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INTRODUCTION

The advent of the All-Volunteer Force ushered in a new era of American defense. The end of the draft
resulted in a stronger, more professional U.S. military; however, it has also decreased understanding of

military service and sacrifice within the broader American society.

Roughly 0.5% of the American public has served on active duty at any given time since 9/11. This
number is expected to continue to decline as a result of continued voluntary service and evolving
technology. While the smaller percentage of Americans in military service alone is not a cause for
concern, the resulting decrease in understanding between the military and the broader U.S. society

presents significant challenges for the future of American defense.

Blue Star Families’ annual Military Family Lifestyle Survey provides a comprehensive understanding of

the experiences and challenges encountered by military families. Military families are, first and foremost,
American families. As such, they are very similar to their civilian neighbors. Many need dual incomes to be
financially secure, are concerned about their children’s education and well-being, and want to establish
roots and contribute to their communities. However, the unique demands of military service mean
families must serve and sacrifice along with their service member, and this results in exceptional issues

and challenges for the entire military family.

Supporting military families strengthens national security and local communities, and is vital to sustaining
a healthy All-Volunteer Force. Toward this end, Blue Star Families, with help from its valued partners,

conducts a survey and produces a report on the state of military families each year.

The 2020 survey was designed and analyzed by a team led by the Department of Applied Research at
Blue Star Families, in collaboration with Syracuse University’s Institute for Veterans and Military Families
(IVMF).

The survey results are intended to:

® identify key aspects of military life to effectively target resources, services, and programs that support

the sustainability of military service and the All-Volunteer Force; and

® facilitate a holistic understanding of service member, veteran, and military family experiences so that

communities, legislators, and policymakers can better serve each of their unique needs.



Blue Star Families’ annual Military Family Lifestyle Survey
(@aMFLS) has been providing a comprehensive understanding
of the experiences and challenges encountered by military
families since 2009. It offers crucial insight and data to help
inform national leaders, local communities, and philanthropic
actors — functions that are even more important as decision
makers assess how to support military and veteran families
while the nation recovers from a global pandemic. The
survey also presents the opportunity to increase dialogue
between the military community and broader American
society by highlighting areas for improvement and offering
solutions to bridge the civil-military divide, strengthen
communities, and bolster the health and sustainability

of the All-Volunteer Force.

Blue Star Families conducted its 11th annual Military Family
Lifestyle Survey from September to October 2020. Capturing experiences of nearly 11,000 respondents
worldwide, and generating millions of data points, it remains the largest and most comprehensive

survey of active-duty, National Guard, and Reserve service members, veterans, and their families.

OVERVIEW OF TOP MILITARY FAMILY ISSUES

The widespread impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic may have magnified long-standing issues for
military families. Time away from family, already a top concern, may have been intensified by unexpected
guarantines and extensions, or have had a greater impact on service members and family members
managing work and home demands in an unprecedented work, school, and home environment. Balancing
work, child care, child education, and home obligations in a global pandemic brought new challenges to

the perennial issues of spouse employment, child education, and military family quality of life.

® Amount of time away from family due to military service remains the top issue for active-duty
service members, veteran families, National Guard families, and Reserve families; however, it was

the second top concern for spouses, behind military spouse employment.

® Military spouse under- and unemployment — consistently a top issue for active-duty spouse
respondents — may have intensified due to COVID-19 impacts; this issue rose to the top five issues

for active-duty service member respondents for the first time.

® Access to pay and benefits earned through military service, such as military pay, support for PTSD

and combat stress, and health care and benefits, summarize veteran family concerns.



Active-duty

. Veteran National Guard Reserve
Service

Active-duty

Spouses Families Families Families
Members

Spouse employment 52% 31% 19% 12% 17%
Time away from family 46% 52% 38% 52% 51%
Child(ren)’s education 42% 33% 19% 12% 17%
Quality of life 29% 29% 17% 17% 23%
Military pay 27% 29% 31% 27% 25%
Family stability 26% 34% 18% 17% 23%
Military career control 22% 29% 18% 24% 18%
PTSD/combat stress/TBI 9% 8% 30% 21% 18%
Military/VA health care 11% 12% 28% 19% 22%
Military benefits 10% 13% 24% 23% 21%
Deployment impact on family 22% 18% 23% 38% 34%
Active-Duty Spouses (n=3,647) Active-Duty Service Members (n=791) TOP 5 ISSUES FOR EACH SUBGROUP IN RED

Veteran Families (n=2,690) National Guard Families (=375) Reserve Families (n=348)

SUPPORTING MILITARY FAMILIES STRENGTHENS NATIONAL SECURITY & LOCAL COMMUNITIES

The tumultuous events of 2020 intensified some pre-existing concerns common across military families.
Military spouses, who already encounter considerable barriers to employment due to the military lifestyle,
often found their tenuous connection to the workforce snapped as employment opportunities shrank
and responsibilities of managing their children’s education landed on their shoulders. Military children,
who already experience educational transitions because of frequent relocation, adjusted to new methods
of learning, often shifting between virtual learning, in-person learning, and homeschooling. Service
members, who are already concerned with the amount of time their service requires them to be away

from family, experienced extended deployments and some saw more activations.

