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results. The initial search returned 2,219 sources. From these,

27 sources about military family experiences during MCT

were identified. Overall, there was limited research on this

topic with the majority of sources being from gray literature.

A contributing factor to this lack of literature could be the

conflation of the MCT with other military transitions (i.e.

deployments). Sources highlighted four major themes that

influenced identified needs and current services for military

families during MCT: (1) mental health; (2) barriers to care; (3)

financial needs; and (4) targeted transition support. The lim-

ited literature documents promising family skills-based inter-

ventions during MCT. However, there is a need for more

empirical research on existing family-based interventions

and experiences and needs of the family as a unit during

MCT.
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Introduction

The military to civilian transition (MCT) refers to the phase when service
members leave the military and return to civilian life (Gil-Rivas et al., 2017;
Keeling et al.,, 2019; Pedlar et al., 2019). Research about service members’
transition is extensive and highlights the challenges and opportunities that
some service members experience. While the majority of service members
transition well, some experience significant challenges (Thompson et al,,
2017). These challenges include shifting from the structure of military culture
to unstructured civilian culture, being underemployed or unemployed, insuf-
ficient income, relationship and family problems, housing difficulties and
homelessness, addiction, social isolation, health and mental health challenges,
and coping with the changes in healthcare coverage and access (Castro &
Dursun, 2019; Cooper et al., 2018; Derefinko et al., 2019; Fargo et al., 2012;
Hoerster et al., 2012; Keeling, 2018; Kleykamp, 2013; Lord; Ashcroft, 2017).

Despite the focus on military personnel’s transition experiences, we know
little of the families who transition alongside military personnel. As commonly
stated among the military community: “When one person joins, the whole
family serves,” implying the need for well-rounded military services and
understanding of both the service member and their families during transition
(Cathcart, 2019; Fossey et al., 2019; Gil-Rivas et al., 2017; Keeling et al., 2019;
Marek & D’Aniello, 2014). Based on limited research, military families may
also experience the stresses of transition when their loved one leaves service
(Selous et al., 2020). Leaving service may mean the loss of consistent income
which can cause worry and financial strain for families (Selous et al., 2020),
especially when partners have been unable to maintain employment during
the service members’ military career (Borah & Fina, 2017).

Military families within the five eyes nations (FVEY)

The present study focuses on the experiences of military families experiencing
MCT from across the FVEY nations. When considering the experiences of
military families, the FVEY nations (Australia (AUS), Canada (CA), New
Zealand (NZ), the United Kingdom (UK), and the United States (US)) have
several important similarities: They all have a volunteer force and are
Westernized nations connected historically and by a military alliance.
Specifically, these countries cooperate jointly through the multilateral UK-
USA agreement, sharing signals, military, and human intelligence. Across
these countries, between 3,600 and 167,000 families may transition each year
(Australian Department of Defence, 2020; Australian Government
Department of Veterans’ Affairs, 2018; Cathcart, 2019; Department of
Defense, 2019; Returned Service League Queensland, 2018; Sondergaard
et al., 2016).
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Scoping review

This methodology allows for investigation into a broad range of literature,
including gray literature (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Halas et al., 2015). The
present effort involves a comprehensive review of empirical and conceptual
work and mapping of key themes, in order to disseminate findings regarding
military family transition experiences and delineate where further research is
needed (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Halas et al., 2015). This review will focus
specifically on research from FVEY nations conducted from the perspective of
the military family during MCT. Three objectives guided the present review:

(1) To describe what is currently known about the experiences of families
who have a family member transitioning out of service.

(2) To identify and describe gaps in research about military familiesMCT

(3) To identify and describe gaps in support interventions for military
families during MCT.

Materials & methods

Following Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) scoping review framework, the
research team developed a search strategy based on the research objectives.
Four electronic databases were searched (APA PsycINFO, PubMed, Social
Services abstracts, and the ProQuest Military Collection). APA PsychINFO
and ProQuest Military Collection databases were used for the gray literature
(see Table 1 for search terms). Eligible sources included peer-reviewed and
gray literature, both qualitative and quantitative studies, and met inclusion
criteria including: (1) published within Five Eyes countries, (2) published in
English between 2002 and October 2020, and (3) were limited to those with
a recent transition experience (literature in the past 20 years, post-9/11 era
families). To ensure our search was most up to date, another search was
conducted from October 2020 to March 2021. The authors also corresponded
with colleagues from all five countries specializing in military families for all
sources and conducted a hand search of reference lists (resulting in nine
additional sources).

