of unconsciousness within the brain 

(Harper, 2002; Pink, 2007). Photo elicitation requires participants to take photographs that 

portray intimate pieces of their life—family, peers, events, or even objects. Participants then 

discuss the meaning of the images in the photo-elicitation interview. These image led interviews 

are defined as a way to “connect core definitions of the self to society, culture and history” 

(Harper, 2002 p. 13).  

Visual methods or image-based elicitation methods have evolved in how researchers use 

photographs within ethnographic studies. Not only do participant-produced photographs allow 

access to certain experiences or areas not accessible by the researcher, but Pink (2007) argues 

that visual methods allow opportunity for processing meaning beyond traditional interviewing. 

She states that images “inspire people to represent and articulate embodied and material 

experiences they do not usually recall in verbal interviewing” (p.20). Liebenberg, Ungar and 

Theron (2014) suggest the value of using visual methods with youth is its ability to access voice 

and to “overcome power imbalances, and facilitate a process of reflective dialogue around a 

research topic” (p. 534).  

A benefit of using photographs as a visual method, is that it allows participants to directly 

participate in how and what they want to represent their lives.  Photographs become more than a 

way to collect large amounts of data; they transform data into a visual representation that can be 

reintroduced to participants to be experienced in a new way (Harper, 2002). True collaborative 

visual methods within a focused ethnography are concerned about the process of how knowledge 

is created, rather than simply a tool for recording data for analysis (Pink, 2007). For example, 
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when participants are asked to take photographs and are able to control the photography of 

things, people or experiences of their lives, they are free to represent themselves as they choose 

(Cruz & Higginbottom, 2013). 

Prior to the participants receiving their digital cameras, they met individually with myself 

to review the reason why photographs were important to this study and how they would be used. 

For example, I stated to each participant that there was no right or wrong way to take 

photographs, they were all valuable within the study. Participants were provided with a digital 

camera which had a blank SD card and batteries, so it was ready to use when taken home by the 

youth. I asked participants if they had used a digital camera before and all youth participants 

indicated they had experience with a digital camera. I reviewed the specifics with taking a 

photograph, deleting or editing photographs. Youth were asked to take pictures of places, spaces, 

and people who they feel represent what it is like living on a military base and to consider 

meanings of these places, spaces or people in relation to having a parent deploy and returned 

home from Afghanistan. I reminded them that photographs taken of people’s faces would be kept 

confidential and used in discussion during the PEI, and if we chose to publish photographs with 

faces we would ensure the faces were blurred out. Together we discussed some examples they 

could think of that fit within this description so I knew they understood the meaning and purpose 

of the photographs. Four participants had iPhones and asked to take photographs with their own 

cellphone cameras. This was permitted since the aim of photographs was to gain access into 

youth’s everyday lives with minimal intrusion and most familiarity.  

 After the youth received their camera and discussed ethical considerations related to 

photographing people and places we held regular face to face meetings and check-ins. Often 

participants set a regular time to meet after school and would walk over to the MFRC to meet. 
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These informal meetings lasted approximately 15 minutes, and offered an opportunity for youth 

to chat about their experiences taking photographs and select which images they wanted to 

download. Not all pictures each participant took were chosen to be part of the study. I explained 

to each participant that they could choose as many photographs as they wanted to be used in the 

interview. Some participants took multiple pictures of the same event and decided to use only 

one or two pictures to submit to the study. For example, one participant had travelled to Ontario 

to visit family over the Christmas holidays. During the check-in meeting she reviewed several 

photographs she had taken over this time as a way to share about her holidays, but decided to 

only submit four of the photographs of this family holiday. The check in meetings were also an 

opportunity to see if they had any questions about the purpose and to monitor for any emotional 

distress related to the process that might have come up as a result of taking photographs of their 

lives. The participant was offered the option of doing weekly check-in’s over the phone, email or 

in-person. All nine youth chose face-to-face check-in’s. During these visits I noticed these brief 

sessions with the participants proved valuable, as youth offered insight into the experience of 

taking photographs, and would share the pictures taken during that week. One outcome of these 

meetings that I recorded in my researcher journal, was how easily I developed rapport with each 

participant through these causal check-in meetings. It allowed me a chance to show interest in 

their life, and gave the participants an opportunity to feel comfortable with my position as a 

researcher. This could have impacted the comfort level of the participant when they completed 

the more formal PEI, allowing for youth to feel comfortable sharing more insights and deeper 

meanings of their experiences related to the research questions. The photographs were 

downloaded directly on to a secured and password protected file on my laptop. Each youth had a 



 70 

digital file with just their first and last initials saved and youth witnessed each week where I 

downloaded the pictures.  

 Overall, a total of 371 photographs were collected between the nine participants. On 

average each participant submitted 41 photographs. All photographs submitted to the researcher 

were printed from a personal Canon photo printer to ensure photographs we kept confidential. 

Two sets of photographs were printed for each participant, one set for the youth to take home and 

another set to keep for the photo-elicitation interview.  

Photo Elicitation Interviews 

The purpose of the photo elicitation interview (PEI) was to allow youth to reflect on 

themselves in the context of all their photographs and provide an opportunity to discuss further, 

the meaning attached to their photos (Pink, 2007). PEI’s are also referred in the literature as 

visual elicitation interviews, and are commonly used in research with children. It is suggested 

that the recorded images function as “projective process, eliciting deeper meaning pertinent to 

research participants…film itself is a psychological experience” (Liebenberg, Ungar, & Theron, 

2014, p. 535). Questions asked during the PEI included: “tell me the story about this 

photograph?” and “is there anything else going on you think is important to talk about?”. These 

questions led the participant to open up to important discussions. One participant reported 

regarding a photograph of his dog, “yeah, he really misses my dad, he just left on deployment”.  

Exploring the content of the photograph gives the participant an opportunity to identify and 

describe previously unnoticed meaningful aspects and discuss them further with the researcher, 

through which new understanding is gained (Liebenberg, Ungar & Theron, 2014).  Pink (2007) 

describes this process as a richer way of “learning about how people’s shared visions (or 
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understandings) co-evolve” (p. 106), as opposed to simply collecting participant-observation 

data.   

It has been argued that children can be at a disadvantage in formalized, traditional 

interviews set in a question-and-answer format, due to their limited ability to articulate complex 

concepts or experiences (Torre & Murphy, 2015).  Photo elicitation interviews are particularly 

useful when interviewing children where traditional techniques are seen as potentially limiting 

(Epstein, Stevens, McKeever, & Baruchel, 2006). The interviews were designed to be informal 

in nature, consistent with Spradley’s (1979) ethnographic interview. Spradley supported the use 

of broad questions to gather cultural data and suggested the interview become more like a 

friendly conversation, leading the participant to feel comfortable during the interview that they 

may even forget they are being interviewed. An interview guide (see appendix D) was developed 

following the principles of PEI (Harper, 2002; Torre & Murphy, 2015).   PEI uses open-ended 

questions to gain an understanding of how the participant understands the world around them 

(Clark, 2004; Epstein, et al., 2006). Ensuring that participants have the freedom to choose the 

pictures to discuss aims to offer them a sense of control and balances the power between the 

researcher and participant (Torre & Murphy, 2015). The photographs are also used in the 

interview to prompt participants storytelling (Wang, 1999). Simply, they would tell stories about 

the pictures they took that represented their life as a military youth.  

All interviews were held at the MFRC in a private space and audio-recorded.  Prior to the 

participant arriving, I arranged all printed photograph on a large table so each image could be 

seen by the participant easily. At the beginning of each interview, I reviewed with the participant 

the study’s purpose, the nature of the participants’ involvement, informed consent and discussed 

how participants could inform me at anytime during the interview if they wished to stop the 
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audio recording and/or the interview. I started each interview with asking the participant to 

arrange all their photographs into categories or themes. This allowed the opportunity to review 

all their photographs and see them in print format for the first time, and encouraged the 

participants to start thinking about the meanings or stories behind each of their selected 

photographs. I then invited the participant to choose which pile of photographs they would like 

to talk about first. From there, I asked more specific questions to draw out each participant’s 

experience and meanings; I used probes or follow up questions to help participants elaborate and 

asked about specific stories to attain deeper meanings. I asked, “Could you tell me about the 

story behind this photo?” or “What’s happening here in this photograph?”.  Follow up questions 

on each photograph focused on uncovering meaning attached to the images.  

I noticed participants spoke about postings and leaving friends behind and some would 

talk about with military friends, others would not. To better understand the process of navigating 

this life event and how military youth used friendships as coping tools I asked participants if they 

talked to their friends about postings. This question revealed surprising insights about the 

unspoken nature of military friendships and how talking about these stressful life events didn’t 

necessarily seem helpful for youth. I asked questions to clarify recurring phenomena that 

emerged in the ongoing analysis. For example, images of nature such as sunsets, trees, outdoor 

spaces became a repeated discussion during interviews and linked with the phrases such as “a 

place to get away from it all” or “I like to go and take a break to escape from the stress”.  

By the fifth interview I asked participants about the meanings of the nature photographs 

and the statements around “getting away from it all”.  This led to important insights around 

youth’s independence and several spaces within their environment that were symbolic for ways 

of coping. I concluded each interview with asking, “now looking at all your photographs 
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together, what story do they tell about who you are as a military youth and what it’s like to live 

on a military base, post Afghanistan deployment?”.  This allowed youth to express any learnings 

or insights they might have had after talking about each photograph individually, and lead to 

even deeper discussions regarding the meanings of the photographs.  It is this reflection of 

“observing self-in-context” (Liebenberg, Ungar & Theron, 2014 p. 533), that enhances the 

reflective standards of the interview data. Liebenberg and colleagues (2014) suggest visual 

methods can “amplify voice through improved articulation of these experiences and 

perspectives” (p. 533).  An example of this occurred when a participant recognized “I am 

stronger then I thought I was after my dad came home, I did it and could do it again”.  Interviews 

ranged from one hour to just under three hours. During longer interviews (over one hour), I 

asked the participant if they wanted to take a break or continue. I reminded the participants they 

were welcome to take a break at any point during the interview.  

Researcher Journal  

 Field observation notes. FE requires researchers to record observations and descriptions 

in their field notes. These notes are detailed descriptions of what has been observed (Griffin & 

Bengry-Howell, 2017; Knoblauch, 2005). Field notes were completed after each interaction with 

participants, which included the first meeting with participants and their parents to discuss 

informed consent, the ethical considerations meeting with the youth, the weekly check-in 

meetings and during and following each photo-elicitation interview. These notes were added to 

each interview file. These notes also described the setting and context and were used to support 

data analysis (Knoblauch, 2005).  

Researcher journal. A journal was kept throughout data collection and during analysis 

to track the methodological decisions, theoretical notes, as well as my own reflections (Roper & 
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Shapira, 2000).  More specifically, this included notes after discussions with my supervisor on 

themes emerging from the data, and my own reflections and questions coming out of the 

meetings with participants, related to the research question. The reflection journal shows a record 

of the decision trail and tracks the understand of the experiences of participants over the course 

of the data collection and analysis (Griffin & Bengry-Howell, 2017). These included personal 

thoughts about processes around data collection such as reactions I had when meeting family 

members during the informed consent interview or getting information on family deployment 

history that led me to engage in reflexive writing around my own beliefs and values around these 

interviews (Griffin & Bengry-Howell, 2017).   

 I also kept theoretical notes to describe the emerging relationships within the data such 

as developing codes and then later relating to ideas around initial themes coming out of the 

coding.  This included noting discrepancies in the data, along with my own ideas related to the 

interviews. These notes were reflexive field notes to support the process of reflexivity during this 

study (Roper & Shapira, 2000).   

Data Analysis 

The process of data analysis within this study was inductive and required concurrent data 

collection and analysis (Mayan, 2009).  As such, after each individual interview was completed I 

started the analysis by writing a narrative of the participant and their story that emerged from the 

interviews. The analysis of each interview guided future interviews to allow for an evolving 

understanding of the experiences youth have living on a military base and experiencing 

reintegration after a parental deployment. Higgenbottom and colleagues (2013) suggest data 

analysis follow an “iterative, cyclic and self-reflective process, as preliminary interpretations are 

challenged and data are continually revisited to plan for future data collection to generate new 
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insights into the data (p. 6).  This inductive, iterative process allowed for an evolving 

interpretation of the phenomenon of youth reintegration. I spent several hours thinking, reflecting 

on, and writing about the data, relating the significance to my understanding of military youth’s 

experiences of reintegration within the context of the military community.  

Data analysis followed the guidelines of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Thematic analysis is a theoretically flexible method that organizes, describes and interprets 

qualitative data into themes and patterns of meaning across the data (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). The first step involved familiarizing myself with the data which included 

transcribing, reading and re-reading data and then jotting down initial ideas about each story. 

First, I personally transcribed verbatim, each interview from the audio recording. I added the 

linguistic features such as “like”, and “um” into transcription as recommended by Braun and 

Clarke (2006), to ensure the truest meaning and context of each participant’s story was included. 

I kept memos on my initial ideas and thoughts related to what the participant was saying in 

relation to the research question during transcription and during the readings of the transcripts. 

The last step in familiarizing myself with the data was reading and re-reading the whole 

transcript. This offered an even deeper understanding the participant’s experiences. After the 

reading, I then wrote a short narrative of each participant’s interview capturing initial salient 

themes that came out of the interview. This included initial thoughts on both less obvious or 

hidden meanings and more evident content (Braun & Clarke, 2006).   

The next stage of data analysis involved generating initial codes. Interview transcripts 

were printed and coded which involved systematically highlighting interesting sections of the 

transcript, deemed relevant to answering the research question. The coding process looks to 

capture the “richness of the phenomenon” (Boyatzis, 1998, p.1). Coding in thematic analysis is 
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also a way to begin organizing data to identify and develop themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 

2017).  I focused on participants’ own language from data as a way to stay close to participant 

meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2006). For example, during the initial coding I underlined words from 

the transcripts that I deemed significant to code and seemed to show a pattern of meaning (e.g. 

we just let it go, hang out, don’t talk about it, it’s an escape). Once the second or third interviews 

were transcribed and coded, the codes from within interviews and across interviews were 

continuously compared. I had three interviews transcribed consecutively and became familiar 

with the data with coding each transcript. Then, I began comparing codes across datasets.  The 

last six interviews were then transcribed and I followed the same process of familiarizing the 

data. Before I continued on to the next stage of analysis I had completed initial coding with all 

nine transcripts. Each participant had between 15-35 codes. After comparing codes between 

other data sets, I developed a shorter code list of 23 codes (Table 1).  I then collated all data 

relevant to each code, across the dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
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Table 1. Shortened Code List. 

Number Code Name 
1. Deployment brought us closer  
2. Deployment =growth and maturity for youth 
3. Other deployments are ‘no big deal’ 
4. Mom and I made it through tough times 
5. My parent didn’t come back the same after Afghanistan.-Invisible Injury 
6. Military child is who I am- proud to be in CAF 
7. Base is isolating  
8. No body listens to us because we are youth= military doesn’t care 
9. We don’t talk to our friends about military life stress 
10. Things are always changing in my life  
11. Postings create uncertainty in military life 
12. It’s good to do things outside of the military base 
13. Pets have a special bond- animal bonding  
14. Maturing youth identity doesn’t include military life 
15. Nature is an escape 
16. Parent won’t be in danger now on deployment 
17. Afghanistan was deadly dangerous  
18. Afghanistan brought me closer to my mom and dad 
19. Parks bring connection to youth 
20. Youth spaces are not maintained by base   
21. We just hang out  
22. Military friends just understand  
23. Military friends are like family  

 
Next, I identified candidate or initial themes from the codes. This required taking a 

broader perspective within the data and sorting different codes into potential themes, then 

collating all the relevant coded extracts (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Themes are defined as the ideas 

that are related to all data, to identify significant patterns of meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

After putting codes into themes I gathered all collated data extracts connected to these potential 

themes. For example, an initial theme coming out of the coding was the importance of 

friendships. I copy and pasted from transcripts the quotes from participants discussing military 

friendships, and this was done systematically across each transcript and added into a word 

document labeled “Military Friends Just Understand Me”. I started to think about the relationship 

between codes and between the themes I had developed. I had developed five initial themes from 
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the coded extracts which included: connection to military culture, caught between two worlds, 

military social connections are vital, life goes on after deployment, and youth create their own 

sense of community. At this stage I had my collection of themes and all the extracts of data had 

been coded in connection to the themes. I continued to document ideas about the significance of 

these themes, individually, and ensure they were still true to the story of the participants.  

