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Previous studies indicate that family separations due to deployment lead to changes in the
functioning of children and spouses, as well as the family system, of military personnel. The
stresses and outcomes reported in the literature investigating family functioning during
deployment can be theoretically connected through the notions of the family as a system, the
family system as physically and psychologically constituted through the perceptions of family
members, and family stress models. Specific to families that experience such separation, Pauline
Boss (1980) has investigated the construct of boundary ambiguity, a phenomenon believed to
explain the role reorganization that occurs in the absence of a family member. Yet, research has
minimally explored how boundary ambiguity is experienced or how the parenting role becomes
reorganized during deployment from the perspective of the non-deployed parent, despite the
apparent link between parent role stresses and child outcomes evident in the literature.
The purpose of this qualitative study was to query the phenomenon of boundary
ambiguity as it related to the parenting role, specifically as resulting role reorganization was
experienced and understood by a non-deployed parent within the context of the military family
system during deployment. The study was guided by a hermeneutic phenomenological approach
and employed photo-elicitation as the method through which the lived experiences of a parent
13

during deployment were explored. Participant photographs and interviews were iteratively
analyzed through a combination of visual analysis and interpretative phenomenological analysis.
The findings from this research advance understanding of how boundary ambiguity is
experienced by the non-deployed parent within the context of the military family system during
deployment. The findings offer insights into how the parenting role becomes reorganized in
various and complex ways as boundary ambiguity is encountered over the course of a
deployment. These findings prompt a re-thinking of the role stresses and outcomes of family
members that occur when families experience separation during a deployment. Implications for
policy and family therapy are discussed, and recommendations for future research are offered.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this study is to query the phenomenon of boundary ambiguity as it relates
to parenting, specifically as resulting role reorganization is experienced and understood by the
non-deployed parent within the context of the military family system during deployment.
Through these processes, understanding of the phenomenon of boundary ambiguity will be
enlarged. Theoretically, the constructs of the psychological family, boundary ambiguity, and
role reorganization provide an integrative framework for understanding the experiences of the
non-deployed parent during deployment. These three constructs are linked theoretically by
perception, which serves as a pathway to understanding and meaning-making. Given that
perception is understood to be subjective function, the study is qualitative in design.
The purpose of this chapter is to establish both a foundation for and an overview of the
study. This chapter will examine the context of the problem, identify the phenomenon of interest
and the problem of significance, and describe the purpose and research questions. This chapter
also provides an overview of the assumptions, limitations, delimitations, definitions of terms, and
the expected findings of the study.
Context of the Problem
The events of September 11, 2001 marked a significant shift in the trajectory of the
United States as a nation. It changed the way we relate to the rest of the world socially and
economically, but also in terms of how national security is maintained in a post-9/11 world.
Warfare in this post-Cold War era has become less “instrumental” and more amorphous, which
has in turn been reflected in changed perceptions of the nature of threats coming from the
external environment (Sheehan, 2007). It is important to acknowledge, however, Gray’s (2005)
caution that “there is a perennial temptation to misread recent and contemporary trends in
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warfare as signals of some momentous, radical shift. As often as not, the character of warfare in
a period is shaped, even driven, much more by the political, social, and strategic contexts than it
is by changes integral to military science” (p. 15). The events of September 11 proved therefore
to be a potent combination of such contexts, and the subsequent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan
have proceeded as open-ended conflicts.
For those who deploy, these fundamental changes to the temporal expectancies of
warfare have coincided with demographic shifts in the military. Whereas past wars relied upon a
military personnel that was comprised mainly of young, unmarried men (Schneider & Martin,
2000), changes in military policy and the demands of modern conflicts have resulted in a military
that now contains over 50% married men and women. (Kohen, 1984; Rotter & Boveja, 1999;
Sheppard, Malatras, & Israel, 2010; Department of Defense [Dod], 2010). Many military
dependents are children, and recent demographics indicate that this trend is increasing (DoD,
2010). Over a third of active duty, reserve, and guard military personnel are now married with
children, according to a recent military demographics report (DoD, 2010). The largest group of
children among those families is also the youngest, ranging from 0-5 years old (DoD, 2010).
