
Impact of Parental Combat Deployment on 

Children, Spouses and Service Members: 

Assessment to Guide Intervention

Patricia Lester MD
Medical Director, UCLA Child and Family Trauma Psychiatry

Director, FOCUS Project

Division of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry

UCLA Semel Institute for Neuroscience and Human Behavior



If a community values its children,

it must cherish their parents.ò 

Å Bowlby, 1951



Early Experience Matters

ïRole of Relationships in Early Development
ÅBrain Development

ÅEmotional Regulation and Neurophysiology

ÅSecurity of Attachment

ïAdversity During Development:  What 
Research Tells Us
ÅParental Depression

ÅTrauma, Loss and Intergenerational Risk

ÅCumulative Stress and Development 



Challenges to Military Children and 

Their Families
ÅExtended and repeated separations from a primary 

caregiver in the context of danger

Å Increased stress on caretaking parent

ÅMissed developmental milestones

ÅAltered family roles and responsibilities

ÅMedia and communication exposure across the family

ÅCommunity level stress/loss

Å Impact of combat exposure on returning parent

ÅPossible parental mental health problems, physical 
injury, or loss 



Deployment Spiral credit to NMFA
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Deployment Spiral and Children



ÅNew evidence for child and caretaker psychological 
symptoms in preschool and school aged children 
during combat related deployments.

ÅParental distress a risk factor for greater psychological 
distress in the child.

ÅDevelopmental differences in reactions.

ÅRise in child maltreatment during deployments and 
related to separation/reunion.

ÅRising mental health utilization in military children 
including both outpatient and inpatient visits since 
OEF/OIF.

Research Summary:

Impact of Parental Deployment on Children



Wartime Deployment and Parent Distress: 
Potential Disruptions to Parenting and Family 

ÅAvoidance/emotional numbing

ÅDifficulty controlling aggression

ÅDecreased interactions with children

ÅIncreased mood irritability

ÅGreater relational conflict; decreased trust/intimacy

ÅHighly authoritarian/overprotective parenting styles

ÅIncreased risk behaviors: substance misuse and 
domestic violence