In the final step of the analysis, I explored the relationship of the themes to each other 

and within the context in which they emerge to refine the themes. At this point a thematic map 

was constructed. After reading each coded extracts from each theme I looked to form a coherent 

pattern. One candidate theme which I decided was no longer suitable as a theme, as the data was 

simply not supporting it was “Life goes on after deployment”. After reading the entire transcripts 

again, with the coding extracts I determined it was not occurring to stand on its own. It was 

linked to the youth normalizing the lifestyle around military deployments and I added the data 

extracts around this into a new theme ‘War Changed Us’.   

 Memos were particularly helpful during this phase, as I would find myself continually 

thinking about the data and jotting down possible ideas about the patterns of the data, and these 

memos in my researcher journal tracked the transformation of my ideas. Braun and Clarke 

(2006) remind us that the phases of thematic analysis are not linear but recursive, “where 

movement is back and forth as needed throughout the phases” (p. 86). At times I would look at 

the whole thematic map constructed and see how the story unfolded, like a puzzle of mixing and 

matching and looking for “repeated pattern of meaning” that made sense from both the 

individual data sets (coded extracts) and the entire data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.86).  

The end of this phase is signified by the production of a thematic map which clearly 

shows the different themes, how they all fit together and can tell a story about the whole data 
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(Braun & Clarke, 2006). After reviewing and refining the themes I had three main themes and 

each theme had several subthemes.  Then in the final part of the analysis I wrote up definitions 

for each theme and chose an informative name for each theme. I reviewed these descriptions 

with my supervisor to check in and ensuring the codes and themes were understandably 

signifying a pattern of meaning and led to telling the story of the group of participants, as a 

whole.  

Saturation. Most qualitative researchers strive to reach saturation to demonstrate that no 

new data collection and analysis is required. Urquhart (2013) defined saturation as “the point in 

coding when you find that no new codes occur in the data. There are mounting instances of the 

same codes, but no new ones” (p. 194). Morse (2005) suggested saturation is when there is 

redundancy in the data, but researchers can aim for either data saturation or theoretical 

saturation. I aimed to meet the criteria for theoretical saturation when no new themes were 

identified within the data.   

Morse (2000) states that the quality of information participants provides such as 

participants with rich experience in the topic of the study, will lead to more useable data and 

fewer number of participants are required. My original research proposal predicted 10 

participants would be required to reach saturation, as I took into consideration the scope of the 

study, the nature of the topic, the quality of the data, the qualitative method and study design 

(Morse, 2000). I completed the first set of seven interviews over the span of a three months, and 

then did two final interviews approximately eight months after I had transcribed the seven other 

interviews. I had noted in my researcher journal that participants highlighted the same major 

themes from the previous interviews such as animals being important to getting them through 

deployments, the stress of being posted or having friends being posted, the therapeutic value of 
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nature and the military base’s natural spaces. I discussed this with my supervisor and we decided 

that we had a rich data set and were satisfied with the depth of information we had already 

received and felt a level of saturation had been achieved. During the original planning stages of 

the study my supervisor and I discussed the issues surrounding a true saturation with a small 

sample size. My goal was eight to ten participants; however, my study aim was exploratory and 

only a starting point to gain information on this group of youth that we knew very little of within 

the academic literature. Saunders and colleagues (2018) highlight the debate within the 

qualitative research community on the misuse of this widely accepted methodological principle. 

The authors warn researchers of the limits of saturation losing it’s “potency if its 

conceptualizations and uses are stressed too widely”. They argue that many studies claim to have 

reached saturation without the ability to provide evidence that it has in deed occurred (Saunders, 

et al., 2018). With that I am cautioned to put too much weight on the use of saturation to achieve 

rigor, therefore I have followed the verification strategies outlined by Morse and colleagues 

(2002) as a way to show the process of achieving rigor throughout the study. The aim of the 

study was to gain in-depth or ‘rich’ and detailed experiences of a small group of youth, to initiate 

attention from this analysis to be applied toward future, larger research studies (Small, 2009).  

Rigor 

 The postmodern era has led to many debates concerning how rigor should be assessed 

within qualitative research (Muecke, 1994).  Validity and reliability are traditionally understood 

as the means to establishing rigor within quantitative studies (Winter, 2000). Verification 

strategies were used in this study as the approach to ensure rigor, and are built-in to the research 

study to ensure reliability and validity throughout the study, as a process-oriented approach 

(Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002).  These strategies include investigator 
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responsiveness, methodological coherence, concurrent data collection and analysis, thinking 

theoretically, and theory development (Morse et al., 2002). 

Rigor was maintained through the following:  

1.   Investigator responsiveness was addressed through incorporating skills of creativity, 

flexibility and sensitivity to be responsive within the research process (Morse, et al. 

2002). Qualitative research is an iterative process, where a constant reflexivity is used by 

the researcher to identify potential changes may be required. Engaging in reflexivity 

throughout all the stages of the research, meant I was responsive to the data and flexible 

in making changes if the data led in that direction. This is seen in my researcher journal, 

where I kept a diary of my impressions, ideas and questions during data collection and 

analysis. I also discussed my thoughts regularly with my supervisor throughout the study. 

Additional ideas and reactions from these reflection meetings were recorded in my 

researcher’s diary. Theoretical notes within my researcher’s journal were maintained 

throughout the coding process and during theme development, where I reflected on data 

that appeared to not fit. I tracked within my theoretical notes the changes that occurred in 

data collection and analysis, as a result of the reflexive process, showing flexibility.   

2.   Methodological coherence ensures congruence between the research question and 

components of the method (Morse et al., 2002). In addition, the researcher must show 

congruence between their ontological, epistemological stance, and theoretical perspective 

with the chosen research method (Patton, 2015). I ensured methodological coherence 

through reflexive strategies such as maintaining methodological field notes in my 

research journal and regular meetings with my supervisor and committee during data 

collection and data analysis to ensure I was responsive to making changes in the process.  
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For example, after my first interviews were completed I met with my supervisor to 

discuss my initial impressions from the data and reviewed the photo-elicitation process to 

see if any changes were required. The initial design included youth submitting 20 

photographs and using those images to discuss within the interview, which we estimated 

would take 45 minutes to an hour. The first participant chose to submit 40 photographs 

and her interview ran just over two hours.  We discussed whether changes to the data 

collection procedures were required, and decided the aim of focused ethnography is to 

gain a rich, thick description of the phenomenon through large amounts of data 

(Knoblauch, 2005), and therefore decided to encourage youth to submit as many 

photographs as they felt were important to them in describing their lives as a military 

youth readjusting after a parental deployment.  

3.   Collecting and analyzing data should be a back and forth transaction. Mayan (2009) uses 

the puzzle analogy to describe the inductive process of the overall data collection and 

analysis.  Generally, it is a process of “moving form comprehending, to synthesizing, to 

theorizing, and to recontextualizing” (Mayan, 2009, p. 87). Concurrent data collection 

and analysis was part of the data collection process, to allow for changes in the interviews 

if new understandings or ideas come out of previous analysis of interview transcripts. 

4.   Theory development occurred as a gradual process which is demonstrated within my field 

notes. Throughout data collection and data analysis such a transcription and into the 

coding process I kept theoretical notes on my ideas of what was happening in the data.  

Thinking theoretically is explained as a process of moving from concrete micro ideas to 

more abstract, theoretical understandings that can be supported from the data but must be 

done in small incremental steps by checking and rechecking (Morse et al., 2002). The 
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aim of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of how certain concepts from a 

couple theoretical approaches would be understood and add more understanding of the 

issues related to Canadian military youth reintegration. 

5.   Theoretical development in this focused ethnography aimed at using theoretical thinking 

to develop an in-depth knowledge of patterns of behaviors, ideas, beliefs and values of 

the culture of Canadian military youth (Hammersley, 1990).  I presented emerging 

themes at a conference, to my supervisor and with several colleagues who worked in the 

military population to receive feedback on the concepts presented. Lastly, I developed a 

photobook of the themes and pictures representing the youth’s ideas shared in the study 

which was then published and shared with participants.  
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to explore the lives of adolescents living on a military base 

as they experience reintegration in the context of post-Afghanistan deployment and the 

circumstances that support or impede their overall well-being. The data used for analysis 

included transcribed interviews, photographs taken and submitted by participants, researcher 

memos from observations and check-in interviews. Thematic analysis (TA, Braun & Clarke, 

2006) was used as the analytic method and included reading the entire interview, initial coding of 

the transcripts, collating codes into potential themes, gathering all relevant data for each theme, 

reviewing themes to develop a thematic map and finally refining themes and generated clear 

definitions and names for each theme.  Through analysis I identified three main themes and 

several subthemes (Table 2). The themes and subthemes include the participant’s descriptions of 

the culture of the military and base community which provided a rich understanding of how this 

military culture shapes youth’s identity (values, beliefs and norms).  The first theme identified 

was War Changed Us, with two subthemes: a) we grew stronger together and apart; and, b) a 

new normal. The second theme, Military Culture Shapes my Identity included six subthemes: a) 

it’s cool to be a military kid; b) we have our own places; c) we rely on each other; d) animal 

bonding; e) we feel invisible to the military community; and, e) dealing with invisibility. The last 

theme identified was, Finding My Own Way.   
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Table 2. Final Themes from Thematic Analysis   

Theme  War Changed Us  

 Youth reflected on Afghanistan deployments and 
described these times as stressful due to the high risk 
involved. These high stress times were also associated 
with several changes to the parent, in comparison to non-
combat deployments where “nothing really changes”. In 
addition, participants experienced changes through their 
own sense of maturity, and within their relationships with 
both parents. 

Subtheme   
We Grew Stronger 
Together and Apart 

After experiencing a parent in a combat deployment, 
participants described developing a new perspective on 
their ability to overcome these types of stressors, how 
they even grew closer to their parents and engaged in 
coping skills to specifically help get through stressful 
times in their life. 

A New Normal The overall sentiment after the stress of war and combat, 
was a relief from worrying about their parent dying or 
being seriously injured. Participants had a different 
mindset when talking about current deployments that 
were not combat, they described these as simply a normal 
part of life now. 
Some participants spoke of re-establishing a bond with 
their returning parent. Separations during the participant’s 
childhood led to a noticeable change in their parent, 
ultimately leading to a challenge in connecting and 
establishing a positive parent-child bond.  

Theme Military Culture Shapes my Identity 
 

 The military base had a distinct culture (e.g. norms, 
behaviors, values), influencing participant’s daily lives. 
“If you don’t know military then it won’t be easy to 
understand. It’s like learning a new language”. Those 
who lived on base were subject to the military lifestyle, so 
together—base culture and military culture—participants 
developed a unique identity. 

Subtheme   
It’s Cool to be a 
Military Kid 

Participants had a sense of pride in being connected to the 
military and being identified as a “military family”. 
Unique aspects of the lifestyle, such as postings and 
deployments, created a culture of difference between 
youth who are ‘civilian’ versus ‘military’, setting the tone 
for the community to be exclusive to the military.  
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We Have our Own 
Places 

Several spaces represented special places just for youth 
living on base, of which became focal points to spend 
time and hang out with their friends, and helped them 
cope with stress. These spaces offered them a sense of 
independence and freedom. Participants described 
transforming spaces on base to become uniquely theirs. 

We Rely on Each 
Other 

Participants described strong social connections 
developed within military community which helped them 
get through stressful military lifestyle experiences. 
Underpinning the belief around military friendships was 
the value of similarity, which created this special bond. 

Animal Bonding Animals provided comfort for the participants especially 
during stressful times related to their parent being 
deployed.  

We Feel Invisible to 
the Military 
Community 

Participants felt isolated from being part of the military 
community, as they described feeling invisible to those in 
the military. The invisibility was described through two 
ways: a lack of care or maintenance to family friendly 
facilities on base, including the physical structure and 
design of the base; and, being overlooked when it came to 
military related decisions impacting the whole family, 
such as relocations. 

Ways to Deal with 
Invisibility 

Participants used different strategies to cope with the 
stress of being posted. Some spoke of using positive 
thinking, while others used avoidance and quietly left 
their friends. 

Theme  Finding my Own Way 
 Participants balanced their identity as a “military youth” 

on one hand while on the other, looking forward to life 
outside the military community and developing a new 
part of their identity as a civilian. 

  
 

War Changed Us   

Participants spoke of how high risk combat deployments changed their family, now years 

after the CAF stopped deploying to Afghanistan. The centre of this change stemmed from high 

levels of stress associated with the risk involved from combat deployments to Afghanistan. All 

new deployments the family went through afterward was in comparison to the risk involved with 
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Afghanistan. The combat role CAF had in Afghanistan brought increased risk of injury or death, 

and participants spoke of this added worry related to these deployments. One participant stated: 

 “He is actually looking forward to this deployment because it’s not dangerous. I mean there are 

guys that go away to Afghanistan and they worry to come back with all their limbs. But now, they 

worry about coming back with STD’s”. Another participant described this mindset on 

deployment risk, “well depends on where he would be deployed. So like in Egypt I wasn’t that 

worried, I forget what they were doing there, whatever they were doing there, it wasn’t like he 

was fighting. It was a really big deal when he came back from Afghanistan”. I sensed 

participants viewed Afghanistan deployments as the highest amount of risk or worry involved, as 

this was also associated with a lot of changes in the parent, especially when compared to other 

non-combat deployments.  

Although the participants were much younger when their parent was deployed to 

Afghanistan, they still had a very keen sense of the associated dangers. One participant stated 

“Like when my dad was in Afghanistan for example, I know he wasn’t out actually getting shot 

at, he was actually in a base protected, but it still worried me by the fact that I knew the base can 

be breached”. Participants expressed less worry about the safety of their parent on future 

deployments, however there was a sense that the Afghanistan deployments changed the returning 

veteran and the family.  Although the participant’s discussion on the specific changes were 

vague, it was clear they had experienced change through their own sense of maturity, and a 

change in their relationships with both parents.  Participants described the parent being different 

after the deployment to Afghanistan. One participant stated: “He changed a lot after 

Afghanistan. Both times he was different when he came back.” Although most spoke about their 

parent being different, they didn’t provide specific details about what was different.  Two of the 



 88 

participants had parents currently deployed to Latvia and Poland for six to eight months while 

participating in the study. James’ father was deployed during the interview, and when asked if 

anything would change after this deployment to Latvia he stated: “No, I don’t think so. He’s 

going to be the same person; it’s just training”. Experiencing a high level of stress during the 

deployment worrying about whether their parent will return home alive impacted how they now 

came to understand post-Afghanistan adjustment. There was an overall sense of positivity around 

how well they adapted to this stress over the years showing signs of resilience. They knew their 

parent came back different from Afghanistan and now didn’t have to worry about that in the 

future. Two subthemes describing the changes that occurred as a result of Afghanistan 

deployments included: We grew stronger together and apart, and a new normal.  

We grew stronger together and apart. The stress of having a parent deploy to high risk 

missions left participants telling stories of how this experience provided them with an 

opportunity to become resilient. Their reflections on these experiences of a parent being in a 

combat deployment specifically touched on new perspectives toward their ability to overcome 

these types of stressors, how they even grew closer to their parents and coping skills they used 

during these stressful times in their life.  

Having participants reflect on the meaning behind the photographs they took for the 

study provided insight into how they saw themselves in comparison to other youth their age who 

had not gone through military experiences such as deployments. On one hand, this reflection 

showed military stress creating a positive effect and growth, but on the other hand it had some 

negative effects leaving participants feeling isolated from the “other” civilian youth. One 

participant explained how other peers who were not military sometimes don’t understand her 
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lifestyle, such as a parent deployment. She described how she explains her experience of a parent 

deploying to her civilian peers who don’t understand:  

“I would say maybe my dad will be deployed and they would ask, ‘what does that mean?’, and I 

would tell them that he could be gone for up to a year or a year and a half. And they say, ‘oh, I 

don’t think I could do that’. And I told them, I did it since I was a kid of two and a half years old, 

and I could do it now!”. There was a strong sense of pride in her voice when she spoke of how 

she could get through the stressors of a parental deployment and recognizing that other youth 

might not overcome this type of unique stress. This set the tone, leading participants to feel 

different from other youth who didn’t have parents in the military. Discussed later in the chapter 

is how parental deployments were identified as an important aspect of youth’s unique lifestyle, 

setting them apart from fitting in with or connecting with youth ‘outside’ the military 

community.  