Segal (2011) noted that, compared to their civilian counterparts, service members are more likely
to be married, more likely to be married at a young age, and more likely to have young children
at home.
There have been over 2 million individual service members deploying to Afghanistan or
Iraq, and of those numbers over 800,000 have been parents. In addition, many military parents
have deployed multiple times with the U.S. military since 2001 (Chandra, Martin, Hawkins, &
Richardson, 2010), affecting large numbers of children and non-deployed parents (Sheppard et
al., 2010). Moreover, the trajectories of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have ushered in an era
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of military duty that is marked by longer deployments, extended tours, and repeated tours which
have more frequently separated spouses and children from their active-duty military family
member than ever observed in modern history. (Chandra, Lara-Cinisomo, Jaycox, Tanielian,
Burns, Ruder, & Han, 2009; Morris & Age, 2009). At least two million U.S. children and their
families have experienced at least one deployment related separation since the beginning of the
Iraq and Afghanistan wars (Manos, 2010; McFarlane, 2009).
Visibility of these open-ended wars has receded to the periphery of media attention (New
York Times, 2008), and consequently so too have the families of soldiers who deploy. There has
long been a sense that a growing gap exists between civilians and the military (Davis, Ward, &
Storm, 2011; Buckholtz, 2009). Indeed, a recent PEW report (2011) entitled “The MilitaryCivilian Gap: War and Sacrifice in the Post-9/11 Era” reported
Only about one half of one percent of the U.S. population has been on active
military duty at any given time during the past decade of sustained warfare. Some
84% of post-9/11 veterans say the public does not understand the problems faced
by those in the military or their families. The public agrees, though by a less
lopsided majority—71% (p. 2).
Moreover, although there appears to be a sense of support for those who serve in the
military, there seems to be scarce public acknowledgment about what military service entails.
As noted in the PEW report,
The public makes a sharp distinction in its view of military service members and
the wars they have been fighting. More than nine-in-ten express pride in the troops
and three-quarters say they thanked someone in the military. But a 45% plurality
say neither of the post-9/11 wars has been worth the cost and only a quarter say
they are following news of the wars closely. And half of the public say the wars
have made little difference in their lives (p. 2).
This military-civilian gap is amplified perhaps even more in the context of service
provision to military families. Among civilians, there is a long-standing discourse that the
‘military takes care of its own’ (Buckholtz, 2009). In spite of this perception, pending federal
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sequestration cuts in 2013 threatened to eliminate funding for an already scarce number of
programs aimed at supporting military families during deployment (Garamone, 2012).
As discussed in detail in the review of the literature (Chapter 2), repeated and longer
deployments have placed increased stress on family members and have resulted in negative
behavioral and mental health outcomes. Family members who seek assistance as they cope with
the stresses and outcomes induced by deployment have increasingly been outsourced to
communities as funding for services is cut, yet for insurance reasons many military families have
been turned away at the door of community agencies (Buckholtz, 2009). This is particularly
concerning, given that defense spending cuts have eliminated the majority of on-base housing
availability for families of military personnel, which once provided ease of access to services
such as therapy. Fortunately, a growing number of civilian-military partnerships are emerging
amidst this modern context of defense funding cuts (Buckholtz, 2009), which are discussed in
greater detail in Chapter 2.
Family clinicians who will assist families in the midst of a deployment will benefit from
increased clinical knowledge about not only the deployment-related stressors and outcomes
specific to the family system in the context of modern deployment trends, but the lived
experiences of individual family members as well. Specifically, a focus on the parenting
experiences of the non-deployed parent is lacking in the literature. By understanding the way in
which parenting is experienced by individuals who fulfill parenting responsibilities during
deployment, clinicians can offer more targeted services as well as implement preventative
programs for this population.
There is a substantial body of literature that addresses the deployment-related stresses and
outcomes for children and spouses of military personnel. Although a link has been established
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between child and parent outcomes, scarce literature reports on the experiences of the nondeployed parent. What has preceded the present proposed study is a collection of literature that
has typified the stresses and outcomes of deployment on the military family as overwhelmingly
negative. This can in turn affect policy and clinical service provision, leading to a skewed focus
which pathologizes the complex lived experiences of military family members. This study
proposes a different way of viewing the experiences of the non-deployed parent: as ways of
being-in-the-world (Heidegger, 2010) within the particular context of deployment. This nonpathologizing stance is adopted from an existential clinical approach called Daseinanalysis, as
conceived by Menard Boss (1979), a Swiss psychiatrist heavily influenced by the philosopher
Martin Heidegger. Although Daseinanalysis exists as a clinical approach (though somewhat
peripheral to more common approaches), no known study in the clinical literature has queried the
experiences of the non-deployed parent through a Heideggerian lens.