For included sources, extracted information included method of recruit-
ment, N, date of data collection, and participants’ military service status (active
duty, reserve/National Guard, or veteran). Since the transition process can
begin while the service member is still active, it is important to include the
military status of participants. Sources were managed using the systematic
review management application Covidence (Covidence systematic review soft-
ware, 2020).
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The review process included three steps. First, abstracts were reviewed
using the inclusion/exclusion criteria to identify which sources should be
included for full review. Second, the full text of sources meeting inclusion
criteria is reviewed. Disagreements on whether a study should be included
were discussed between investigators, with a third investigator consulted if
no agreement was reached. Third, sources eligible for inclusion review were
coded to extract and summarize the results. After the final list of sources
was determined, the main findings were collated through a narrative synth-
esis approach.

Results
Overview of included articles

The search returned 2,219 sources, of which 132 were identified as dupli-
cates. From the remaining 2,087, 1932 were irrelevant and 137 were
excluded because they did not meet criteria resulting in 18 sources
(Figure 1). Nine sources were found from experts and reference lists
resulting in 26 sources about military family experiences during MCT
(Table 2). The majority (n = 18) were from the US, with others from the
UK (n = 1), Canada (n = 2), Australia (n = 2), and one that included
Canada, US, and UK (n = 1; Table 2). Just over half of the sources were
gray literature (n = 16) consisting of press releases about programs or
policies (n = 7) and contracted reports (n = 4), with the remainder includ-
ing a program evaluation, resource guide, newsletter, and conference
abstract (Tables 3 & 4). Most peer-reviewed literature were based on cross-
sectional surveys (n = 5), followed by theoretical papers (n = 3), with the
remainder including a randomized controlled trial, cohort design, and
a program evaluation (all n = 1; Table 4). The funding sources were mainly
public (n = 23) with the remainder being mix of private and publicly
contracted reports (n = 4).

Among peer-reviewed sources, most were based on samples of veteran/
partner dyads (n = 3) or other family members (i.e. siblings and parents) of
veterans (n = 3). Only one source included children (n = 1). One (n = 1) was
from the veteran's perspective (Table 4). Sample sizes ranged from 5 to 7,965.
Recruitment was primarily through veteran-serving organizations (n = 3) or
convenience sampling (n = 3; Table 4). Lastly, while we attempted to explore
differences by type of transition (e.g., medical discharge, career discharge,
dishonorable discharge, etc.), we were unable to do so as studies did not
differentiate.
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2219 sources imported for W 132 duplicates removed
screening
2087 sources screened 1932 sources irrelevant

\

/137 sources excluded \

155 full-text sources assessed for 56 Transition

. experiences only of

9 sources from experts in the service personnel or
field/from reference lists of full veterans, not family
text sources 60 Not about the

transition out of
/ service
20 Deployment

specific transitions

1 Did not meet

27 sources included K 2002 cut-off date j

Figure 1. Global scoping review flow diagram.

Table 1. Search terms.

#

Concept

Query (title or abstract)

1

(SN

Family

Transition

Military

spouse* OR wives OR wife OR husband* OR “intimate partner” OR “co-habitating partner” OR
couple* OR infant* OR child* OR youth OR adolescence* OR teenager OR dependent* OR
offspring OR sibling* OR parent* OR caregiver* OR family*

discharge OR dishonorable OR dishonorable OR honorable OR honorable OR “military-civilian”
OR “military to civilian” OR resettlement OR separation OR retirement OR “military transition”
OR transition* OR reintegration OR “community reintegration” OR “leaving Service” OR
“Service-leavers” OR “civilian life” OR “leaving the military” OR “leaving the Service” OR
“leaving the Armed Forces” OR “getting out of the military”