This year's events underscored the importance of addressing these long-standing concerns, while also
shining a spotlight on systemic problems. Civil unrest and national conversations of racial inequity

brought more attention to the experiences of people of color, increasing awareness of challenges that
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have long been overlooked. The global transition to remote work
demonstrated how the nation can harness the power of technology
to improve outcomes for military families on issues as wide-ranging
as military spouse employment (through telework), to concerns
about continuity of health and mental health care (through

access to telehealth), to easing school transitions (through online
enrollment and virtual schooling). Abrupt shifts to virtual schooling
shed light on the tremendous support many military families rely
on local schools to provide and the issues that are exacerbated
when those services become unavailable, from supplemental food
assistance to a variety of therapies and services for children with
special needs. While the stormy year of 2020 created significant
challenges, it also clarified issues and sparked changes, giving

stakeholders interested in supporting military and veteran families

a clearer view of the path to recovery.

The 2020 Military Family Lifestyle Survey Comprehensive Report examines these shifts and
opportunities through the social determinants of health, exploring the five pillars that set the
conditions for individual and family health and well-being: community and social context, health care
access, education access and quality, neighborhood and the built environment, and economic stability.!
The community and social context lens examines how relationships can impact well-being positively
or negatively, including experiences of discrimination, sense of belonging to the unit, supports during
stressful times like a deployment, and the military family lifestyle cultural competence of the local
civilian community. Access to and desire for mental health care, as well as access to health care
services after a relocation, are examined through the health care access and quality lens. High-quality
education access sets the conditions for healthy children and families; military children’s education is a
perennial concern that has been worsened by COVID-19-driven instability. Housing and neighborhood
quality have received increasing attention in recent years? and are indelibly tied to a family’s economic
condition. In turn, economic stability, the final social determinant, is connected to affordable, available

child care and spouse employment challenges.

11



TOP FINDINGS FOR 2020
Community and Social Context

Service members reported experiencing racial and gender discrimination, potentially impacting readiness
and retention. Most did not report the most recent incident of discrimination. Also, a smaller proportion of
those active-duty service member respondents who experienced military-connected racial discrimination
(43%) would recommend service than those who had not experienced discrimination (63%). Nearly one in

10 veterans of color reported racial discrimination was one of the reasons they left military service.

Fewer than half of service members reported feeling a sense of belonging to their unit. The number was
even lower for female service members. Fewer than half agreed their command communicates well, and

makes good decisions, but those who did agree reported significantly less stress.

More than half of families who experienced a deployment or activation during COVID-19 experienced an
unanticipated extension of their time apart. Service members and their family members reported their
top needs during deployment include communication, opportunities to exercise, and access to medical

care and mental health resources.

Reserve and National Guard service members reported negative employment consequences during their
career after an activation or deployment. Despite federal legal protections, nearly a quarter (23%) of
National Guard and a third (34%) of Reserve service member respondents noted negative consequences
with their civilian employers after returning from activation, such as losing promotion or training
opportunities, involuntary reductions in hours or pay, or loss of employment. Over half of National
Guard family respondents reported an activation since March 2020.

Health Care Access

Families still experience barriers to mental health care; 21% would like to receive care but don’t currently.
Nearly one-quarter (23%) of active-duty spouse respondents and 16% of active-duty service member
respondents indicated having a current diagnosis for Generalized Anxiety Disorder. Despite increased
use of telehealth services, active-duty family member respondents continue to report difficulty
scheduling appointments, difficulty getting time off work for treatment, difficulty finding child care, and
concerns about confidentiality.

Education Access and Quality

Families with kids who have special needs have difficulty maintaining educational and health care
services during COVID-19 or after a PCS. The majority (78%) of active-duty family respondents with

a child receiving special education services lost those educational support services during COVID-19
closures. Those transitioning to a new duty station encountered additional challenges; half of active-duty
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family respondents with a child enrolled in special education who PCSed since March 2020 reported they
had trouble transferring their child(ren)’s IEP (51%) or 504 Plan (48%) to their new school. Families are

choosing to live apart (“geobach”) to avoid these challenges.

Virtual education tripled in the last year, and more families are moving to homeschooling. Fifty-one
percent of active-duty family respondents reported their oldest child participated in virtual education
delivery in the 2020-2021 school year; 13% reported homeschooling. The shift to virtual education has
impeded spouse employment; 36% of active-duty spouse respondents who are not working reported
they were not working so they could homeschool their child(ren) or supervise virtual schooling.