The stress of deployments led most participants to develop closer bonds with the at-home 

parent. One participant Julie, described how she developed a closer bond with her mom while 

her dad was away: “It’s still hard but me and my mom got closer this time, so that was like the 

bright after the storm, we needed to be there for each other for the 11 months. We definitely 

formed a closer bond”.  Another participant Carmen, described a friendship with her mom. They 

volunteered together at the local animal humane society weekly, and they travelled together to 

Japan, “Dad was deployed to Poland we went to Japan, it was just a girl’s trip”. She explained 

that her and her mom decided to go somewhere they had never been before and since the dad 

was on deployment she stated, “Poland is somewhere me and mom wanted to go. So we went 

somewhere WE wanted to go” 
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One of the male participants Tory, spoke of his connection with his mother, “My mom is really 

my anchor, she’s around when my dad is gone. Like my animals, she’s really like one of my 

biggest anchors because when I’m frustrated and angry she will remind me of the bag 

downstairs and that I need to go hit it. If I need someone to talk to I can talk to her”.  

Another aspect of growth was related to when participants described the added 

responsibility during their parent’s absence. Some spoke about their role in the family changing, 

where they took on extra household responsibilities in order to help both parents out. As one 

participant explained, her father told the family, “You’re going to be doing a lot while I am gone 

for eight months”, such as in chores while he was away in order to support their mom. She 

claimed that now, during a recent deployment she decided to do the chores assigned to her 

siblings: “My little brother doesn’t do his chores so I’m doing them for him, so my mom doesn’t’ 

have to do them. My sister is always working so I will take out the garbage and tidy up the 

bathroom and do her chores too. So I am always doing the chores. I will be picking up duties for 

my dad and the slack for my other brother as well. That’s the way it is.” 

Most of the participants spoke of coping strategies they used to help them reduce the fear 

or worry they had about their parent being deployed.  One participant described (Figure 1.) how 

she started drawing as a way to deal with the stress of her father being deployed and how she 

chose to draw certain pictures as a way to represent her strength and show how stressful 

deployments were, “Yeah. I mostly draw because when I feel like I’m not being paid attention to 

I would draw to take my mind off of things. When my dad was gone I would draw a lot.  These 

pictures represent strength and I like to relate that to myself. Working on physical and mental 

strength is a big part of people’s lives, and say if one of your parents is gone on deployment and 

you need to take your mind off of it, instead of being like “oh my gosh he’ s gone, oh my gosh!”.  
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Figure 1. Drawing to cope during deployment stress. 

In addition to drawing, another participant spoke of how taking pictures of sunsets and 

sunrises helped her cope with her father’s deployment: “I like taking pictures of the sunsets 

because it is really calming. It represents when my dad comes home because you are so relieved 

that he is safe and back home and you don’t have to deal with being deployed for a while”.  

Another participant Julie discussed how her photographs of storms and rainbows 

symbolized what it is like to adjust to her dad returning home from deployment, an example seen 

in Figure 2. She stated: “I feel that it would be along the lines of a picture of storm going away, 

or like a rainbow picture. I find rainbows are like hope after the storm and so when you see a 

rainbow and you’re having a rough day and you see a rainbow you say ‘see it’s going to get 
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better’. Seeing a rainbow is nice after being stuck in a storm and it’s like that hope. Storms are 

the bad things, but you get excited about them. Him leaving is like how are we going to do this, 

this and this? But you always know that he is going to come back and visit, and he is going to 

come back home”. 

 

Figure 2. Rainbows are the storm going away, just like going through deployment. 

 Julie reflected on her experience of her dad’s past deployment to Afghanistan and 

compared it to his current deployment to Ottawa for a year. She based her reflection on how 

deployment impacts her now, as an adolescent, being less stressful because she knew he would 
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return, as there was no risk involved and she had developed coping tools such as connection or 

supports with her mom during this deployment.  

A new normal.  The relationship between the participants and their military parent was 

constantly changing and was strained as a result of the several months apart during deployments. 

Most participants described their returning parent changing afterward, leading to a challenge in 

connecting and potentially impacting their parent-child bond.  In reality, even though all 

participants had experienced at least one parental deployment to Afghanistan, eight out of nine 

participants had experienced multiple parental separations from tours to Afghanistan during their 

childhood. This meant a significant part of their early years growing up included a parent either 

preparing for a high risk deployment to Afghanistan, or actually being deployed. CFB Edmonton 

is an active army base, meaning if you are posted to Edmonton you are likely getting ready for a 

deployment. In addition to Afghanistan deployments, all participants had experienced a parent 

deploy on tour, not combat related, but to the current operations the CAF was supporting in 

European countries such as Latvia and Poland.  One participant had a parent on a one-year 

training deployment to Ottawa, who returned home during the time of data collection. The 

participant’s stories provided insight into their changed mindset after the Afghanistan 

deployments. The overall sentiment, without the stress of war and combat, was relief from 

worrying about their parent dying or being seriously injured. This long term heightened level of 

stress left participants comparing the future deployments to what their experience was like when 

their parent was in Afghanistan. They had a different mindset now that normalized current 

deployments which were not combat related. As Janice explained, “Now when he leaves 

everything seems normal, it’s just like he is on a trip or he’s just gone.”  Similarly, Tory said: 

“He’s been gone and come back so many times that I’m used to it. I’ve learned that when things 
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are difficult and you can’t do anything about them, that there are other things you can do.”  

Another participant echoed a similar aspect of deployment being a regular aspect of her lifestyle 

now, she stated: “it’s considered normal now when he is gone for more than two weeks”.   

Even though the youth were now adapting to having their parent away or preparing for 

training or deployment, this normalized lifestyle had consequences on their relationship with 

their fathers.  Participants seemed to point toward their parent changing after these tours, as a 

reason why they were not as close. Several of the participants recognized a lasting impact 

combat deployments had on their parent when they returned home. They referred to mental 

health concerns such as post traumatic stress or simply changed behavior such as becoming 

“more angry”.  It was not a topic discussed in detail, but the parent behaving differently upon 

return was an underlying change participants still continued to live with in their everyday lives. 

Participants appeared very aware or even educated on concerns about post traumatic stress or 

other mental health issues with their parent, even though it was not regularly discussed in the 

home. This might be due to the parent acting private or isolating away from the family leaving an 

impression it was not okay to talk about.  One participant said that her dad “was a lot different 

[after Afghanistan] because he seemed a lot more angry and sad, more than happy all the time”.  

This shows the change in behavior that impacted their relationships and connection. Participants 

spoke of growing closer to the at-home parent while the other parent was deployed, which may 

have led to this lack of connection between youth and deployed parent. Mental health struggles 

possibly added to a stressful relationship with the youth.  

On the other hand, participants also described a new changing bond with the military 

parent, over the years, after the Afghanistan deployments ended. I saw this as a positive aspect to 

these changes related to the years of deployments. Participants spoke of developing an interest in 
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a new hobby with the returning parent. Likely this was their parent’s way of re-connecting, by 

having something to do that was relational. For example, one participant Lucy, stated that her 

and her dad had a special bond and would spend time after his return from tour going for drives, 

“I took these pictures out of the window when we were driving. We would always go for drives. 

My dad would say ok girls lets go for a drive, and we would go either on base or just off the 

base. He would educate us on his music [laughing]”.  Another participant discussed the concern 

she had for her parent returning home from Afghanistan and the trauma he might have gone 

through while deployed and her father’s attempts to protect her from information which might be 

traumatizing.  She then stated: “I asked him about it, my mom didn’t ask him but I did. It’s better 

to ask him to get it off his chest. He didn’t tell me the whole story but he told me he was having a 

really bad time because most of his friends died there and he didn’t want to talk about it.”.  She 

then immediately started talking about their new found hobby for playing volleyball together 

after he returned home from tour. It appeared that the gym was a coping mechanism for him and 

a way for them to bond: “For like a month or two we would go to the gym on Wednesday. He is 

on a volleyball team for the Garrison and I would go with him and started practicing with them 

and then the people on his team asked me if I would play on his team!”.  

Another participant who also discussed a strained relationship with her father since 

returning home from a recent tour to Poland, stated “I feel emotionless” when asked what she 

was feeling in the picture she took of her father, mother and herself at the reunion of his six-

month tour ending.  She hadn’t talk to him in the six months he was away. She then mentioned 

how she had started going to the gym with her dad. She stated “me and dad play tennis at the 

gym. We just started. He said, do you want to play squash? So I said ‘sure’, so now he is 

teaching me”.  
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Eventually, participants described how more details about the combat trauma are shared 

with youth as they get older. Lucy noted how she associated reintegration with her dad’s post 

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Seen in Figure 3, the family received a therapy dog to assist 

with the PTSD, and she explains how the dog assists with his stress, she stated: “This is my 

dad’s dog, his name is Ben. He helps my dad with PTSD.”. By gaining more knowledge about 

what caused the trauma while deployed the participants show a growth in maturity.  Lucy 

continued to talk about this growth: “I feel like we know a lot more than we used to. We didn’t 

know, like my dad would try to tell us what it is like, but now we know, we used to like joke 

around with it, but now we are really serious about it. He is more open with us. He will bring up 

stories, some are funny and some are more meaningful. He had a really close friend die, they 

used to do stuff together, like drive around when they were in Afghanistan. I think we are more 

open to new experiences now, after this”. There was a growth and overall maturity as a result of 

their parents dealing with serious issues such as dying or having close friends die. Another 

participant explained how she thinks of the transition of her parent back from Afghanistan, “you 

have to grow up more and stuff like that. You develop a new support system, it’s not just your 

dad anymore, you can do it without him, I can do it on my own”. 
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Figure 3. A picture of a parent, who after Afghanistan was diagnosed with PTSD 
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Military Culture Shapes My Identity  

 Military culture had a profound impact on participant’s values, beliefs and norms. It 

could be heard within their stories and seen in the pictures they chose to share of their life. The 

military base has a distinct culture, influencing participants in their everyday lives.  As one 

participant explained the uniqueness of her military life, “If you don’t know military then it won’t 

be easy to understand. It’s like learning a new language”. They spoke about the base as a “small 

community” but there were specific aspects of culture identified by participants that separated the 

base from being simply a small town. One participant said, “I would tell them [friends not from 

the military] it’s kind of like a really small town. You live close to each other, you can walk to 

each other’s houses and like meet somewhere and it wouldn’t take long”. Those who lived on 

base were subject to the military lifestyle, so together—base culture and military culture—youth 

developed a unique identity. Participants identified positive and negative aspects of growing up 

and living on a military base. Terms used to characterize culture on the Edmonton base included 

“safe”, “calm”, “structured”, as well as, “not family-friendly”, “isolating”, “repetitive”.  These 

positive and negative aspects to living on the military base represent important aspects of the 

culture that contributed to the youth’s identity. Positive aspects included how aligning with the 

military culture made them feel “cool”, allowed them independence to create their own youth 

community with those who shared similar experiences and offered easy access to particular 

resources and services. The negative aspects of living on the base and being part of the military 

culture centered on participants feeling invisible living within a community primarily focused on 

military goals, as opposed to family goals.  

It’s cool to be a military kid. Participants expressed a sense of pride in being connected 

to the military and being identified as a “military family”. Participants explained how, when they 
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attended schools in other places they lived in Canada that were not military, other kids would 

show curiosity about their military lifestyle. One participant stated, “I like it because people ask 

you questions about it, and I got to share my ideas about being in the military.” She was 

preparing to move into high school off base in a few months and looked forward to sharing, with 

other kids who were not from the military, about her life, “If I’m out somewhere and they ask 

where I’m from, since it’s something that is a part of me, you’re not just going to say Namao, No 

I live on a military base, it’s cool”.  Another participant emphasized how it created a positive 

divide between her and her peers when asked what it’s like to live on base: “I think it’s more 

special than other people. We get to see tanks all the time and we have our own helicopter pad. 

Like my friend lives on the south side and I guess it is not as exciting as the life of a military kid”.  

One participant stated how she will always consider herself a part of the military, “I will say to 

others I’m a military kid! I’m definitely proud of it!”. James spoke of how much he admires the 

military and wants to join when he completes high school in a few years: “I want to join for sure. 

I’ve always had an interest in the military”.  This allowed him to share a bond with his father by 

spending time with him and his co-workers at the unit, and discussing his future in the military as 

an officer and part of the Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry (PPCLI), just like his 

father.  

The military culture is only accessible to those who are in it, and seems foreign to others. 

Youth who are part of the culture develop a unique identity. As one participant explained: “When 

you are with civy kids they want to ask you if it’s weird being on the military base”. Julie stated a 

similar observation, “yeah they ask questions but it’s kind of funny how clueless people are 

about the military life”.  In her experience people didn’t understand certain aspects of the 
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military lifestyle, “They don’t really get the concept of why we have to move when the army tells 

us to move”.   

These unique aspects of the lifestyle, such as postings and deployments, create a culture 

of difference between youth who are ‘civilian’ versus ‘military’.  Overall, participants expressed 

a strong sense of pride of living on the base. It was more than a small community; there was an 

attachment to what living on the base represented, as one participant excitedly claimed: “It was 

my dream to live on base when we moved back here”.  

We have our own places. Most of the participants submitted several photographs they 

titled: nature, forest, or parks. These spaces represented special places just for youth living on the 

base. They became focal points to spend time and hang out with their friends, and helped them 

cope with stress. The military base is located just outside of the city limits. Access into the city is 

not easy without a vehicle, public transportation is only available two times during the day. For 

adolescents who live on the base, this rural context offered the ability to roam free and gave them 

a feeling of independence. They spoke of a strong connection to the community, and how it 

provided an escape from the stresses of their life. Most participants explained how they had their 

own places around the base, which they spoke of with pride. I saw this as a way they could show 

how much they valued specific spaces on the community they could call their own. Seen in 

Figure 4, one participant described a picture he took of a youth jacket hanging on the side of pole 

by the skate park. He stated: “It’s been there for two years; no one ever took it. So we just 

symbolized that place and it symbolizes us and what we all do there”. 
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Figure 4. The jacket was a symbol that represented youth in the community. 
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Even though participants did not have choices as to whether they would actually be able 

to live on base or off the base when being relocated, they identified how unique it was to have all 

this land available to them to explore and spend time with friends. Living on the military base 

allowed the youth to form a unique sense of community that supported their independence. As 

Skye stated: “I just walk around anywhere really. Sometimes we don’t know where to go, so we 

walk around a bit until we figure it out”. Another participant stated his favorite part of living on 

base: “It’s a lot easier, like when you have a whole lot of friends on the base, it’s a lot easier, 

you don’t have to do a lot of arranging or texting you can just walk across the street”. 

 The safety of the community was an important factor for youth to be able to gain 

independence within the community, as Skye explained her parents let her hang out around base, 

independently: “I am to be home by 11 pm. Once I’m done supper I just say I’m going to hang 

out with people, as long as I am back by my curfew”. Jemma echoed the idea of simply walking 

around the base: “Yeah I would walk home with my friends, I would drop off my backpack and 

then we would just walk around”. This allowed youth independence to choose where they 

wanted to go without gaining permission or checking in regularly with an adult.  

The spaces were referred to as places they had for their own use “to get away”. Even 

some participants mentioned their parents or other adults in the community did not know about 

these spaces. Participants discussed how there were secret places in the forest that they made into 

forts and hang out, as one participant labelled it: “we have our own places”.  Several participants 

indicated they would walk around with friends, and parents wouldn’t worry about them. Youth 

used playgrounds, referred to as “parks”, as the meet up points and then from there go and 

explore other spaces on base without parents knowing. One participant exclaimed: “no parents 

don’t know about these places in the forest, they just know about the park where we go”.  
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Figure 5. Roaming on the trails around base with friends. 

Participants found spaces around base that allowed them the freedom to hang out with 

friends, without younger children or adults around, as seen in Figure 5. They chose spaces not 

easily identified by outsiders as their regular hang out spaces. However, after talking with the 

participants, they had a common bond around spending time in the same spaces such as a large 

tree or a hill on base that was secluded from adults and younger children. One participant 

explained: “That is the field at the park we like to sit at the hill and stuff. We go there a lot. We 

sit on the hill. We went there a lot at the school it’s a nice place, it is calm and no one ever there. 