“Air Force” OR Army OR Navy OR marine OR Soldier OR sailor OR airman OR military OR “armed
forces” OR “National Guard” OR “active duty” OR “military-connected” OR “military personnel”
OR “Service personnel veteran” OR “ex-serving” OR “early service leaver” OR “Ex-Service
person” OR “Armed services” OR “Coast guard”

1AND 2

4 AND 3
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Table 2. Studies included a scoping review on military families and the military-to-civilian

transition.
Number Author(s) Year Title Country
1 Alabama Department of Mental 2009 Alabama DMHMR Outlook, 1st Quarter FY 09 L:  USA
Health and Mental Parenting Assistance Line (PAL)
Retardation (ADMHMR).
2 American Psychological 2011 Give an Hour announces $2 million grant to USA
Association Communications implement Community
Staff Blueprint for military families
3 Australian Government: 2020 ADF Member and Family Transition Guide: AUS
Department of Defense A Practical Manual to Transitioning
4 Cathcart 2019 Military to Civilian Transition: A Family-First CA
Approach.
5 Charlton, T. 2017 Transitioning military families to civilian USA
workforce
6 D'Aniello, Marek, & Moore 2017 A Systemic Perspective on Military Service USA
Member’ and Their Partners’ Perception of
PTSD and Reintegration Stress: A Dyadic
Analysis
7 Department of Defense News 2018 Military OneSource Benefits Extended to Vets, ~ USA
Families for Full Year After Separation
8 Eberhart, Dunbar, Bogdan, 2016 The Unified Behavioral Health Center for Military USA
et al. Veterans and Their Families: Documenting
Structure, Process, and Outcomes of Care
9 Fossey, Coope1, & Raid 2019 Chapter 9: The transition of military veterans USA, UK,
from active service to civilian life: impact of AUS
transition on families and the role of the
family, support, and recognition
10 Gil-Rivas, Kilmer, Larson, et al. 2017 Facilitating Successful Reintegration: Attending USA
to the Needs of Military Families
1 Glynn 2013 Family-centered care to promote successful USA
community reintegration after war: It takes
a nation
12 Heaver, McCullough, & Briggs 2018 Lifting the Lid on Transition: The families’ UK
experience and the support they need
13 Keeling, Borah,, Kintzle, et al. 2019 Military spouses transition too! A call to actionto -
address spouses’ military to civilian transition
14 Marek & D'Aniello 2014 Reintegration Stress and Family Mental Health: USA
Implications for Therapists Working with
Reintegrating Military Families
15 National Academies of 2019 Strengthening the Military Family Readiness USA
Sciences, Engineering, and System for a Changing American Society
Medicine
16 Ohio Department of Alcohol & 2008 Ohio National Guard Unveils New “OHIOCARES” USA
Drug Addiction Services Website for Service Members and Their
Families
17 Porter, Rodriguez, Woodall, 2020 Alcohol misuse and separation from military USA
et al. service: A dyadic perspective.
18 Schwartz, Norris, Cramm, et al. 2021 Family members of Veterans with mental health CA
problems: seeking, finding, and accessing
informal and formal supports during the
military-to-civilian transition
19 Shelton, C. 2010 Army Career and Alumni Program prepares USA
families for military to civilian transition
20 Sherman & Larsen 2018 Family-focused interventions and resources for  USA
veterans and their families.
21 Sherman, Monn, Larsen, et al. 2018 Evaluation of a sesame street multimedia USA
intervention for families transitioning out of
the military
22 Smart, Muir, & Daraganova 2018 Family Wellbeing Study: Summary Report AUS
23 Sondergaard, Cox, Silfversten, 2016 Families support to transition: A systematic -
et al. review of the evidence.
24 Welcome Back Veterans Family Resilience Center USA

Sornborger, J., Glynn, S., Lester, 2013
P.

(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued).

Number Author(s) Year Title Country
25 The Center for Social Justice 2016 Military Families in Transition -
26 White House Press Release 2016 Presidential Memorandum: Advancing Fair USA
Practices by Education and Training
Institutions

Serving Service Members, Veterans, Eligible
Spouses, and Other Family Members

27 White House Press Release 2013 President Obama, Vice President Biden, First USA
Lady Michelle Obama, and Dr. Jill Biden
Announce that Since President Obama's
Challenge in August 2011, American
Businesses Have Hired or Trained 290,000
Veterans and Military Spouses

“-* = there was no specific country from which data was collected. This was used for theoretical papers.