Phenomenon of Interest
It is evident from the literature that family separation due to deployment leads to changes
in the functioning of children and spouses, as well as the family system, of military personnel.
The stresses and outcomes reported in the literature that has investigated family functioning
during deployment can be theoretically connected through the notions of the family as a system,
the family system as physically and psychologically constituted through the perceptions of
family members, and family stress models. Specific to families that experience separation,
Pauline Boss (1980) has investigated the construct of boundary ambiguity, a phenomenon
believed to explain the role reorganization that occurs in the absence of a family member. Yet,
no known literature has explored how boundary ambiguity is experienced or how the parenting
role is affected from the perspective of non-deployed parents, despite the apparent link between
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parent role stresses and child outcomes. This study will therefore query the phenomenon of
boundary ambiguity through the perceptions of the non-deployed parent.
Problem of Significance
Few studies exist which fully attend to and reveal the lived experience of non-deployed
parents during deployment. Understanding how boundary ambiguity and role reorganization is
experienced by the non-deployed parent will contribute to a greater understanding of the military
family during deployment. This knowledge can assist clinicians in providing targeted services to
parents during deployment, which in turn will enhance the overall functioning of the military
family system during deployment.
The majority of studies on military families during deployment have focused on
cataloguing stresses and the resultant physical and behavioral outcomes of family members left
behind. The outcomes of these studies have led to important changes in clinical, policy, and
outreach initiatives. However, the subjective experience of family members is curiously absent
from the literature. Perception, a construct which accounts for subjective experience, is centrally
featured in family stress models, and plays an important role in manifesting boundary ambiguity
in families experiencing the potentially stressful separation of deployment. Thus, the need to
advance our understanding of the perceptions of specific family members becomes evident.
Research beginning at this entry point is a step toward deepening theory development as
concerns ambiguous loss. It is apparent from the literature that studies focused on individuals
within the context of the military family have been biased toward explaining child outcomes, and
this may be due as much to researcher interest as it is to contemporary legislation or policy.
There is much less understood about the lived experiences of the non-deployed parent, whose
perceptions about deployment-induced separation of family members have important
implications for the reorganization of family roles. By being offered a glimpse into the lived
20

experience of deployment from the perspective of the non-deployed parent, understanding about
the effects of deployment on the functioning and adaptation of military families may be
deepened.
Given that the wars of the past decade have placed a toll on military families in ways
previously unseen, an updated research agenda is called for. A growing number of families
continue to be impacted by longer and more frequent deployments, yet the role reorganization
experienced by the non-deployed parent has yet to be sufficiently explored. In addition to the
stressors and negative outcomes reported in the literature, a topic of growing concern has
recently been the alarming rate of child abuse and maltreatment that appears be on the rise in
military families during deployment, attributed to increased strain placed on the non-deployed
parent (Schaeffer, Alexander, Bethke, & Kretz, 2005; Sheppard et al., 2010). It is thus critical to
the well-being of military families to further explore the role of parenting as it is experienced by
the non-deployed parent during deployment.
Marriage and family researchers are more than sufficiently prepared to proceed on this
recommendation, due to the depth of academic preparation and clinical experience with families
that characterizes the profession. Throughout graduate training and clinical experience, marriage
and family researchers are familiarized with the works of a diverse array of family theorists,
many of whom were also practitioners. In addition to a solid foundation in theory, graduate
training in marriage and family therapy also offers intensive exposure to the processes of family
life provided through clinical experiences. Frequently, graduate training is a supplement to years
of direct clinical work—many doctoral-level students and newly appointed faculty return to
academia after practicing in the field.