Kids are there during the weekends but it is peaceful during the week”.  
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Spaces off limits to others became common spaces for youth on the base to spend time 

hanging out and you got a sense that they felt it was adventurous for them. Janice stated: “I 

didn’t take a picture of my favorite spot because it is considered trespassing when you go there. 

It is considered the dumping ground for the base for a lot of people, It’s quiet. I don’t like the 

city. I hate the city, I hate that I can see the city”. Participants spoke of how they felt these 

spaces were unique to base living, as Lucy stated: “I think if I didn’t live on the base I wouldn’t 

adventure around as much because when you live in the city you can’t go as far”.   Similarly, 

Julie stated: “I think it would be different if we didn’t live on base because I wouldn’t be near my 

friends and there probably wouldn’t be a forest by my house”.   

The participants described their spaces as more than just a place to hang out, these 

outside spaces were used as a way to de-stress or cope with stress, as seen in Figure 6, of a park 

space commonly used. James explained how the abundant open forest space on base provided: 

“somewhere you can get away from people. You don’t have trees in the city. It’s somewhere for 

us, not everyone has it. It’s all country, somewhere we can getaway”.   Being outside in the 

forest and trees was also used as a “escape” from the stressors of life. For example, one 

participants stated: “It gets you away from your house and lets you explore the base and just find 

new things, and spend time with friends. It’s cool not to be stuck in one place, while being stuck 

in one place”.  Another participant spoke of how the forest trails helped him: “You can get away 

from people. Having this space, you can getaway from them, go there for an hour or two”. 

Another participant Jemma, recognized how she would use certain spaces such as the hills, as 

meet up spaces to relax, she stated: “we just lay in the grass and go there to hang out and if we 

had a rough day we would just meet our friends there and just talk about it”.     
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Figure 6. The parks  

We rely on each other. Another important aspect of the military culture was the strong 

social connection developed within military community. Several participants described a 

“special bond” they had with people who were also from the military.  Underpinning the belief 

around military friendships within the community was the value of similarity. Youth living on 

the base were exposed to mainly those peers who had parents in the military. This led youth to 

being surrounded by those who were similar to them, specifically those who had gone through 

similar challenges and experiences related to military life.  As one participant suggested: “I don’t 

know how I would describe my life to them because it is kind of hard for me to describe my life to 

a youth that isn’t on base. They haven’t really had a parent go away in a way a military youth 
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has”. Skye explained: “all my friends are military”.  She expanded later by stating how 

important it is to have friends that understand this military lifestyle: “Because everybody has 

been through it, we can help each other out”.   Another participant explained the importance of 

having military friends and her picture is seen in Figure 7 of her friends after graduation: “we all 

have a bond, we all kind of take the boredom away from each other, when we hang out we all 

forget about everything”. James stated that although he doesn’t necessarily talk about military 

lifestyle concerns such as deployments, it’s important to have friends that just understand these 

experiences, “Everyone that I know is military or was in the military”. He also later stated how 

since his family is disconnected and his parents lost touch with their family who live in Ontario, 

his “friends are like family”.   
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Figure 7. Saying goodbye to friends after junior high graduation. 

I realized that none of the participants were born in Edmonton, Alberta the location of the 

study. This left youth with few close extended family connections, and that often only connected 

with these family members during holiday seasons or in the summer. Friendships in the military 

community became an important theme related to the military culture. One participant 

highlighted why she loves living on the military base: “I would rather live on base because other 

than how crappy the houses are, I love the community aspect of it and being close to my friends. 

But all that might change when I go to high school and my friends may live off base. But I 

definitely like how I feel safe and how I know people”. 
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Since participants had identified going through unique stressors related to military 

deployments and postings, they developed strong social connections with those who were from 

the military community. Most participants described these individuals as the people who they 

relied on to support them through these stressors. Skye talked about her parent recently being 

deployed to Egypt and how important her military friendships were during these times when her 

dad was away: “I would talk to my friends and they would help me because my friends have dealt 

with that”. Participants described their friendships as being meaningful for getting through the 

stressors of military life.  Julie mentioned how important it is to have friends who understand her 

lifestyle in the military: “It’s good because they know what it’s like to have a parent in the 

military, they know what it is like to live in a PMQ, they know what it is like to go to Guthrie. 

They have similarities in their lifestyle that make it easy to talk to them”.  

Making a connection to other military youth, not just those who are considered friends, 

helped participants through their experiences of military deployments or postings. Janice 

provided an example of this when she spoke of going to the Lecture Training Facility (LTF) on 

base to say good-bye to her father who was leaving on deployment and she noticed another boy 

from her class there saying good-bye to his mom. She commented about the instant connection 

she felt to him, without actually saying anything to him: “I saw this kid who is in grade seven 

and his mom was leaving and I saw him there, it was like awkward, because you don’t want to 

talk to them because you’re upset and so it’s like that exchange of glances that you understand”.  

Another participant spoke of the connection she had with her teachers who understood the 

military culture because they had husbands in the military. Having someone available to talk 

about her stressors of having a parent deployed was important. She stated: “Once you walk in 

here (school) you forget you are on a military base because it’s like ‘I’m in school’, you don’t 
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have to think about the military or being in the military, but if I need to I can talk about it. 

Especially those who have husbands, like my guidance counselor, her husband was in the 

military and if I had something I really needed to talk about with the military then I would talk to 

her. My teachers would ask about my dad being away, because they know, they were connected 

to the military too. Mr. B would ask. ‘how’s your mom doing?’, so that’s cool”.  

Animal bonding. A shared value of animal connection became important in the stories 

and pictures from the youth participants. As one participant stated: “I don’t think any family is 

complete without an animal. And, also for military kids, I think animals can be of extreme 

comfort if their parent is overseas. When your parent is away overseas, animals can kind of 

sense that, like humans are the same in a way. Like when a parent is overseas like Afghanistan 

and they are out actually in the fighting. Sometimes for people that are around my age, they need 

something to comfort them while they are away”. Animals provided a unique type of comfort for 

military youth, and all participants had sections of photographs submitted to show how important 

animals were in their life. There was a sense that animals were particularly important to military 

youth, and had a critical role in supporting them through stressors of deployments and 

relocations. One participant explained how her connection with the family dog was closer than 

anyone else in the family. When asked who she is most similar to in her family she exclaimed: 

“My dog! Ha ha”. She explained how everyone else in her family was busy or not around, which 

left her feeling like an outsider with both family and friends, but her animals were the ones she 

felt most connected to. She stated: “Well they are comforting. They are like service animals but 

not actually service animals. When I am sad they know. Of course they know because animals 

always know. Mandy will come sit beside me.”  She even showed a picture she took of their 

family dog accompanying her and her mother, at the Lecture Training Facility, to greet her father 



 110 

for the first time after he returned from a six-month deployment. Similarly, another participant 

Julie spoke about her two ferrets and her dog, as seen in Figure 8. “They get me through hard 

times.  Like if he knows I’m upset he will come over and start nudging me to get him to pet him. 

He won’t leave me alone until I say ‘I’m ok boo’”.  Julie stated: “It’s like when you are upset it’s 

nice to have your dog there and that is something that can never make you upset”.  
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Figure 8. Family pet providing comfort. 
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 There were several positive aspects of the military culture identified to be assets for 

shaping youth’s identity. Participants also identified negative aspects of being part of the military 

community and identifying as a military youth.  

We feel invisible.  While participants discussed many positive aspects to being part of 

the military culture, they also identified difficulties or problems. One problem was a sense of 

being invisible as a youth living on the base. Participants expressed feeling isolated from being a 

part of the community. Two main ways youth described not being included was in the lack of 

care or maintenance to family friendly facilities on base, including the physical structure and 

design of the base; and, the impact of being overlooked when it came to making military related 

decisions impacting the family such as relocations. 

Designated family friendly spaces on base were described by participants as “constantly 

broken” or not designed for older youth.  In many ways the base environment was not 

accommodating to youth, which left many feeling invisible, undervalued, and overlooked, 

especially for adolescents. For example, several small parks are located around the base, and 

youth described these parks as the meeting point for friends, and spaces where they could hang 

out with friends. Unfortunately, these playgrounds were actually designed for much younger 

children. Older youth (those in this study) expressed not feeling comfortable hanging out in these 

spaces if younger children were present. One participant stated: “That’s the one thing about the 

park in the summer, there are a lot of kids there which isn’t horrible but like it’s not always 

possible to go there.”  Another participant stated: “When the younger kids come we mostly just 

vacate the area because we just let them have it. You can’t do as much when the five year olds 

are playing”.   
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Several of the spaces important to participants included the parks, the skate park and 

several of the sports fields located around the base, as well as the base pool and gym. A common 

theme around these spaces was the lack of maintenance and ensuring these spaces were clean 

and working well for youth to use. For example, participants reported that the skate park always 

had broken glass around it, “It get’s annoying, people are throwing broken glass on it. There is a 

lot of glass at the skate park. It’s never cleaned, maybe once or twice a year, but we basically 

shove the glass under the ramps”. One participant labeled an entire section of her photographs 

“Things they have taken away from us”. She explained how the lack of maintenance of these 

spaces means she was not able to use them, and therefore as she stated “it’s been taken away”.  

She discussed spaces such as the spray park, “so they turned it off and they were trying to fix the 

spray park, but they turned it off last summer because of the plumbing problems”. Over a year 

later several participants referenced the spray park on base still not working and were unsure 

when it would be fixed.  The park and playgrounds were another space several participants stated 

had broken swings and broken equipment. There was a sense the parks were rundown and not 

maintained for families, leaving them feeling invisible or not important to the base.  One 

participant explained the story about her picture taken of a common hang out spot in the near by 

park: “It’s kind of broken, the slide is coming of the track. I hope it can get repaired soon and for 

it to stay clean. There is vandalism there.”  She explained how the pool is also shut down, “it’s 

been broken a lot and they are trying to do renovations to it. I don’t even know what they are 

trying to do, they closed the whirlpool two years ago”.  James also took several pictures of the 

parks, as they were important spaces for him and his friends to hang out. He referred to one park 

picture seen in Figure 9: “These are the broken swings. The base could do something to fix them, 

but I don’t think they really know about it”.  
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Figure 9. Broken park spaces. 

When asked if he knew who he could talk to or where to go to inform someone about 

broken spaces, he replied: “No, maybe I could talk to my mom or dad. My dad knows a lot of 

people since he’s been in the military since the 80’s. It’s not a big deal to the base I guess. It 

won’t really faze them”.  Some participants identified not knowing where to go to access 

information on their spaces, such the pool, parks, or spray park.  I got the sense that the 

participants did not feel like they had a voice, leaving them feeling invisible on base.  In one 

specific example of how families were not formally acknowledged on the base can been seen 

through one participant’s story of her parents trying to advocate for spaces on the base to be 

more family friendly through a community council but this process had been very frustrating: 
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“My parents wanted a dog park, and they said no to the dog park. They asked if they could fix the 

spray park and they said no. They asked if they could fix it up and they said no. My dad tried to 

find out why there were doing construction on the hill and they ignored him”.  She later stated 

how helpless she felt about getting information about spaces around the base: “So there isn’t 

anything we can do unless we go to the council and have a complaint, and then they have to go 

to this ‘mystery’ person who says no to everything”.  I sensed that youth were pushed to using 

spaces no one wanted to use because they were not maintained, leaving them feeling like 

outsiders in their community, using spaces no one would notice (Figure 10).  James’ statement 

showed this sense of lack of care: “That picture is in the field where the park... There used to be 

a lot of picnic tables there and then it got destroyed and you can see there is a lot of graffiti 

there, so they removed the tables but there is concrete there, and when it is hot out you can just 

sit there and hang out”.  
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Figure 10. Spaces on base not maintained.  

Participants took pride in living on the base, and found spaces to enjoy and spend time 

with friends, however it was primarily a military base and not youth centred. Youth felt that they 

had to create their own spaces to fit within the community. I felt participants wanted to create a 

balance of still needing a space that provided comfort to them, in addition to instilling pride that 

they lived on a military base. For example, one participant spoke about a picture of the trees on 

base: “I think the trees help it not feel so structured and militaryish, and I think they could use 

more flowers. There is a cherry blossom tree behind my house and that’s always so beautiful. I 

think it is important for the base to look pretty because a lot of people are like ‘a military base is 

so scary’, like the structure. But the trees are not structure, they have a mind of their own”. 

Janice stated: “If only they gave youth a chance to show they are trustworthy, because I know the 
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junior high and highschool kids here, and we are not as destructive and bad as they think we 

are”. 

The military lifestyle creates demands on families when they are at the mercy of the 

decisions made by the military- deployment and relocation are the main decisions impacting the 

whole family.  These decisions meant changes to the whole family and had important 

implications on the participant’s lives, such as leaving friends behind when moving, changing 

schools, or taking on additional responsibilities at home when a parent is away. Overall, 

participants described postings as the most life changing for them.  It was clear through their 

stories they were aware of how stressful being posted would be on their lives, and they openly 

discussed the worry they had about it. One participant who was being posted to Ontario after ten 

years of living in Edmonton, stated: “To be honest I feel like when people move everyone kind of 

forgets about them. On social media people say ‘oh I miss you so much’, but in reality everyone 

kind of just moves on”. Another participant described their awareness of a posting in their near 

future: “We are actually on the list of those that can move to Latvia, so there is a chance we 

could move in the next few years. That is something that worries me: going to high school and 

leaving in the middle of grade 12 and having to start a new school”.   Families were left making 

decisions that left them separated from each other regardless of what they chose. James stated 

that the next time his father gets posted, his mom will stay behind with him and his sister so he 

can finish his high school.  You could sense a disappointment with this decision, there was 

difficulty with splitting his family up in order for him to move forward with his own wellbeing 

and education.  He explained: “No we will move one more time. My dad needs to move because 

right now he is with B Company and they are going to give him an office job before he retires, 

and we will go either to Kingston or back to New Brunswick.”  As expressed by James, and 
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several other participants, the focus of these life changes such as moving, was pointed toward the 

career of their parent. Once again, the main focus within the family system was connected to the 

military career. More importantly, with the age of the participants, they seemed mature enough 

to understand why the posting would occur, and also to recognize the implications on their own 

life.  

Youth’s voices were not recognized within the military community, either in decision-

making regarding relocations and deployments, or within the base community. Participants 

indicated that they had no say in these life changing decisions, which occurred regularly in their 

life. As one participant stated: “it’s out of our control”.  In a sense, I felt youth worried about 

postings—theirs as well as friends being posted away. Participants felt helpless so they ignored 

it. As an example, one participant explained: “So there’s moving season, like posting season is 

during March and moving season in July and then they all arrive in August. You don’t really 

notice like you see the moving truck and you stand there and you say thank God that’s not me”.  

She later stated how it impacted relationships she developed on base: “You do keep it in the back 

of your mind, don’t get too attached because they are going to move. And you might get hurt so 

you put that in the back of your mind”. The participant’s lives were impacted by military 

postings, but that they had no voice in the matter, and had to deal with it in a silent way. I sensed 

it was adopted as a normalized military culture component within their lives.  

Dealing with Invisibility. Participants used different ways to cope with the stress of 

being posted. Some spoke of using positive thinking, while others used avoidance and quietly 

left their friends.  One participant described developing a coping mechanism to handle the stress 

of being posted. She spoke of how her pictures of storms symbolized postings in the military: 

“While you are moving you are upset, you don’t want to leave friends and the obvious stuff, but 
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in the same hand you can think you are going to meet new people. I love meeting new people, so 

I’m going to have new friends, I’m going to live in a new house”. She continued to explain: 

“Storms can be damaging in a way depending on how rough they are, but they can also be good 

in the end”.  Overall, participants avoided talking about who was leaving within their peer group, 

which indicated it may have been too difficult to talk about.  For example, one participant stated: 

“We don’t necessarily talk about it when we are hanging around in a big group. We don’t talk 

about high school because it’s hard for us and it’s hard for her because she is leaving”.  She 

later stated: “well sometimes you say good-bye and sometimes you don’t”.  I sensed that 

participants felt helpless around this stressful event. As one participant explained: “You can’t do 

much, it’s out of our hands.  We are so used to it, so it’s just like there’s another one”.  Janice 

recalled how she left her friends behind when posted from New Brunswick to Edmonton. She 

left her good-byes with friends to the last minute, in an attempt to avoid the difficult emotions 

tied to it. She explained that she had little sense of control as she didn’t know when she would 

actually be leaving. She stated: “I didn’t tell anyone until the last day of school I was posted 

because it would upset me. So I brought out the American way where you are just gone, bye. I 

was like ‘I’m gone, I’m leaving in a month, we will see”.  