Themes of research focus

Sources highlighted four major themes: (1) mental health; (2) barriers to care;
(3) financial needs; and (4) targeted transition support (Table 5). For each
theme, we discuss identified familial needs and services currently available
during MCT.

Mental health

Needs. The present results stress how military spouses offer social and emo-
tional support to their families during MCT, but lack support resources
tailored to their own needs (Cathcart, 2019; D’Aniello et al., 2017; Gil-Rivas
etal.,, 2017; Marek & D’Aniello, 2014). Findings emphasized the support needs
of military spouses during the transition out of service (American
Psychological Association Communications Staff, 2011; Australian
Government Department of Defence, 2023; Cathcart, 2019; Fossey et al.,
2019; Keeling et al., 2019; Ohio Department of Alcohol & Drug Addiction
Services, 2008; Porter et al., 2020), including peer support grieving groups and
general social and emotional support for this unique transitional period
(Marek & D’Aniello, 2014; National Academies of Sciences Engineering and
Medicine, 2019). Results also highlighted the increased need for mental health
services (D’Aniello et al., 2017; Eberhart et al., 2016; Glynn, 2013), including
substance use programs for spouses and relationship counseling for military
couples (Ohio Department of Alcohol & Drug Addiction Services, 2008;
Porter et al., 2020; Schwartz et al., 2021). There was a particular emphasis on
services supporting the veteran-spouse marital relationship during MCT
(Fossey et al., 2019; Marek & D’Aniello, 2014; The Centre for Social Justice,
2016).

Available resources. Research from the US highlighted limited resources to
support the military family’s mental health needs during this time. Examples
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of programs include the Sesame Street for Military Transition program, the
Veteran Family Transition Program in certain parts of Texas, and the
Welcome Back Veterans Family Resilience Center in Los Angeles, California
(Marek & D’Aniello, 2014; Sherman et al., 2018; The University of Texas at
Austin Institute for Military and Veteran Family Wellness, 2021; Wadsworth
et al., 2013).

Barriers to care

Needs. Sources noted that military families experienced barriers to accessing
care during transition. One prominent barrier was the military cultural com-
petency of civilian providers (Eberhart et al., 2016; Keeling et al., 2019;
Sherman & Larsen 2018; The Centre for Social Justice, 2016). Military service
exposes families to a unique set of stressors, including separations due to
deployments and trainings and relocations which can uproot a family from
schools and support systems (Chandra et al., 2010; Marini et al., 2018).
Military culture also often involves stigma toward seeking and receiving health
and particularly mental health care for the person serving and their families
(Rubin et al., 2013). Family members reported gaps in military cultural
competence that impacted their mental health treatment received from civi-
lian providers (Eberhart et al., 2016; Keeling et al., 2019; Sherman et al., 2018;
The Centre for Social Justice, 2016). Similarly, mental health stigma on the
part of the veteran was also identified as a barrier (Michalopoulou et al., 2017).
When a veteran is unwilling to get care, it can increase caregiver and family
burden (Sherman & Larsen, 2018). Efforts to reduce mental health stigma were
emphasized to aid not only veterans but also their caregivers and families
during MCT (Sherman & Larsen, 2018; Sherman et al., 2018). Finally, the
literature emphasized the need for greater accessibility, inclusivity, and coor-
dination of MCT services (Fossey et al., 2019). This was especially true of
families supporting a service member with a medical discharge (Sondergaard
et al., 2016) and families with diverse structures (i.e., single parent, same sex
couples; Fossey et al., 2019; Sondergaard et al., 2016).