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It is thus apparent that marriage and family researchers possess unique qualifications
which equip them to conduct sensitive research with families experiencing deployment. The
choice of research methodology is also an important consideration for family researchers who
wish to investigate the perceptions surrounding deployment. Although the majority of the
literature pertaining to the experiences of military families during deployment report findings
from quantitative studies, Pauline Boss (1980, 2002) has advocated for the use of qualitative
methodologies to study family life, and has noted that such methodologies are an appropriate
match for understanding family member perceptions and the lived experience of boundary
ambiguity.
Qualitative methodologies are suited for this task for several reasons. The emphasis on
the unique and particular contours of a phenomenon are hallmarks of qualitative studies and thus
lend such methodologies to a “deepening” of understanding about a phenomenon (Patton, 2002).
This is achieved through a wide array of theoretical orientations which inform an even greater
collection of methods (Crotty, 1998). Epistemologically, subjectivist and interpretivist
orientations that inform the traditions of symbolic interactionism and phenomenological research
are especially relevant to the study of perceptions about events (van Manen, 1990; Crotty, 1998;
Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). In these traditions, the lived experiences of individuals and his or her
unique perceptions about events are the methodological focus, and thus data collection is
conducted through methods that provide in-depth glimpses into the lifeworld of the individual
(van Manen, 1990). Such data collection methods may include structured or unstructured
interviewing, journaling, and even the use of photography (Stanczack, 2007).
Without this important research, family therapists, policy makers, and government
programs will continue to provide services to military families—and in particular, non-deployed
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parents—that may not be specific to the lived experiences of those families, increasing the
likelihood of negative mental health outcomes, for both parents and children, as well as negative
impacts on communities and society. It has been noted that there is a growing gap between
civilian and military communities (Buckholtz, 2009), and continued research by family
researchers may ensure that this gap does not widen.
Purpose
The purpose of this study is to expand what is known about the phenomenon of boundary
ambiguity within the context of the military family system during deployment, specifically as
resulting role reorganization is experienced and understood by the non-deployed parent.
Recognizing the complexity inherent in querying how these parents understand the parenting
role, data collection, analytical, and interpretive protocols and strategies will be integrated to
address the numerous aspects of non-deployed parents’ lives. These include photographic
representations of parenting experiences, perceptions of key events in the lives as a parent during
deployment, and ways in which contextual factors affect the experience and understanding the
parenting role during deployment. This study is theoretically situated in family systems (Bateson,
1967; Minuchin, 1974), family stress (Hill, 1949; Burr, 1973; McCubbin, 1979; McCubbin &
Patterson, 1980), and ambiguous loss (Boss, 1980; Boss, 1983; Boss, 2004) frameworks and
utilizes a hermeneutic phenomenological methodology (Heidegger, 2010; van Manen, 1990) to
negotiate an understanding of how the non-deployed parent experiences and understands the
parenting role during deployment.
Research Questions
Creswell (2006): recommended that the research questions in a phenomenological study
are “broad and general so that the participants can construct the meaning of a situation, a
meaning typically forged in discussion or interactions with other persons. The more open-ended
23

the questioning, the better, as the researcher listens carefully to what people say or do in their life
setting” (p. 21). The questions that have been forged from my “abiding concern” (van Manen,
1990) for understanding the experiences of the non-deployed parent are thus posed tentatively,
with an openness to the possibility of revisiting them as the phenomenon is explored. In this
way, I am able to heed van Manen’s (1990) methodological advice to remain open to the
multiple ways that a phenomenon may be uncovered and, possibly, shift the direction of the
questions being asked. Creswell (2007) further specified that phenomenological research
questions should include a single, overarching question and several subquestions. Broadly then,
the central guiding question of this study was, what is the nature of the lived experience of
parenting during deployment, from the perspective of the non-deployed parent? This is the
“broadest question that I could possibly pose” (Creswell, 2007) about the research problem,
which concerns the need for a deeper understanding of parenting during deployment.
The subquestions posed below follow Creswell’s (2007) recommendation to “address
issues on the topic being explored or use terms that encode the work within an approach” (p.