Finding My Own Way 

Participants were trying to balance their identity. On one hand they identified as a 

military youth, on the other, they were very much looking forward to life outside the military 

community and not been seen as “just a military youth”.  This was best depicted in a picture 

taken by a participant of a bridge, as seen in Figure 11.  
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Figure 11. The bridge. 

Julie described how symbolic the bridge was for her life at the moment: “The bridge here 

in the picture is where my friends and I would go, we wanted to be adventurous and so we 

walked to the bridge and we would just sit on the edge and hang out and talk. It was cool 

because it felt like you were off base and from one direction you could see the city and from the 

other direction you could see the base. So it was like that middle line”. Julie described sitting 

with her friends and looking at the city for a getaway, to allow for the opportunity to think about 

her life outside the military, since the city life is a different life compared to the small town 

experience of the base. Participants identified positive aspects of the military culture, such as 

having access to friends who are going through similar experiences and the freedom to be 

independent, however they still valued the ability to have experiences that do not include 
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military lifestyle. They felt stuck not being old enough to have full independence. I sensed they 

were growing into maturity and struggled with these decisions.  

Being part of the military community was an important aspect of participant’s lives—

their values, and everyday norms were shaped around the military identity. They also spoke of 

wanting to be seen by others as more than just military youth. Their stories expressed a division 

between what was familiar and safe, such as the military, and what was new and gave them a 

sense of independence or in their words a need to be: “adventurous”. For example, when one 

participant was asked what she would want others to know about life on a base with a parent in 

the military, she stated “we don’t just want to talk about our parents being in the military”.  She 

explained that she doesn’t feel like other kids understand her because she is from a small military 

school, “but that is always what they see, like you are in the military why don’t you wear army 

green? I’d rather just be recognized as a youth that lives in a small neighborhood”.  I believe 

participants identified as being ‘military’ because it made them feel like they belong or fit in. 

Living on the military base, supported youth to connect with peers simply because of having a 

parent in the military, as this meant peers would have that understanding of the life style. Woven 

into the stories were feelings of turmoil from being caught between two worlds—the military 

world and civilian world. Their insights suggested military youth didn’t fit in to the civilian 

world. They enjoyed the sanctity of the base. They could walk around the forest and nature paths 

and feel like they were escaping from the stressors of life and think about their life, their hopes 

and dreams. As one participant noted how she considered the most important spaces on the base 

were the places she could, “forget you are on a military base”. This escape from the military 

base and culture emerged through the participant’s stories. In particular, they described wanting 

to be identified as more than just military youth “wearing green”. Some participants, when asked 
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if they had a choice of living off the base or on base stated they enjoyed the small town aspect of 

the base living, but would choose to live off base, some place they could still walk places but 

didn’t feel so isolated.  One participant stated she felt pressure to accept the military community 

and culture when living on the base. She had previously lived in other larger cities, and been 

exposed to other places around Canada from other postings, so she was very aware of what she 

described as “more cultured places such as Vancouver”.  Another participant stated: “I’ve been 

from one side of the country to another, my dad says I am very well rounded”.  Another 

participant explained how the base isn’t accepting of youth being different or looking different 

and being in a place like Vancouver would be better for her expression of self: “I started dying 

my hair in split color in grade five, once in grade three I did the underneath of my hair pink. So I 

am pretty much an odd ball. Mom says Vancouver is the place for me, because people there are 

more expressive there. I feel like people here don’t really express themselves that much”.   

One participant described the importance of having a separation from the military 

community and how getting off base and being part of a dance academy helped her with stress of 

“a rough day with just the base, my friends, military—I go to dance and it just floats away”.  She 

realized how important dance was as a separate hobby, to help her take a break from the military 

life. She stated: “It is good because it’s off base so it’s separate so I can have a separate life”.  

She identified how watching the sunset also helped her escape the repetitiveness of base life: “I 

feel like since it’s the same stuff you see every day, having a sunset that looks different every day 

is cool because you don’t feel like you are in the same area all the time. It’s something different”. 

Another participant spoke of using the forest paths as a similar type of escape, “It is somewhere 

to go, for us, not everyone has it. It’s all country and it is somewhere nice, somewhere we can 

get away”. He later stated “There is nowhere much to go here”.  Participants enjoyed this 
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independence because these spaces were only accessible or known to the youth living in the 

community. I realized that all of the participants mentioned how their parents were not aware of 

these hangout spaces, they only knew of the community playgrounds. For example, James stated: 

“No they [parents], they don’t know about the places in the forest. She knows about the park 

where we go”. Another participant spoke of needing a place to go outside the base that is also 

quiet and peaceful, to help with the boredom on base. She explained how she goes with her 

family to a near by lake town where they swim and hang out during the summer, she stated: “It is 

like our escape from the military, getting off base is important”.  

Another participant who was getting ready to move after living ten years on base, spoke 

of how she matured after her father returned home from Afghanistan, “I feel like we know a lot 

more than we use to”. She explained how Afghanistan and being posted left her “more open now 

to new experiences”. When asked about how she felt about moving she stated the best word to 

describe it was “adventuring”. Overall, I believe the base provided the safety and predictability 

for youth to develop, but as the participants matured, they grew tired of the repetitiveness of 

military life, perhaps felt ready to try new things. I could hear in their stories a new opportunity 

they had found in their future, that would not involve the military community.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

.  



 124 

CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 
 This final chapter presents a discussion of the findings, linking the relationship to current 

literature. Implications of the study for social work practice and future knowledge development 

are explored the limitations of the study, with suggestions for further research.  This study 

provided a window into the experiences of youth living on a Canadian military base, adjusting to 

life with a family member who has returned from a combat mission abroad.  Focused 

ethnography, specifically using images to elicit deep insights from youth, is unique to the area of 

military family research, as this area of research has primarily relied on one-one interviews or 

focus groups for collection of data. Additionally, despite a growing body of knowledge on 

military members and their families, researchers tend to rely on information from parents of 

military youth when discussing youth well-being. Currently, little is known about how youth 

living within the culture of a military base are adapting several years after experiencing a 

parental deployment to Afghanistan.  

Theoretical Contributions 

 Initially, I started this research with an underlying notion of what may impact the lives of 

military youth who had experienced a war-induced parental separation.  My understanding of 

this population’s experience was informed by concepts from family stress theory and resilience 

theory.  Findings in this study highlight the complex nature of family systems and resilience 

constructs within military youth when understanding reintegration, and other military stressors. 

Specific “resilient enhancing processes” (Saltzman, Lester, Beardslee, Layne, Woodward, & 

Nash, 2013) have been previously studied within military family research, such as family belief 

systems, communication processes and organizational patterns (Cramm, Norris, Vendam, & 
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Tam-Seto, 2018); were eluded to within these findings, adding to the discussion around 

identifying processes’ involved in creating resilience in military families. This study approached 

the construct of resilience as a process (Rutter, 2012) and a family construct (Walsh, 2012). 

Resilience as a relational process attributes the interactions between the youth and his or her 

environment as an opportunity for creating well-being (Rutter, 2012). Family resilience is not 

static but can change overtime and across situations (Easterbrooks, Ginsburg, & Lurner, 2013; 

Ungar, Brown, Liebenberg, Othman, Kwong, Armstrong, & Gilgun, 2007, Walsh, 2012). Youth 

spoke about ways they created meaning around the stressful experiences of their life as they are 

currently experiencing it; however, what is not known is if these strategies would be effective in 

future life experiences across developmental stages (Walsh, 2002). Future studies should take a 

longitudinal approach to gain a better understanding the long term effectiveness of these 

strategies in helping youth throughout their lifespan.   

Family Belief Systems. Family belief systems are the meanings individuals within the 

family create around the CAF mission and can enhance family resilience (Cramm et al., 2018).  

In this research, participants expressed pride in their ability to overcome the challenges of 

enduring a parental deployment to Afghanistan. They had a sense of sacrifice as being a part of 

the military family. Specifically, the notion of parentification was reflected as a relatively 

positive feature of participant’s experience. Extra household responsibilities youth took on 

during deployments were described as being an opportunity to help their family. The meaning 

connected to this experience represented part of the family belief systems.  Accelerated 

maturation of military adolescents has been described by other scholars as the result of the 

unique context presented through war-induced separations (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Harrinson & 

Albanese, 2012; Hooper, Moore, & Smith, 2014). This adaptability was seen in participants in 
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this study and can be understood through both family stress theory, such as McCubbin and 

Patterson’s (1983) double ABC-X model of family behavior, as well as an aspect of family 

resilience. The double ABC-X model suggests families, although constantly trying to find 

balance and adapt to their present stressors, can access resources (coping strategies) from within 

the family or community to successfully prevent a crisis (McCubbin & Patterson, 1983). More 

importantly, their model highlights how the family defines (cC Factor) the current issue is a 

critical component to determining how the family handles the stressors. In relation to this study, 

the participants described a reframing of the parental deployment in a positive way, potentially 

linking this to a component of the military cultural values such as duty and sacrifice (Hall, 2011). 

There was an overall sense participants wanted to contribute to helping the family adjust to the 

stressors, and also I had a broader sense that youth felt their sacrifices and challenges endured as 

a military youth were contributing to the larger good of their parent’s obligation within the CAF. 

This mindset could be reflective of values held within the overall family system around the 

importance of the military context in their lives.  

Communication Processes. Communication within families has been discussed as an 

important component to enhancing family resilience (Cramm et al., 2018; Walsh, 2002). 

Communication around the combat trauma’s related to the parent’s deployment and their mental 

health injuries was described by participants as occurring in a strategic way. In this study, 

parents began to share more about their operational stress injury and their stories of war as youth 

got older.  Sharing age-appropriate information can help youth witness their parent engage in 

healthy communication and lead to stronger attachments (Cramm et al., 2018). 

Organizational Patterns. Lastly, another protective factor identified within this study 

was the normalcy of parental separations within participant’s lives. Participants explained how 
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several aspects of their parent leaving on deployment was now normal, “like he was on a trip”. 

This mindset in youth has been described in other family resilience studies, linked to 

organizational patterns within family systems and can offset the stressors associated with 

military life (Cramm et al, 2018).  In other words, families developed a mindset that turns the 

family deployments and other stressors into a sense of normalcy (Cramm et al., 2018). 

 Resilience as Contextual. Findings in this study support the idea that resilience should 

be examined through an ecological-systems perspective, as participants expressed creative ways 

to cope during deployments that pulled from resources within their surrounding context. For 

military adolescents, protective and risk mechanisms should be examined from their respective 

ecologies—family and other surrounding contexts. The concept of resilience has evolved to 

include “the capacity of individuals to navigate their way to psychological, social, cultural, and 

physical resources that sustain their well-being and their capacity individually and collectively to 

negotiate for these resources to be provided in culturally meaningful ways” (Ungar, 2008, p. 

219). Resilience in this study was understood as a relational concept, the interaction of youth 

with their environment mattered (Palmer, 2008). Ultimately highlighting the responsibility of the 

surrounding community and social structures, such as families and schools, to provide resources 

to support youths’ abilities to grow into resilience (Masten, 2013). The unique military lifestyle 

left participants primarily defining themselves as “a military youth”, indicating how youth 

identified with this culture. More importantly, when coping with the stress of a parental 

deployment, youth described using the support of their community such as hanging out with 

friends in parks, or the forest. However, there was some evidence that not all youth reached out 

to access support from within their community (i.e. peers, teachers), and this reluctance, may 

have negative implications on their mental health in the future.  
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Contextual Model of Family Stress. Another surprising feature connected with family 

stress theory was related to how participants navigated a new bond or relationship with the 

parent who had been deployed or physically absent.  Boss’s (1999) ambiguous loss theory 

guided my original understanding of the consequences of boundary ambiguity, which is created 

when a parent is physically absent but psychologically present (eg. deployment). Ambiguous loss 

is defined as a situation creating unclear loss that is unverified, which then prevents resolution 

(Boss, 2007). The contextual model of family stress (CMFS) can create a better understanding of 

how youth are impacted by ambiguous loss when a parent is deployed. The family stressor is the 

ambiguous loss of the deployed parent, which then leads to boundary ambiguity and is impacted 

by how the youth perceives the ambiguous loss. Boss (2007) suggests ambiguous loss is a 

continuous process that defies resolution and is based on the assumption that there is an 

attachment to the “missing” person—leaving this a relational concept. Further research should 

examine this concept in connection to military adolescent’s relationship with their parent.  

Especially those parents who have returned home with a psychological injury, leading to the 

second form of ambiguous loss where the parent is now physically present but psychologically 

absent (Boss, 2007, 2016).  

Discussion of Findings 

There are three key findings that I will discuss in this chapter. First, a wartime 

deployment created opportunities and challenges for youth and their families. Second, youth 

developed important coping skills to get through the stressful military lifestyle. Lastly, the 

military community and context has the potential to provide a positive influence on adolescent’s 

resilience.   
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Opportunities and Challenges 

Youth in the study displayed sensitivity related to high-risk combat deployments and the 

impact it had on their lives. Now entering into adolescence, participants displayed an in-depth 

understanding of stressors related to their military lifestyle and participants drew from the pride 

of the military culture to show aspects of a positive mindset related to their stressful life 

experiences during deployments. The cumulative stress on children experiencing multiple and 

prolonged parental deployments has been well documented (Esposito-Smythers et al., 2011; 

Lester et al., 2010). Most of the participants referred to the stress of worrying about the safety of 

their parent when they were engaged in Afghanistan, an experience unique to military culture. 

With some participants experiencing up to five parental deployments to Afghanistan, a 

substantial part of their childhood involved cyclical stress related to preparing for their parent to 

leave on deployment, then return, and again preparing for a re-deployment (Harrison, et al. 2016; 

Pincus, et al., 2001). Emotionally preparing for these changes in the family system most likely 

included the extended worry about whether their parent is going to be killed or very seriously 

injured (Knobloch, et al., 2015). Youth living in the military environment could be surrounded 

by reminders of the stressors associated with a parent deployment. They may see other service 

personnel leaving, observe training on base, or when critical incidents occur such as a death of a 

solider or injury, all official base buildings signify the notification of these events through raising 

all flags at half mast. Understanding how youth have come to incorporate the meanings of these 

highly stressful experiences from their childhood and into their adolescent lives is a unique 

feature of this study.  

This aspect of meaning making is a concept within McCubbin and Patterson’s (1983) 

Double ABC-X model of family stress, referred as the family definition (cC factor). According 
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to the model, how families define the stressor or their perception of the stressor has an impact on 

families ultimately successfully navigating through the stressors or event.  The last part of the 

Double ABC-X model is on family adaptation (xX Factor) which describes the efforts families or 

individuals in a family make to achieve balance after the family crisis or stressor has occurred.  

In this study, participants reflected on their lives after their parent had been engaged in either one 

or more highly stressful deployments. It was the overall positive meaning youth described 

around overcoming this stressful experience which is of importance to consider. Youth in the 

study showed signs of achieving this adaptation. To my surprise, I was not expecting their 

reflection on this time period to be positive, considering it was fraught with uncertainty and 

worry.  This is an important finding which future research could explore more into whether the 

whole family may be also successfully adapting or if there are differences in others within the 

family system, and if they also reflect aspects of achieving this adaptation or balance. 

Participants described their parent’s deployment in relation to the dangers associated with 

combat, including the worry of whether or not their parent would come back alive. These 

findings support previous studies highlighting how children and youth experience higher levels 

of stress during combat deployments then military deployments not involving war (Harrison et 

al., 2014; Pusateri, Ebata, & McGlaughlin, 2015; White et al., 2011).  In the current study, 

participants could still recall the high levels of stress in their life when their parent was in 

Afghanistan. This supports how children and youth are very aware of the realities of military 

service. Interventions are needed to focus on providing information to children about 

deployments in a developmentally appropriate way (Flake et al., 2009). Direct communication 

with children and youth is essential in reducing anxiety children have around fears of death or 

injury of their parent (Cozza, Chun, & Polo, 2005). Several of the participants had parents 



 131 

currently deployed or just returning from deployment to Poland and would talk about these 

deployments as a normalized experience for them with less stress than when their parent was 

deployed to Afghanistan. For example, one participant pointing out the difference between tours 

simply said, “they didn’t have to worry about their legs being blown off”.  