Available resources. Researchers in the UK, the US, and Canada recommend
building military cultural competence among general practitioners (Mushale
& Bakerjian, 2021; Simpson & Leach, 2021; Tam-Seto et al., 2019). For
example, the US has identified the need to train civilian nurses to be culturally
sensitive to veterans’ military servicethroughout treatment (Mushale &
Bakerjian, 2021). Furthermore, the US literature highlighted successful pub-
lic-private partnerships that provided military families with culturally com-
petent and timely transition services (Eberhart et al., 2016).
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Financial needs

Needs. Studies emphasized a prominent need for more financial preparation
for MCT, including spousal employment and educational services and oppor-
tunities (Keeling et al., 2019; Sondergaard et al., 2016; The Centre for Social
Justice, 2016). The need for job training and continuing education for both
veterans and spouses was also noted (Charlton, 2017; Keeling et al., 2019;
Shelton, 2010; The Centre for Social Justice, 2016). Familial needs also
included financial services to plan for the transition, including time spent
unemployed or with a reduced income(Heaver et al., 2018).

Available resources. In the US, various organizations are available to military
family members during MCT offering employment preparedness training and
job opportunities. Examples of these programs include Hiring our Heroes, the
Army Career and Alumni Program, and Joining Forces (Charlton, 2017;
Shelton, 2010; White House Press Release (WHPR), 2013). Furthermore, the
Principles of Excellence for Educational Institutions Serving Service Members,
Veterans, Spouses, and Other Family Members is a federal policy, which
promotes fair practices in educational/training institutions serving veterans
and their families (WHPR, 2016).

Targeted transition support

Needs. The findings highlight the need for transition-specific services and
support resources from both the military and civilian sectors (Australian
Government Department of Defence, 2023; Cathcart, 2019). Sources empha-
sized the need for more preparation and improved communication with
families about the transition (Smart et al., 2018; The Centre for Social
Justice, 2016). Due to systemic barriers and physical distance in rural areas
that restrict in-person access, military families also expressed a specific need
for online transition resources (Schwartz et al., 2021). Other specific needs
expressed included childcare (Cathcart, 2019; Schwartz et al., 2021) as well as
a military family transition hub on base in order to provide support during
MCT(The Centre for Social Justice, 2016). In the UK, evaluations of transition
programming called to attention the need for service providers to be more
engaged with service leavers’ specific needs such as the nature of why they left
(i.e. medical discharge). Furthermore, the report highlighted the importance
of engaging military families when developing policies and support programs
(Heaver et al., 2018; Sondergaard et al., 2016).

Available resources. The UK, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand have dif-
ferent forms of nationalized health care that provides care to service members
and their families, allowing these countries to systematically meet health-care
needs across MCT (Australian Government Department of Defence, 2023;
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National Academies of Sciences Engineering and Medicine, 2019;
Sondergaard et al., 2016; The Centre for Social Justice, 2016).

Australia outlines a nationalized transition support process for military
tamilies through Defense Families Australia (Australian Government
Department of Defence, 2023). Supports include a transition coach that
provides guidance for up to 12 months post-transition and a one-time transi-
tion seminar that families can attend at any point during the service members’
career. However, specific needs for more proactive service provision for
military spouses and adult children within this programming have been
expressed, as these two sub-populations are at greater risk for mental health
problems than the average Australian population (Smart et al., 2018). Other
countries do not appear to offer government-supported nationalized pro-
grams for military families during MCT (The University of Texas at Austin
Institute for Military and Veteran Family Wellness, 2021).

Distinct from universal programs for transitioning families, there are spe-
cific emotional and financial programs. One example in the US is the
Transitional Assistance Program for Survivors (TAPS), which is federally
funded to provide free services to all family members and partners of those
who are lost in action (Sherman & Larsen, 2018). Further, the US Military
OneSource national online benefit program provides spousal employment
consultations DoD News, (2018). Finally, state initiatives, such as the
Reintegration Action Plan (RAP) in Alabama, provide a free, online toolkit,
detailing MCT support services for veterans and their families (Alabama
Department of Mental Health & Mental Retardation, 2009).

Discussion

This scoping review identified limited empirical or gray literature regarding
MCT from the perspective of the family. Within the existing literature, four
main themes were identified: (1) mental health; (2) barriers to care; (3)
financial needs; and (4) targeted transition support. The findings highlight
the need for military families to be better prepared for MCT emotionally,
culturally, financially, and practically.