Neighborhood and the Built Environment

Most families pay well over the monthly out-of-pocket housing costs the Department of Defense
projects they should be paying ($70-$158); of those active-duty families who reported out-of-pocket
costs, 77% pay more than $200 out-of-pocket each month. When choosing housing, families prioritize
proximity to base, family safety, a desirable school district, pet acceptance, and whether BAH will cover
the costs. Financial stress increases with greater out-of-pocket housing costs.

Economic Stability

Child care remains a top barrier to spouse employment, and it has intensified during COVID-19;

it's a greater challenge for families with kids with special needs. Lower-income families have a
harder time finding child care that works for their situation, but higher-income families still encounter
challenges. Over half of service member respondents reported “permission to work remotely” would
alleviate child care and schooling challenges.

While low food security is most prominent among junior enlisted family respondents (29%),
higher-ranking enlisted families also experience it. Fourteen percent of enlisted active-duty family
respondents reported low or very low food security. Improving military spouse employment could be
a sustainable upstream solution; enlisted spouses who are employed reported lower food insecurity

(10%) than those who were not working but need or want to work (20%).

The spouse unemployment rate is higher in active-duty spouse respondents of color (27% vs.

17%) and recently relocated spouses (31% vs. 16%). Since March 2020, 42% of active-duty spouse
respondents who had been working prior to the pandemic reported they had stopped working at some
point during it, with layoffs and furloughs as the top reported cause. Most (68%) of those who stopped
working remained unemployed at the time of survey fielding. Spouses identified remote/telework,
transferring to a new location within the same company, and more flexibility from their service

member’s command over their day-to-day job demands as preferred solutions.
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TOP MILITARY
FAMILY STRESSORS

TOP MILITARY FAMILY STRESSORS RELATED TO TIME IN THE MILITARY

To better understand the impact of individual stressors common to the military lifestyle, respondents

were asked:

“During your time associated with the military, what are/were the biggest stressor(s) in your military

family? Please select up to 5 top stressors.”

Active-duty Veteran National Guard Reserve

Families Families Families Families

ivili u
Civilian spouse’s employment

challenges 44% 20% 12% 18%
Isolation from family/friends 43% 25% 16% 25%
Financial issues/stress 39% 47% 39% 40%
Deployments 38% 41% 45% 43%
Relocation 36% 25% 6% 16%
Emotional/mental health issues 23% 28% 29% 25%
Marital or relationship issues 18% 27% 24% 28%
Job stress 25% 26% 32% 28%
Impact of military life on children 29% 20% 34% 30%
3:3:\;32’;2 tdue to military service, not 21% 20% 31% 29%
Active-duty Families (n=4,397) Veteran Families (n=2,669) TOP 5 STRESSOR FOR EACH SUBGROUP IN RED

National Guard families (n=366) Reserve families (n=343)
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FINDING 1

Active-duty service members in underrepresented groups — service members

of color, female service members, and LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,

queer) service members — not only recognize discrimination in the military that

their peers do not, but they also consider it in their decision to leave the service.

The events of 2020 brought into focus the experiences of members of underrepresented groups across
the United States, specifically people of color, but also women and those who identify as LGBTQ+

(lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer), both Perceptions and Experiences of Racial Discrimination in the Military

CLe .. . Active-duty Service Member Respondents
within the civilian population / .

and the military. While Agreed racial discrimination against people of
o color exists in the military
the military has a long

history of leading diversity Agreed there is less racial discrimination in
and inclusion efforts,! the the military than in the civilian world

erception and recognition
P P & Experienced racial discrimination in

of discrimination reported by promotion/career advancement opportunities

service members in minority
Experienced racial discrimination in my . 4%

groups indicates the work unit/command 26%
is not done. Corroborating
recent DoD reports,? this Experienced racial discrimination on the . 4%

’ installation/base

year's Military Family
LIfEStyle survey found that B White, non-Hispanic Active-duty Service Members M Active-duty Service Members of Color
active-duty service member

respondents in underrepresented groups — service members of color, female service members, and

LGBTQ+ service members — perceive discrimination that went undetected by their peers.