Participant’s awareness of risk involved in combat deployments also supports the 

findings of Huebner and colleagues (2007) on ambiguous loss. Huebner (2007) suggests that 

ambiguity around parental safety for an extended period of time could lead to mental health 

concerns for military youth. This current study extends this by showing that although loss is 

experienced by youth during deployment, coping skills can also be developed to help them 

through these anxieties. This current study provides insight into the range of coping skills youth 

may use to manage stress not only during a parental deployment but develop strategies that are 

useful to support them in the long-term military lifestyle stressors they must deal with such as 

postings and regular deployments. 

 War Impacts Youth’s Maturity. I was surprised at the overall sophistication and 

maturity demonstrated by participants through the meaning making they expressed related to the 

Afghanistan deployment. A previous qualitative study by Baptist, and colleagues (2015) found 

that increased worry about parental safety during deployment led to an accelerated maturation 

post-deployment among adolescents. Youth in that study expressed an appreciation for the 

opportunity to have unique experiences linked to deployment such as extra vacations or special 

bonding time together as a family (Baptist et al., 2015). Similar results were found in this study, 

as youth spoke about how the parent’s deployment helped them realize they could get through 

other future deployments, for example: “I did it since I was a kid of two and a half years old, and 
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I could do it now!”. Another youth shared that after each tour her dad returned and the family 

would go somewhere special.  

This maturity may also be understood as the development of a strong sense of 

independence or self-reliance, which is seen as an important aspect of resilience in youth (Hill et 

al., 2007). Increased stress experienced by youth during several years of a parental deployment 

may account for youth maturity. There is still no clarity within the literature on what mechanisms 

lead to this increased maturity. There is some evidence to suggest that the added responsibilities 

youth take on during deployments may add to this increased maturity (Harrison et al., 2016).  In 

this study, some participants spoke about taking on additional responsibilities in order to help the 

family out and the family relationships becoming closer as a result of the deployment. Similar 

results were found in other studies where youth described a dimension of family closeness after 

deployments, such as family providing emotional support, creating family rituals, and family 

pride (Baptist et al., 2015; Harrison et al., 2016).  

Often discussed as a ubiquitous phenomenon, the term parentification has both positive 

and negative outcomes post-deployment for children (Hooper, Moore, & Smith, 2014). Harrison 

and colleagues (2016) illustrated primarily negative outcomes for Canadian military youth who 

described the burden of additional household or family duties in the absence of the deployed 

parent. Although participants in the current study refer to additional family responsibilities, it 

was described as more of a positive opportunity between the at-home parent and youth, and seen 

as a way they could build a close relationships or bond with their family. This is a further 

indicator of the increased maturity around how youth processed the value of coming together and 

supporting their family. One youth opened up about the last deployment offering an opportunity 

to grow closer with her mother: “It’s still hard but me and my mom got closer this time, so that 
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was like the bright after the storm, we needed to be there for each other for the 11 months. So we 

definitely formed a closer bond”. Another youth spoke of how all her siblings had been given 

specific duties or chores while their father was deployed, and how she would help out her 

younger sister. She spoke of this with pride, rather than identifying it as a burden for her. There 

was a sense of pride that the family would pull together to get through these experiences. 

Perhaps it was the participant’s ability to look back and process the meaning of taking on these 

extra tasks that were no longer viewed as a burden creating additional stress.  Now years later, 

they could find meaning in past challenges as important opportunities and simply a part of being 

in a military family (Baptist et al., 2015).  

Military Culture. Hall (2011) identified language, structure, honor and sacrifice as 

defining military culture; earlier work of Lang (1965) used an organizational lens to suggest that 

communal life, hierarchy, discipline and control were important to successful military 

operations. There were several similarities in how participants described their life, revealing a 

close identification with key components to the military culture.  This study illustrates how 

military culture created opportunities to form a strong sense of cohesion between family 

members. This cohesion was understood to be more than a component associated with military 

personnel acculturation, but part of a value held by youth to help make sense of stressful parental 

separations. Youth in the study described the stress of parental deployments as a necessary 

aspect of their life, which also left them feeling different from others their age. They proudly 

identified with the strength of their community. Participants likened their life on base to that of a 

small town, where they had the ability to walk around safely, and hang out with their friends 

without constantly checking in with parents. There was a sense of community for those youth 

living on base which offered participants unique resources, feelings of connectedness and 
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familiarity, ultimately helping them cope with stresses of military life. Baptist and colleagues 

(2015) examined how the core cultural values from the American army—loyalty, duty, respect, 

selfless service, honor, integrity and personal courage—were found to have impacted 

adolescents’ resilience during parental deployments. In particular, they highlight that, although 

youth displayed examples of selfless service to help out the family, they also did not feel 

comfortable talking about their emotions.  This led to youth feeling isolated and alone. 

Ultimately this silencing led to increased risk for mental health concerns (Baptist et al., 2015). 

Not talking about the stress associated with military deployment was also an important finding in 

this study and is discussed later in the chapter.   

Veteran Parent and Youth Re-Connecting. Another theme identified in the study was 

how deployment offered an opportunity to create a new-found relationship with the military 

parent, years after they returned from deployment. The literature addresses the importance of the 

at-home parent’s role during deployment and directly after the return, during early months of 

reintegration (Flake et al., 2009); however, there is a limited understanding of parent’s role years 

after these highly stressful combat deployments.  In the beginning of my data analysis, I started 

to realize there was limited data around the military parent.  I went back to the transcripts to look 

at any patterns emerging when youth spoke about their military parent. I realized that they spoke 

about two important aspects best described as: 1) Afghanistan changed me; and 2) We created a 

new bond through doing a new hobby together.  Emerging from the stories was a parent-youth 

re-bonding, years after the deployment.  

Youth spoke about their parent changing after each tour from Afghanistan. Previous 

studies have reported similar findings related to a change in the returning parent and this then 

impacted the parent-child relationship (Harrison et al., 2016; Huebner et al., 2007; Mmari et al., 
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2009). Adding complexity to the nature of the relationship is a parent returning home with a 

mental health injury such as post trauma stress disorder (PTSD, Harrison et al., 2016). The 

impact of PTSD on parent- child relationships is well documented in the literature (Cozza, et al. 

2010; Galovski & Lyons, 2004; Holmes Rauch & Cozza, 2013). Six of nine participants 

indicated their parent had suffered from PTSD as a result of Afghanistan. Some youth indicated 

that it was a struggle to connect with their military parent. For example, one youth mentioned 

that she used to get excited to see her dad come home from deployment and get all dressed up 

but now she is “emotionless” when speaking about the picture she took of her father after his 

return from a recent nine-month deployment to Poland. She had also indicated that her dad had 

been diagnosed with PTSD and seemed to take it out on her more then anyone in the family. 

Another participant stated: “he’s been gone and come back so many times that I’m used to it”. 

Another stated that her parent has been deployed so many times that “it’s considered normal”. 

The coming and going of a parent, with the added behaviors linked to psychological injuries such 

as anger and isolation has an impact on intimate relationships and parent-child bonding 

(Galovski & Lyons, 2004; Monson, Taft, & Fredman, 2009). Dekel and Monson (2010) found 

that the PTSD symptoms most likely to impact family relationships is avoidance and emotional 

numbing, which directly impacted parenting satisfaction.  Significant in their findings is that 

lower parenting satisfaction then leads to parent-child relationship issues where parents often 

isolate themselves from family activities or family routines (Dekel & Monson, 2010). Youth in 

this study spoke about the biggest change in their parent after returning from Afghanistan as 

them being “angrier”, or “being distant”. The results in this study showed a new relationship 

between the youth and their parents emerged. Now, years after returning from deployment in 

Afghanistan, several participants recalled how they had started going to the gym together, or 
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playing racquetball, or volleyball—just the two of them. The parent-youth relationships showed 

signs of strength as they found new hobbies to do together in order to rebuild their bond. This 

was subtly implied within the participant’s discussions; I don’t think youth understood this as 

being something intentionally happening between them and their parent.  

These results add to the current literature related to best practices on treatment of PTSD 

with the veteran population.  King and colleagues (2006) identified the role of social support and 

family support as important components that increase veteran engagement within the PTSD 

recovery plan. However, gaining a better understanding of the role that a positive parent-

child/youth bond has in supporting recovery for the veteran and family atmosphere could be an 

important dimension for future research. Supporting new and creative ways for families to re-

connect and find activities to do together can add an important component to the treatment 

dimension. Furthermore, resilience processes in military families rely on strong emotional 

connections (Walsh, 2006), these processes are connected to how the family develops meaning 

from times of stress and are crucial to family functioning (Boss, 2016). Future research could 

examine these resilience processes between family relationships when they are impacted by 

mental health and the extent these parent-child relationships are able to contribute to resilient 

coping.   

Learning to Cope with Military Stress 

 This research uncovered specific strategies participants employed to get through stressful 

times related to their military lifestyle. Effective coping strategies should be assessed within the 

context of developmental milestones during adolescence, in particular the process of establishing 

independence from parents (Zimmer-Gembeck & Collins, 2006). Effective coping can support 

youth’s mental health and is essential for developing resilience.  Eisenburg and Morris (2002) 
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discuss the importance of youth learning to cope with stress in a positive and constructive way to 

continue positive adjustment through additional life stressors.  This is particularly important for 

military youth as they are regularly adapting to stressful situations such as a parent leaving on 

training, the potential of being posted and moving away from friends, or a parent leaving the 

military and then relocating off the base.  In fact, research supports the idea that military lifestyle 

offers children opportunities to support resilience (Easterbrooks et al., 2013). These opportunities 

can include travelling, being supported within a close knit community, and developing strong 

values such as loyalty, duty and honor offer military youth experiences that foster positive 

developmental outcomes (Astor et al., 2013; Mancini & Bowen, 2013).   Coping skills are an 

important concept related to resilience (Boss, 2002; Easterbrooks, et al, 2013). Coping is defined 

as the connection between emotional, behavioral and cognitive process’ used to handle stress 

(Sandler, Tein, Mehta, Wolchik, & Ayers, 2000). As youth mature, they learn to match specific 

strategies in order to cope with the specific stressor (Ayers, Sandler, West & Roosa, 1996). The 

multidimensional model of coping for preadolescence proposes that there are four dimensions of 

coping: Distractive, avoidant, active, and support seeking coping (Ayers et al., 2006).  All 

participants spoke of coping strategies from each of the four dimensions.  

Distractive Coping. Several of the participants spoke of using the vast spaces around 

base to simply hang out and these spaces helped them feel calm—almost like a sanctuary. The 

trails and large forest areas that youth referred to as “nature” was a unique aspect to living on 

base, as opposed to living in the city. For participants, exploring in nature offered a distraction 

from stressors. One participant stated “you can get away from people, go there for an hour or 

two and just get away”. These spaces felt safe and unique to youth.  A few mentioned that their 

parents were not aware of these particular hang out spaces in the forest—they were intended for 
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youth. This strategy also links the contextual dimension of youth drawing on their environment 

to support healthy development. Another distraction strategy discussed was simply “hanging 

out” with military peers. It falls under this category because youth specifically stated they would 

hang out with their friends who were military but would not talk about the stress associated with 

a deployed parent or fear of a looming posting.  Spending time with friends and being connected 

to those who understood the military culture was all that was needed.  Other participant in the 

study described activities to help them cope with stress that would be more of a distraction 

strategy. One went to dance classes, “I would have a rough day with just the base, my friends, 

military—I go to dance and it just floats away”.  Another spoke of volunteering weekly with 

their mom at the local animal shelter as a way to spend time with her love of animals and help 

out. 

Avoidant Coping. There were two males in the study, and both described using avoidant 

coping strategy of not talking about the stress so they would not have to think about it.  For 

example, one stated when asked if he talks about the stress of the military with his friends when 

they hang out, he replied “well some of the girls will talk about it, but the guys, we don’t talk 

about it. We just let it go”.  This internalizing behavior is discussed by several authors as 

potentially leading to increased mental health concerns particularly for boys (Baptist, et al., 2015 

Lucier-Green, 2014; Mansfield, Engel, & Gaynes, 2011).  However, female participants also 

recalled not talking about the actual stress. For example, a female participant stated: “We just 

hang out, we don’t talk about it because they are also going through it…”. Similar findings have 

been reported on youth becoming silenced by not feeling supported by parents to talk about the 

emotions associated with the military life stress (Baptist et al., 2015). As mentioned earlier, 

youth not talking about these emotions—worry, fear, doubt—may be a result of youth 
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internalizing the military values that do not support openly expressing emotions that may imply 

weakness or the value of personal courage (Baptist et al., 2015). 

Active Coping. A study by Morris and Age (2009) found that youth who used active 

coping, such as problem solving strategies or actively seeking support, had fewer emotional 

problems and were better adjusted than those who primarily used avoidant coping strategies. 

Similar results were found in this study where youth actively engaged in drawing or watching 

sunsets or storms to create a positive mindset around the stress of their parent being away. These 

findings support other research suggesting that reframing military lifestyle stressors in a positive 

way can be a valuable coping strategy for youth and help with their individual maturation 

(Knobloch, 2015).  

The most common active coping strategy youth in the study used to deal with the unique 

stress of military life was spending time with their pets.  All participants expressed a strong 

attachment to a family pet, which offered a positive relationship during stressful times.  

Participants indicated their family pet acted as a companion that would comfort them when they 

were feeling down, as their pet sensed that their dad was away. This study supports previous 

findings where animals were found to be a source of strength for military-connected youth and 

linked to be an important resource to promote youth resilience when experiencing a parental 

deployment (Mueller & Callina, 2014).   

Support Seeking. Although less is known about the impact of youth using support 

seeking as a coping strategy, it falls within the active coping category where an individual is 

actively seeking support from friends, mentors, family or peers (Morris & Age, 2009). Youth in 

this study used familiar teachers and school administrators who shared a military background as 

a source of support and someone to talk about their stress related to a parental separation. 
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Participants also spoke of using their friends to talk with, such as “we would just lay in the grass 

and go there to hang out and if we had a rough day we would meet up there with our friends and 

just talk about it”. Another participant spoke of how she would only talk to her friends who were 

military about her stressors: “I would talk to my friends and they would help me because my 

friends have dealt with that”. Social connections have been widely discussed in the literature as a 

key facet supporting positive youth development in military connected youth (Baptist, et al, 

2015; Bradshaw et al., 2010; Mmari et al., 2012).  Most research has discussed the role of social 

connections for youth during deployments or immediately after the parent has returned from 

deployment; however, this study adds to the current literature by expanding on how social 

connections offer ongoing support to youth as part of a supportive community.  Kudler and 

Porter (2013) describe the importance of creating “communities of care” that have community-

based contextual support systems as resources for promoting youth resilience within military 

families. Military friendships are uniquely described as potentially replacing family bonds. This 

is important to consider when looking at ways to invest in supporting military youth who do not 

live on a military community and may not have the ability to meet other youth from military 

families. All of these strategies described by youth in this study add to the current literature by 

providing more detail around the informal supports youth draw on, and highlight the importance 

of the youth’s surrounding context in supporting their resilience. 

Military Culture Supports Resilience 

 Military family research has shifted focus in order to better understand the influence of 

multiple interacting systems on the resilience in military children and youth (Masten, 2014, Park, 

2011, Walsh, 2013). Masten (2014) suggests resilience is more related to systems, and 

researchers should examine resilience by looking at multiple interacting systems to understand 
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the impact of major life events on child development. She recently defined resilience as “the 

capacity of a dynamic system to adapt successfully to disturbances that threaten the viability, the 

function, or the development of the system (Masten, 2014, p. 8).  This definition moves beyond 

the resilience of individuals, and toward how communities or societal context can become 

resilient. The interaction between the individual and their surrounding environment such as 

family, community and social structures produces either positive adaptation or adversity (Luthar 

& Cicchetti, 2000; Ungar, 2011). Panter-Brick (2014) expanded the concept of resilience to be 

more than simply health or absence of pathology, but as “a process to harness resources in order 

to sustain well-being.” (p.432).  In relation to this study, the concept of resilience is understood 

as more than the individual coping strategies youth employed in order to navigate through their 

military lifestyle stressors, but researchers would suggest (Baptist, et al. 2015; Masten, 2013; 

Park, 2011) that long term, healthy adaptation to this lifestyle comes from a child’s social and 

physical ecology (Masten, 2014a; Panter-Brick, 2014; Ungar, 2008). The context or the systems 

are important factors surrounding military youth that influence their capacity to adapt. This study 

adds to the research on military youth resilience by offering a deeper insight into how the 

military community and the values attached to the military culture impact youth’s ability to adapt 

through stress.  