One possible explanation for the paucity of the literature on this topic could be
a tendency in military families research to conflate conceptually distinct experi-
ences of transition, including transitions within the deployment cycle (Meadows
et al, 2017) and transitions resulting from a change in duty station, which can
involve disruptions in spousal employment, schooling, and access to community
or social support structures (Meadows et al., 2017; Pye & Simpson, 2017).
Generalizing across these different transitions limits the field’s ability to under-
stand the unique elements of the military to civilian transition. As this scoping
review found, the needs of military families during this time include mental
health support to help cope with the emotional transitions, potential changes in
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schools for children, as well as changes in support structures for families.
Another need is to minimize barriers to care, for example, finding a provider
that is culturally competent in military life stressors and hesitancy around
seeking and receiving care in general. Financial needs are prominent as the
family has to deal with changes due to the service member’s change in employ-
ment. Lastly, there is a need for more targeted transition support programs to
help prepare families for this unique transition. There was particular emphasis
on making these services available to rural military families through telehealth
service as well as understanding the nature of why the family was leaving (i.e.
medical discharge). One way to help distinguish MCT would be to incorporate
the familial perspective into existing transition theories.

While there is extensive empirical and theoretical literature about how the
MCT can impact the service member, existing theories do not include the
tamily perspective (Castro & Kintzle, 2014, 2017; Pedlar et al., 2019;
Thompson et al., 2017) and do not consider how the family is impacted by
transition out of service. The results presented here suggest that MCT theories
should expand to include how this unique transition can impact the entire
military family system. For example, as this review highlights, military spouses
are supports not only while the service member is actively serving but also
during the transition out of service and beyond, illustrating that the transition
trajectory of the military spouse and the health and wellbeing of a veteran are
intertwined. Furthermore, this review highlights that military spouses have
their own needs regardless of being a support to the veteran and that their life
is impacted by this transition.

The MCT themes highlighted in this scoping review, mental health, barriers
to care, and financial needs, are not unidirectional or experienced in isolation.
For example, research shows the correlation between increased financial strain
and mental health symptoms (see, French & Vigne, 2019 for systematic review).
Military families who are experiencing increased financial needs due to MCT
could also be coping with increased demands on their mental health. Research
also shows that military spouses and service members who have more mental
health symptoms can experience more barriers to care (Schvey et al.,, 2021;
Sharp et al., 2015). Collectively, these bi-directional and comorbid issues further
highlight the need for targeted MTC transition supports for military families.

Considering the lack of available resources for military families, studies
highlight the need for family-centered services. While preliminary, findings
highlight that services that include coping skills interventions may be effective
in supporting military families. However, limited empirical evidence for the
majority of these offerings suggests a need for more research to underpin
policy and program development. This scoping review also highlights that
when working with military families, it is important for clinicians to under-
stand unique military stressors to provide the best care.
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Strengths, limitations & conclusions

This is the first review to examine the perspectives of military families
during MCT. This review included both gray and peer-reviewed literature
to ensure the maximum number of sources were included in this review.
This scoping review was limited to information available through the four
databases used for searching. A broader search may lead to the identifica-
tion of further articles. Additionally, this search was limited to the past
20 years focusing on post-9/11 era of military families, therefore excluding
potential military family programs in earlier eras. However, this is unlikely
as only one source was excluded from this review because it was published
before 9/11/2001.

Future research should focus on understanding and incorporating the
unique needs and experiences of the military family. As this scoping review
revealed, these unique needs are bi-directional and include: specific mental
health services, addressing unique barriers to care, financial guidance and
opportunities, as well as targeted transition support to prepare for and cope
with the variety of transitions that accompany leaving the armed forces.
This scoping review found no literature on how family members may also
experience transition differently with differential impacts on health and
wellbeing. For example, spouses who remain distant from the military
might find it easier to transition out of the service, whereas those who are
very closely linked to the community may really struggle. There is also no
research on how the age of the child could impact how difficult the transi-
tion out of service is for them. These areas should be explored in the future
research.

Furthermore, research is needed to empirically test family-based interven-
tions to ensure the provision of high-quality supportive services to military
families during this critical time. Finally, future research should explore how
the familial experience of MCT can vary contingent on how the service
member left the service. For example, the transition could be sudden if the
service member is medically discharged or planned years in advance if the
service member chose to make a career in the armed forces.
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