SERVICE MEMBERS OF COLOR

Service member respondents of color perceive racial discrimination that their white, non-Hispanic
peers do not; 64% of white, non-Hispanic active-duty service member respondents agreed there is less
racial discrimination in the military than in the civilian world, compared to 38% of their peers of color

reporting the same. Similarly, fewer than one-third (30%)

26% of active-duty service member respondents of color of white, non-Hispanic active-duty service member
el e e sl el il sl vl respondents agreed that racial discrimination exists in the

or command; 21% reported experiencing it in promotion . . .
orep P g P . military, though nearly half (49%) of active-duty service
or career advancement opportunities

member respondents of color said the same.
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“Representation matters. It feels like the Army doesn'’t care about my family. A lot of the changes from HRC are
not very well explained to the force and had adverse effects on the family. Project inclusion does not seem to get to

the root of racism that lingers in the military and within the civilian force. If the service member is treated unfairly
then the family is also. Leaders seem afraid to deal with race head on.” — Black Female Army Service Member

FEMALE SERVICE
MEMBERS Experiences of Gender-Based Discrimination in the Military

. . Active-duty Service Member Respondents Reporting Gender-Based Discrimination
Female active-duty service

member respondents

In military-connected 26%

(68%) also reported the training [ o
perception of gender-based

discrimination at higher 26%
On deployment 2%

frequencies than their male
counterparts* (34%). This

) ) ) 25%
is consistent with a DoD On the

installation/base . 2%

report, which found that
male service members are 48%

. . In my unit/command
“less likely to recognize v - 4%

gender-based discrimination

than female service B Female Active-duty Service Members B Male Active-duty Service Members

members.”

DISCRIMINATION BASED ON SEXUAL ORIENTATION

The “Don’t Ask, Don't Tell” policy was repealed almost a decade ago, but for many LGBTQ+ service
members, being open about their sexual orientation while acting in their military capacity is still
uncomfortable.* While only 4% of active-duty respondents in this sample identified as LGBTQ+, more
than one-third (37%) of all active-duty respondents agreed that there is sexual orientation-based
discrimination against LGBTQ+ people in the military. Although the sample of respondents identifying
as LGBTQ+ is too low to report specific descriptive statistics, exploratory analysis suggests they

experience a similar dynamic to service members of color and female service members.

EXPERIENCES OF REPORTING DISCRIMINATION

The majority (61%) of active-duty service member respondents who indicated they have experienced
discrimination of any kind said the most recent incident of discrimination went unreported. Respondents
who reported the incident remained unsatisfied with the result; while 35% indicated the reported incident
was resolved appropriately, 65% indicated it was not. When asked in an open-ended question to describe
what happened after they reported an instance of discrimination, 24% said their report was dismissed by
leaders who covered up the behavior, they were told to ignore the behavior, or it was suggested that the
available evidence wasn't sufficient to justify an investigation. These responses echo findings from other

recent reports,® including the DoD.¢

*The sample of gender non-conforming/transgender active-duty service members was too small (n=34) to allow comparison with male and female active-duty service member groups. 17



“I| have a Master Chief that let it be known that he believed that women should not be in the military.

He told my chief he didn’t like me and would make sure ... my career was over. The Master Chief ended
my career and it made me very suicidal.” — Female Navy Veteran

While DoD and civilian communities are actively working to prevent discrimination, underrepresented
groups do not always feel these efforts are inclusive. Over two-thirds (69%) of male active-duty
service member respondents agree that “the military provides activities that promote diversity and
inclusion for service members and their families,” yet only 50% of female active-duty service member
respondents say the same. A similar disparity exists among service member respondents of color (48%
agree, compared to 64% of white, non-Hispanic peers), and service members who identify as LGBTQ+
around the provision of activities that promote diversity and inclusion. Overall, nearly two-thirds (65%)
of all active-duty service member respondents reported they agree civilian organizations that serve
the military and veteran

families are racially and Perceptions of Safety On and Off Military Installations

ethnically inclusive, Active-duty Service Member Respondents Reporting Feeling Safe

though only 38% agree

civilian organizations

= 86% 82% 82%
that serve military and LA 79%
veteran families are
inclusive of the LGBTQ+
community.
IMPLICATIONS

. .. . cp e Feel safe on installation Feel safe in local communit
Discrimination within /

B Female Active-duty Service Members B Male Active-duty Service Members

the mllltary has far- Active-duty Service Members of Color B White, non-Hispanic Active-duty Service Members

reaching implications to

readiness, impacting service members’ feelings of safety, a foundational human need. While the majority
of active-duty service member respondents reported feeling safe both on and off the installation, fewer
female service members, service members of color, and LGBTQ+ service members reported feeling safe

on military installations.

Furthermore, discrimination can impact recruitment and retention, potentially leading to a departure of
service members in underrepresented groups for preventable reasons, further undermining DoD efforts

to increase diversity within the ranks.” Responses from the survey show that only 43% of those who have
experienced military-connected racial discrimination would recommend military service to a young person,
compared to 63% of those who have not experienced racial discrimination. Similarly, 47% of those who
have experienced gender-based discrimination would recommend military service, compared to 64% of
those respondents who have not experienced gender-based discrimination. Because the military currently
operates with an “up or out” promotion model,® many service members may not be eligible to stay

until retirement, even if they would like to.