As mentioned earlier, understanding military children and youth should be understood 

from a developmental perspective. The focus on understanding how youth’s context impacts 

their well-being is even more important due to their developmental stage (Lerner & Castellino, 

2002). Expansion of youth’s support networks is useful for development as they begin to use 

social support and their surrounding social networks to reach important developmental 

milestones, such as forming a distinct identity or becoming more independent (Milburn & 
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Lightfoot, 2013). There are clear cultural and structural differences between military and civilian 

adolescents. This divide can create stress for adolescent trying to fit in to civilian schools 

(Bradshaw et al., 2010).   

For military youth living on the military bases, their context becomes even more 

important to understanding how it may impact their well-being.  Some researchers have focused 

on the usefulness of military communities creating a strong sense of community and sense of 

belonging for families within the U.S. context (De Pedro et al., 2013). O’Neal, Mallette, and 

Mancini (2018) highlight the importance of community context in determining how military 

families successfully navigate through their unique challenges. These researchers suggest a spill 

over effect on youth’s well-being when looking at parental connection to the community. If 

parents are positively connected to both formal and informal supports within their community, 

adolescents more likely reported greater well-being (O’Neal et al., 2018).  

Consistent with the literature, youth in the study strongly emphasized the importance of 

their larger context, outside of family systems, such as their neighborhood, school and 

community (Bradshaw et al., 2010; DePedro, et al., 2018; Mmari et al., 2010).  Specifically, two 

major themes youth identified within their military context were their ability to connect with 

peers who were also in military families and physical spaces in the military community created a 

safe way to be adventurous and support independence.  

Military Social Connections 

Research has focused on the role of parents as an important protective factor in 

supporting youth’s ability to thrive within the stress of a military lifestyle (Chandra, et al, 2010; 

Sokomorsky, 2014). However, youth’s expanding need to gain access to other social networks is 

a critical factor identified in adolescent resilience (Ungar, 2011). This study supports previous 
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findings seen in the literature that social connections from other military peers can be a 

protective factor for youth (Mmari et al., 2010). Youth in the study reached out to those people 

who were also from the military—friends, teachers and family members—for support during 

stressful times. Seven out of nine participants indicated all of their friends were from the 

military. Potentially, youth living on the base have easier access to meeting others from the 

military culture. One participant succinctly identified why it was important to have military 

friends “We all have a bond, we all kind of take the boredom away from each other, when we 

hang out we all forget about everything”.  Participants discussed a very close and unique 

connection with friends from the military (e.g. “my friends are like family”).  This unique peer 

connection between military youth offered evidence of an important protective factor helping 

youth not feel alone in their stress associated with military deployments or a relocation. The 

shared experience was important, as some participants spoke about using teachers and 

administrative staff at the base school to talk to, or they checked in on them during their parent’s 

deployment, because they were also from a military family and understood the unique stress 

associated with this experience. This confirms previous findings in the literature that teachers 

and other outside family supports are valuable resources for youth (Bradshaw et al., 2010; 

Huebner & Mancini, 2008; Mmari et al., 2009; Skomorovky & Bullock, 2017). 

Unfortunately, the close connection to military social supports hindered participant’s 

ability to connect with the “outside world”, leaving a negative aspect to only connecting with 

military. They knew their lives were quite different from other youth and this also left them 

feeling isolated and separate from using civilian peers as a potential support. As a participant 

stated: “They don’t really get the concept of why we have to move when the army tells us to 

move”.  A theme identified in the study was Finding My Own Way. This theme described how 
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youth use the military culture such as the close connections with peers who understood military 

lifestyle and the community around them as a support currently in their lives, but looking 

forward into their future, they realized a need to start integrating into life outside the military.  

They grappled with several issues for their future—either their parents were getting ready for 

retirement, or they would get posted and might not live on a military base, or they planned to 

move into high school which would be off base with peers who would have little understanding 

of the military life. In a previous study Bradshaw and colleagues (2010) found similar results, 

where military youth identified as being treated differently by peers at school because of their 

“military brat” status. In this study, four of the youth were moving into high school later that 

year and all of them wondered how they would fit in to a predominately non-military school. 

Their military identity would be foreign to others. The overall concern from the participants was 

that “if you are not from the military you won’t understand what I am going through”. For 

example, a participant summed up the unique culture by stating “If you don’t know military then 

it won’t be easy to understand. It’s like learning a new language”.  Another participant was 

bothered by how youth in civilian schools perceived her military status: “I’d rather just be 

recognized as a youth that lives in a small neighborhood”. This issue has identified a need for 

support for youth from the military community, when transitioning either into new school 

divisions or being posted into a community not on the military base.   

Military Community 

Participants identified that life on the base was like living in a small town. They 

described a close knit community of youth where they could have easy access to each other due 

to the design of the base. This study highlights the importance of context in supporting youth’s 

resilience (Masten, 2013). The military culture assisted youth in creating a common bond with 
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those in their community.  Youth living on the base were basically surrounded by others who 

were from the military and therefore those peers understood the stressors associated with the 

lifestyle. Again, the military culture was important to create a common bond for youth to use 

when they needed the support. The base offered a community for youth that not only surrounded 

youth with people who understood the military culture, but offered additional resources unique to 

their needs. This adds to the current literature supporting the benefits of youth having access to 

military community resources (Harrison et al., 2016; Lucier-Green, Arnold, Grimsley, Ford, 

Bryant, & Mancini, 2016).  Particularly when an estimated 85 % of Canadian military families 

live off base (Vanier Institute for the Family, 2019). Future research could explore ways to help 

military-connect youth living off base to other military-connect youth, as important sources of 

social connection during military life stressors.  

Implications for Social Work Practice, Policy, Research and Education 

This study suggests important ways military youth can positively connect within their 

community on Canadian military bases, and provides insight into supporting the continued 

development of adolescents during military life stress. The purpose of engaging in a research 

study using focused ethnography was to ensure practical knowledge was developed around the 

limited insight social workers and other helping professionals had to support this generation of 

Canadian military youth.  This research has helped youth within the military community be made 

visible.  

The foundation of social work practice is built on values of social justice and anti-

oppressive practice (Hick & Stokes, 2017). These values offer a guide for social workers to be 

conscious of those who have been either intentionally or unintentionally silenced (e.g. children 

and youth, women, Indigenous Peoples, immigrants). Social work practitioners have an 
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obligation to understand how issues of power, culture, age, gender, and larger systems interact 

within youth’s lives and intersect to impact their everyday experiences. Achieving social works’ 

mandate can be done through research (Hardwick, Smith, & Worsley, 2016)—to shed light on 

the richness of CAF youth’s lives in order for helpers to better assist them and support efforts to 

overcoming adversity linked to military combat deployments.  

One further theme that emerged was the issue of military youth invisibility within the 

community. This was highlighted in the study through several pictures youth took of the broken 

and neglected spaces they would hang out at; rundown swings, broken spray park, unkept 

baseball diamonds, picnic spaces that were broken and not usable.  Youth were asked how they 

would inform someone about a maintenance issue on base and most said they didn’t know if 

there was such an option. However, one youth explained that there used to be a council on base 

for the community and her parents would advocate for more family friendly spaces, but much to 

their disappointment it didn’t happen. Two other participants felt that the “military base” or those 

in authority positions on the base either didn’t trust youth living there or didn’t care about the 

families living on the base. 

Knowing how proud the youth in this study were to be part of a military family and the 

sacrifices they had made throughout their entire childhood, it seems paradoxical that the message 

youth receive from the military is that they are not important or invisible. This study was a 

starting point to encourage future social workers and others who work within the scope of our 

Canadian military communities to take interest in CAF youth, and offer opportunities for youth 

to shape their own communities. They have important things to say about things that help them 

through the stressful nature of the military lifestyle, if we listen we can find ways to empower 

youth to ask for what they need.  Hopefully the barrier youth may feel when thinking they are 
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different because they are from a military family can dissipate, creating better access for youth to 

reach out for support to not only those who have experienced the military lifestyle, but other 

community resources that might be valuable to their healthy development. Social work practices 

grounded in resilience theory means expanding and strengthening the ecosystems interacting 

with youth and their families (Cramm et al., 2015; Ungar, 2011; Park, 2013). An important 

implication for practice is that interventions for youth must be developmentally appropriate, 

which means practices support youth’s ability to grow into independence, develop problem-

solving strategies and create positive self-esteem (Ungar, 2011). Social work practitioners can 

advocate to those other helpers within youth’s lives such as teachers, school administrators, sport 

or extra curricular coaches in ways they can help understand their unique military lifestyle better. 

Those participants who had another adult who reached out to ask them how they were doing 

when their parent was deployed was important to helping them not feel so isolated.  

Social workers can offer important knowledge and education that brings awareness to 

teachers and other mental health practitioners working with military families on strategies to help 

connect with youth.  In a way, this study helps to create a foundation to professionals to become 

culturally responsive to understanding military youth and their families.  It is important to 

understand the unique culture associated with the military population. Developing awareness of 

military culture and how it impacts youth’s lives will help not only other social work 

practitioners but other helpers build better relationships with youth, ultimately creating a stronger 

support network for military youth.  

On a broader level, such as the macro or community perspective, social workers should 

advocate for clearer polices and practices to be implemented within the military organization that 

formally recognize the unique needs of children and youth living in Canadian military families. 
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For example, bases appear to be created only for young children and limited spaces open for 

youth who are growing into young adulthood. Social workers can lead by example through 

encouraging participatory action measures to shape policy within the CAF aimed at gaining 

insights directly from military youth and show that they are a values component to the military 

organization. I believe this could be done in a way that is collaborative and allows youth to take 

part in the changes first hand.  Social workers could advocate to leadership on military bases for 

more programming and services that cater to older youth on the base to help create a community 

that invites other youth who do not live on the base to take part. This could help youth not feel as 

isolated from others who don’t live on the base. Another finding from the study was related to 

supporting military youth’s mental health and ability to express emotions related to their stressful 

lifestyle.  Social work practitioners need to support programs on base that help youth develop 

skills to express all the feelings associated with the challenges of military life, especially the 

difficult feelings such as sadness, anger, worry.    

Other community organizations outside of the military jurisdiction should look at 

incorporating more inclusive policies for military youth who are taking part in programs or 

services in community locations. This could include signs on counsellor doors at school saying 

“We Support Military Youth”. In addition, high schools that are located off base could offer 

support groups lead by military youth mentors to help new youth being posted into the school, 

supporting their transition. Lastly, more resources could be used to have ‘youth friendly’ places 

and spaces on base to support their resilience and offer a community of care inclusive to 

everyone living on base (Park, 2011).  
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Use of Photo Elicitation, Limitations and Future Research 

The participants in this focused ethnography offered a unique understanding of the impact 

of war deployments and the influence of military culture on their lives. The study was designed 

for youth to share photographs of people, places and spaces that were typically unavailable to 

adults. More importantly, using photo elicitation with youth participants meant insights on their 

experiences directly informed the research. Photo elicitation opened up important opportunities 

for participants to talk about experiences in their life that were meaningful, giving me valuable 

insight into my research question.   

I believe there are important benefits to using photo elicitation as a research method.  First, 

the use of participant taken photographs helps address and balance the power-dynamic between 

the research and the participant, often considered a grey area when research involves vulnerable 

populations such as adolescents.  The second benefit of this particular visual method was how it 

allowed participants to become actively engage in the study.  Through my observations of 

participants throughout the photo taking process I could sense the participants truly enjoyed 

taking the photographs and talking to me about them. Overall I believe this was a positive 

experience for participants. For example, most participants spoke of how they were drawn to 

participate in the study simply because they enjoyed taking photos and use that as outlet to be 

creative. This method allowed participants to show off a skill they already believe they had, 

which encouraged participation and supported an open atmosphere within the study, when 

collecting the data.  

Some limitations existed within the study. First is related to the process of participant taken 

photographs with adolescent, specifically having them use digital cameras. For example, some 

youth would mention during check-in meetings they had forgotten to take their camera with them 



 150 

for certain activities they wanted to capture on camera. The extended time frame available for 

youth to take pictures offered opportunities to try and capture a rich and diverse experiences of 

their everyday lives, however the camera not being available to them because it was not part of 

their everyday routine to bring with them could have limited the ability to take representative 

photographs.    

Another limitation of this study was a lack of diversity within the sample. The participants 

were all Caucasian and English speaking and had only fathers deploy. Future studies could 

investigate important differences within minority families of CAF, specifically looking at 

ethnicity, gender, same sex and blended families. Examining perspectives from youth who had a 

mother deploy would likely offer important insights connected to relationships between mothers 

and their children.  Also, having more males participate in the study would have offered a deeper 

understanding of gender differences.   

Recommendations for Future Research  

The results of this research have provided a rich description of the impact of combat 

deployments and military culture on adolescents living in CAF families. Their photographs and 

discussions provided important insights into the impact combat missions has had on their lives. 

The experiences of youth in Canadian military families provide knowledge to social workers and 

other health and mental health professionals working with adolescents in Canadian communities. 

This study was the first to look at youth’s understanding of life after Afghanistan, however 

several other areas of the health and well-being of military youth should continue be examined. 

Future research should look more closely at the concept of youth silencing and how not talking 

about the stress of a military lifestyle is a potential risk factor for military youth. Additionally, 

the impact of operational stress and mental health conditions such as PTSD should also be 



 151 

examined from a child-centred approach. The results of this study found that a bond between the 

veteran parent and child was re-negotiated through informal activities. Continued research 

should focus on gaining more insight into the role older youth have within their families in 

supporting the recovery of these operational stress injuries. Finally, looking at how youth who do 

not have immediate access to military community resources and live off bases or isolated 

postings across Canada is important to study further.   
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Appendix A 

Recruitment Poster 

YOUR LIFE IN PICTURES 
 

Participants Wanted: Between the ages 12and 16 who live on the Edmonton Garrison military base 
and have had a parent deploy to Afghanistan.  
 
What? To research the life of young people who live on the Edmonton Garrison military base. 
 
Why? To understand how services and supports might enhance life for youth on the military base. 
 
How? Through photography and discussions. We want to learn about your life, in your own words and 
through your camera lens. You will receive your own digital camera and have an opportunity to develop 
your photography skills. After attending a short training session, you will be asked to use your camera to 
tell your story as a young person living on a military base. 
 
What will I be asked to do? You will have one month to collect images to help tell your story. 
Next you will meet with the researcher who will interview you to hear the story your pictures tell. All 
interviews will be recorded for research purposes and will be kept confidential. 

If you would like more information or to participate please contact Helena Hawryluk at 780-239-
8885 or email hfhawryl@ucalgary.ca  Alternative contact: Dr.  Anne-Marie McLaughlin at 

amclaugh@ucalgary.ca 
 
 
 

The University of Calgary, Faculty of Social Work, in partnership with the Edmonton Military 
Family Resource Centre is conducting this study .This research is approved by the University of 
Calgary Conjoint Faculties Research Ethics Board and the DGMPRA Social Science Research 

Review Board, in accordance with DAOD 5062-0 and 5062-1. The SSRRB approval # 1587/16F                                                                                                                    
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Appendix B 

YOUTH CONSENT FORM 
 

TITLE: Life After a Parental Deployment to Afghanistan: Through the Eyes of an Adolescent  
 
SPONSER: 
Canadian Forces Morale and Welfare Services 
Wounded Warriors Canada/ Canadian Institute for Military and Veteran Health Research 
(CIMVHR) 
 
INVESTIGATORS 
Investigator:  Helena Hawryluk, Faculty of Social Work, 780-239-8885, hfhawryl@ucalgary.ca  
Supervisor: Anne-Marie McLaughlin, Faculty of Social Work, 780 492 1478, 
amclaugh@ucalgary.ca 
 
 
This consent form, a copy of which has been given to you, is only part of the process of informed 
consent. Please take the time to read this carefully. If you would like additional details about 
something mentioned here, or information not included here, please feel free to ask.  
 
The University of Calgary Conjoint Faculties Research Ethics Board has approved this research 
study. 
SSRRB Approval Number 
This research project has been approved by the DGMPRA Social Science Research Review 
Board, in accordance with DAOD 5062-0 and 5062-1. The SSRRB approval # is 1587/16F                                                                                                                     
 
Purpose of the Study 

Very little research is available that explores the unique experiences of youth living on a military 
base who have had a parent deploy to Afghanistan. Reintegration is the term used to talk about 
what life is like in your family after your parent returns home from a deployment. We believe 
youth have unique and valuable things to say about these experiences. We are interested in 
understanding the experiences of youth, including the opportunities and challenges they may 
face, who have had a parent deploy to Afghanistan.  In order to gain this understanding, youth in 
this research will be provided cameras and invited to take pictures of their world. We will also 
interview youth and ask them about their pictures and the stories connected to the pictures. We 
hope that this study will contribute to a better understanding of youth with a parent in the 
Canadian Armed Forces who has experienced a combat deployment.  
In addition, this research will be contributing to the completion of the investigator’s PhD.   
 
What Will I Be Asked To Do? 

You will be asked to contribute in three parts to the project. First, we will provide you with a 
camera and training on the use of the camera. You will then be asked to take photographs of, 
people, places, or objects that you think show what your life is like living on a military base. 
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These pictures are intended to represent life following your parent’s deployment(s) to 
Afghanistan.  You will be asked to complete these over a 1 month period. In the second part you 
will select from your collection 10-20 pictures that you feel best represent your story, for 
printing. Once the photo’s you have selected are printed we will begin the third part of the 
research. In this part you will meet with the researcher to share your stories, ideas, feelings and 
experiences connected to your photographs and your life as a military youth.  The questions will 
be related to the pictures, for example, we may ask questions about how your pictures are 
connected to your experience of living on the military base, and adjustment to your parent 
returning home from deployment. You will be able to keep all of the photographs that you take. 
The research team will take copies of those that you select for discussion. We may ask you if you 
would be willing to do a second interview to expand on or discuss ideas that have been raised.  
The interviews will be about 45-60 minutes long and will be digitally recorded.   
 
Participation is Voluntary 
 
It is your choice to take part in this study and you should not feel any pressure to participate.  
You do not have to answer any questions that you don't want to answer.  You can stop at any 
time during the study by telling the person who is interviewing you that you wish to stop. You 
can withdraw at any time up to the point of data being reviewed. Your contribution will be 
completely withdrawn from the report (unless it has already been analyzed).  If you choose to 
participate, the information that you provide will be kept confidential within the research team, 
and any decision to withdraw from all or part of the study will only be known by research staff.  
There is absolutely no consequence for withdrawing from the study. The interview would take 
place at a time and place easiest for you.   
 
What Type of Personal Information Will Be Collected?  

If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to tell us your age, gender, phone 
number, email address, ethnic background, and how many years living on Edmonton Garrison 
Military Base.  

Only the people who are part of the research team will be able to listen to the recordings of the 
interviews, or view the photographs and the transcripts, which are a written copy of the 
interviews.  In the transcripts all information that could possibly identify a participant will be 
removed. 

There are a few options for you to consider if you decide to take part in this research.  You can 
choose all, some, or none of them.  Please put a check mark on the corresponding line(s) 
answering the following questions: 
 
I agree to be contacted for a follow up interview                                           Yes: ___ No: ___ 
  
I wish to choose my own pseudonym (fake name)                   Yes: ___ No: ___ 
If Yes: ____________________________________ 
 
I wish to review the transcript:        Yes: ___ No: __ 
(Those wishing to review the transcript will have two weeks to do so). 
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I wish to receive the final report                        Yes:___ No: ___ 
 
 
Are there Risks or Benefits if I Participate? 

Possible Risks:  We believe the risks of participating in this research are minimal, however 
some participants may become upset about some of the questions they are asked or while taking 
photographs.  If you feel upset at any time during the study we have set up options for support. 
You are welcome to contact the researcher, who will access the youth worker with the Military 
Family Resource Centre. In addition, you can access support from a list of services that can help 
you.  The researcher will arrange a regular check in with you during the time you are taking 
photographs. If you need additional support at that time (or at any time throughout the study) we 
will arrange it. 

The researcher will periodically check in with you during the interview and if you 
experience any discomfort, will provide you with options regarding continuing with or stopping 
the interview. In addition, a Military Family Resource Centre Youth Worker will be available to 
offer support during all scheduled interviews with participants. 

If, during or after participating in this study, you have any questions regarding the 
services available to you or your family regarding well-being, more information may be found 
on the Military Family Services website: www.familyforce.ca as well as on the attached support 
resource list. 
 
Benefits:  Your involvement in this project will assist in bringing a better understanding to 
service providers and decision makers about young people in military families and their 
experiences when a parent returns from deployment from a combat mission such as Afghanistan.  
We hope that this will contribute to improved services and increased support for military youth 
across Canada.  You may also benefit by telling your story and knowing that you may be helping 
others. 
. 
 
What Happens to the Information I Provide? 

The information you provide will be used for teaching and public presentations as well as 
research publications and will contain no personally identifiable information.  
 
The privacy of participants is important. The interviewer will keep the interviews confidential, 
which means that we will not share any information with your parent, with the following 
exceptions: any disclosure of physical or sexual abuse, disclosure of suicidal thoughts, or 
imminent harm to self or other. If such information is brought up to the researcher, parents will 
be contacted and reported to the appropriate authorities.   
 
Only the research team will have access to the digital recordings and the information that has 
been transcribed from the recordings.   All digital and paper files will be stored at the University 
of Calgary, Faculty of Social Work (Edmonton Division) in locking filing cabinets inside locked 
offices.  All signed consent forms, fake name codes and information that could identify a person 
(such as their age) will be stored in locked cabinets, separate from the recordings and transcripts. 
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Any information stored in electronic format on computers or other electronic storage devices will 
be kept in password-protected files on computers that are also password-protected. Computer 
files may be stored indefinitely but will remain password-protected and contain no information 
that can be used to identify you.   
 
ATIP Considerations 
The Access to Information Act and the Privacy Act entitles Canadian citizens, permanent 
residents of Canada and individuals or corporations currently present in Canada to obtain copies 
of research reports and research information held in federal government files. Prior to releasing 
any information, the Director, Access to Information and Privacy, screens the information to 
ensure that the identities of individuals are not disclosed.  
 
 
Signatures (written consent)  

Your signature on this form indicates that 1) you understand to your satisfaction the information 
provided to you about your participation in this research project, and 2) you agree to participate 
in the research project. 

Your signed consent does not waive your legal rights nor release the investigators, sponsors, or 
involved institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities. You are free to withdraw 
from this research project at any time. You should feel free to ask for clarification or new 
information throughout your participation.  

Participant’s Name: (please print) _____________________________________________ 

Participant’s Signature: _______________________________________ Date: ______________ 

Participant’s email address: (for those wishing to review the transcript, granting permission for 
follow-up, or to receive the final 
report):______________________________________________ 
Researcher’s Name: (please print) _________________________________________________ 

Researcher’s Signature:  ______________________________________ Date: _____________ 

Questions/Concerns: If you have any further questions or want clarification regarding this 
research and/or your participation, please contact:    

Helena Hawryluk 
Faculty of Social Work 
University of Calgary 
(780) 780-239-8885 

hfhawryl@ucalgary.ca 
 

Dr. Anne-Marie McLaughlin 
Faculty of Social Work  
University of Calgary 

(780)-492-1478 
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amclaugh@ucalgary.ca  
 
 

 
If you have any concerns about the way your youth has been treated as a participant please 
contact the Research Ethics Analyst, Research Services Office, University of Calgary at (403) 
220-4283/210-9863; email cfreb@ucalgary.ca.  

 A copy of this consent form has been given to you to keep for your records and reference. The 
investigator also has a copy. 
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Appendix C 

PARENT CONSENT FORM 
 

 
TITLE: Life After a Parental Deployment: Through the Eyes of an Adolescent  
 
SPONSOR:  
Canadian Forces Morale and Welfare Services  
Wounded Warriors Canada/ Canadian Institute for Military and Veteran Health Research  
 
INVESTIGATORS:  
Investigator:  Helena Hawryluk, Faculty of Social Work, 780- 239-8885 , hfhawryl@ucalgary.ca  
Supervisor:  Anne-Marie McLaughlin, Faculty of Social Work, 780 492 1478, 
amclaugh@ucalgary.ca 
 
 
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY? 
 
Very little research is available that explores the unique experiences of youth living on a military 
base who have had a parent deploy to Afghanistan. We believe youth have unique and valuable 
things to say about these experiences. We are interested in understanding the experiences of 
youth, including the opportunities and challenges they may face, who have had a parent deploy 
to Afghanistan.  In order to gain this understanding, youth in this research will be provided 
cameras and invited to take pictures of their world. We will also interview youth and ask them 
about their pictures and the stories connected to the pictures. We hope that this study will 
contribute to a better understanding of youth with a parent in the Canadian Armed Forces who 
has experienced a combat deployment.  
In addition, this research will be contributing to the completion of the investigator’s PhD.    
 
WHAT WOULD MY YOUTH HAVE TO DO? 

 
Your youth will be invited to take photographs from cameras we provide, of objects, places, 
and/or other people who they feel hold importance or are relevant to their experience of living on 
a military base and to their life upon the return of a parent following deployment. We will 
provide training to each youth regarding camera use, etiquette and issues of privacy. Their 
participation in the study will also include an interview with our researcher to share their ideas, 
feelings and experiences about the process of adaptation post-deployment. Their photographs, 
images or drawings, will be used within the interview as a way to assist them in expressing their 
thoughts and experiences.  For example, will be asking about the meaning attached to pictures 
they select, how the pictures are connected to their experience of living on the military base, and 
their adjustment to the return home of their parent from Afghanistan. We will ask if they would 
be willing to do a second interview to clarify, expand on or discuss ideas that have been raised.  
The interviews will be about 45-60 minutes long and will be digitally recorded. 
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PARTICIPATION IS VOLUNTARY 
Participation in the study is voluntary and youth should not feel any pressure to participate.  The 
youth do not have to answer any questions that make them uncomfortable.  They can stop at any 
time during the study by telling the person who is interviewing them that they wish to stop. They 
can withdraw at any time up to the point of data being reviewed. If they choose to participate, the 
information provided will be kept confidential within the research team, and any decision to 
withdraw from all or part of the study will only be known by research staff.  There is absolutely 
no consequence for withdrawing from the study. The interview would take place at a time and 
place easiest for each youth.   
 
TYPE OF PEROSNAL INFORMATION COLLECTED? 
If you agree that your youth may participate, they will be asked to tell us their name, address, 
age, gender, ethnic background, years living on the Edmonton military base, and how many 
deployments specifically to Afghanistan.  

Only those who are part of the research team will be able to access the digital recordings of the 
interviews, photographs or transcripts.  In the transcripts all information identifying information 
will be removed.  

Please put a check mark on the corresponding line(s) answering the following questions: 
 
I agree that my youth my participate in this research    Yes: __   No:__ 
I agree that my youth may be contacted by telephone, email or in person to schedule a follow up 
interview                               

            Yes: ___ No: ___ 
I wish to receive the final report          
          Yes:___  No: ___ 
I agree to have the interview with my youth recorded      
          Yes:___  No:___ 
 
WHAT ARE THE RISKS? 

 
We believe the risks of participating in this research are minimal, however some participants 
may become upset by questions they are asked or while taking photographs. If your youth, at any 
time, feels upset we have supports available. Your youth is welcome to contact the researcher, 
who will access the youth worker with the Military Family Resource Centre. In addition, the 
youth at any time during the study may access support from a list of  services available to them 
outside of the Military Family Resource Centre. The researcher will check in with the youth 
participant on their comfort level throughout the study and interview process.  If, after 
participating in this study, you have any questions regarding the services available to you or your 
family regarding well-being, more information may be found on the Military Family Services 
website: www.familyforce.ca as well as the attached support resource list. It is possible that a 
parent or family member may recognize the story or experiences of their child in the research. 
While all attempts will be made to ensure anonymity this cannot be fully guaranteed.  
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ATIP CONSIDERATIONS 
The Access to Information Act and the Privacy Act entitles Canadian citizens, permanent 
residents of Canada and individuals or corporations currently present in Canada to obtain copies 
of research reports and research information held in federal government files. Prior to releasing 
any information, the Director Access to Information and Privacy screens the information to 
ensure that the identities of individuals are not disclosed.  
 
 
 
 
BENEFITS OF TAKING PART OF THIS STUDY 
 
This study will benefit the CAF as it will help improve our understanding of the impact of the 
transition process post-deployment with military adolescents, and potentially contribute to 
improved services and supports for military youth. Your youth may benefit by telling their story 
and knowing that they may be helping others. 
 

SIGNATURES 

 
Your signature on this form indicates that 1) you understand to your satisfaction the information 
provided to you about your youth’s participation in this research project, and 2) you agree that 
your youth may participate in the research project. 

Your signed consent does not waive your legal rights nor release the investigators, sponsors, or 
involved institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities. The privacy of 
participants is important. The interviewer will keep the interviews confidential and will not share 
any information with parents with the following exceptions: any disclosure of physical or sexual 
abuse, disclosure of suicidal thoughts, or imminent harm to self or other. If such information is 
disclosed parents will be informed as well as the appropriate authorities.  Your youth is free to 
withdraw from this research project at any time. You and your youth should feel free to ask for 
clarification or new information throughout their participation. 

 

Parent’s Name  (please print)______________________________________________________ 

 

Parent’s Signature:_________________________________________Date:________________ 

 

Youth’s Name (please print): 
_______________________________________________________ 
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Investigator’s Name: 
_______________________________________________________________ 

Questions/Concerns: If you have any further questions or want clarification regarding this 
research and/or your youth’s participation, please contact:  

   

Helena Hawryluk 
Faculty of Social Work 
University of Calgary 

(780) 239-8885 
hfhawryl@ucalgary.ca 

Or 

Dr. Anne-Marie McLaughlin 
Faculty of Social Work  
University of Calgary 

(780)-492-1478 
amclaugh@ucalgary.ca  

 
If you have any concerns about the way your youth has been treated as a participant please 
contact the Research Ethics Analyst, Research Services Office, University of Calgary at (403) 
220-4283/210-9863; email cfreb@ucalgary.ca.  
 
 
The University of Calgary Conjoint Faculties Research Ethics Board has approved this research 
study. 
A signed copy of this consent form has been given to you to keep for your records and reference. 
 
SSRRB Approval Number 
This research project has been approved by the DGMPRA Social Science Research Review 
Board, in accordance with DAOD 5062-0 and 5062-1. The SSRRB approval # is 1587/16F 
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Appendix D 

Interview guide - Youth 
Questions are designed to be unstructured and are participant driven, which allows questions to 
be open ended/exploratory and subject to revision depending on what emerges from each 
participant’s narrative.   
Interviewer Opening Orientation Remarks: As we had discussed previously, before you 
started taking photographs, the goal of our study is that we are interested in hearing from youth 
living in a military community and have experienced a parental deployment specifically to 
Afghanistan. 
Interview Outline 

1.   Interviewer will invite the participant to spread all their photographs across the table, and 
ask him/her to group any photographs they feel belong together. 

a.   Once that is done, the interviewer will ask the participant to pick a group of 
photographs and begin to describing them, through an introductory question about 
each photograph in the selected group: “Tell me the story of this photograph?”. 

b.    Follow up questions on each photograph to gain more insight or deeper 
explanations can be selected from the following list:  

i.   What do you see in this photo?  
ii.   What else is happening here?  

iii.   How does this relate to your life and life within your community?  
iv.   Why does this problem, concern or strength exist? What can we or others 

do about it? 
v.    What would you hope for this scene to like like in years to come?  

vi.   what photograph(s) best represents your community, here on the military 
base? 

vii.   What photograph(s) represents changes that have occurred after your mom 
or dad returned home from the deployment to Afghanistan? 

2.   Process of questioning (part a & b) will be repeated for all photographs 
3.   At the end of the interview, the interviewer will close the interview with a summary 

question, asking if the participant has anything he or she would like to add about the 
images or issues discussed.  

4.   The interviewer will ask the participant to assemble his or her photographs on the table as 
ask “looking at all these photographs together, what story do they tell about your life as a 
youth, living on the military base, and your experience with reintegration after your 
parent returned home?” 

 