113). The specific issues of parenting during deployment, which aim to address the purpose of
this study, concern the phenomenon of boundary ambiguity and how the non-deployed parent
understands and describes her role within the context of deployment. The terms “understand”
and “describe” serve to encode this Heideggerian hermeneutic phenomenological approach to
exploring the lived experience of parenting during deployment. These subquestions also serve to
delimit the parameters of analysis that will be used to represent the data, but are not intended to
constrain the lived experience of the non-deployed parent. Moreover, these questions are posed
as possible approaches to the multiple expressions of the phenomenon (van Manen, 1990). Thus,
for the purposes of addressing the specific topics within the broader realm of parenting during
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deployment, how does the non-deployed parent describe her parenting experiences during
deployment? How does the non-deployed parent experience and understand boundary ambiguity
as it relates to the parenting role during deployment?
Potential Significance
This study endeavors to understand how the phenomenon of boundary ambiguity is
experienced during deployment, as lived by the non-deployed parent within the context of
parenting during deployment. I acknowledge the critical contention that phenomenological
research has no practical value, based on the claim that “you cannot do anything with
phenomenological knowledge” (van Manen, 1990, p. 45). Aligned with Heidegger, I submit that
the concern should instead shift to whether phenomenology can do something with us (van
Manen, 1990). This inquiry thus aims to interpret the phenomenon of boundary ambiguity from
the participant’s perspective as she understands it, but also to enlarge and deepen public
sensitivity to the complexities of military family life. The experiences of the non-deployed
parent may help key stakeholders in policy and clinical practice identify essential concerns and
assist in the development of effective military family policies and supportive therapeutic
programs. Insights from findings may also enhance clinical competency among practitioners
who may encounter military families in mental health settings. This study may also be
significant in improving the lives of non-deployed parents and their families who experience the
unique lived experiences within the context of deployment.
Definition of Terms
The present study design is informed by the hermeneutic phenomenology of Heidegger
(2010), van Manen’s (1990) six human science research activities and the interpretative
phenomenological analytic methods of Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009). The research is
theoretically situated in family systems (Bateson, 1967; Minuchin, 1974), family stress (Hill,
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1949; Burr, 1973; McCubbin, 1979; McCubbin & Patterson, 1980), and ambiguous loss (Boss,
1980; Boss, 1983; Boss, 2004) theoretical frameworks. A table of key terms used throughout
this study is offered below.
Assumptions
Packer (2011) advised qualitative researchers to consider that “our preconceptions set
limits beyond which we do not see, but they are not fixed and we are constantly testing them.
One important way in which we test our preconceptions is through encounters with other people,
such as occur in research” (p. 95). Upon embarking on phenomenological research, the
researcher must thus take action with one’s preconceptions. Rather than bracket them away as in
the empirical phenomenology of Husserl, I approach my own subjectivities through the
hermeneutic phenomenological tradition of Heidegger. I open my own experiences, and thus my
beliefs and values, to the reader in an effort to reveal the place from which I write. The way I
understand the world plays an important role in the way I interpret others’ experiences that are
shared with me in the context of research.
Heidegger challenges the researcher to work out these fore-structures in terms of the
things themselves. The philosophical assumptions I bring to this study include an ontological
approach to understanding reality, which permits multiple subjective realities for participants
(Lincoln & Guba, 1988). To say this another way, as the researcher, I am sensitive to the fact
that the nature of my participant’s reality is subjective. Furthermore, my participant’s
subjectivities involve making meaning of experiences, which give rise to how one understands
phenomena of the lived world. I also assume that my participant’s multiple subjective realities
are complex as a function of being contextually situated. The context of specific interest for this
study is the family system during deployment. Following from that assumption, I also assume
that families function systemically, wherein what impacts one member also impacts others. I
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also assume that a family is constituted by those members who are not only physically present,
but psychologically as well. The theoretical foundations for these assumptions related to the
family will be further explicated in Chapter 2.
Limitations
What is uncovered through hermeneutical phenomenological research is not obtained by
interviewing large numbers of people in order to make generalizations. Instead, the quality of
such research is demonstrated by engaging in reflection on data, including accounts from a small
number of people and in ongoing writing and re-writing to fully describe shared human
experiences (van Manen, 1990). Phenomenology approaches phenomena as possible human
experience, and the resulting descriptions are said to have a universal, intersubjective character
(van Manen, 1990). This should not be misunderstood as a claim to relativity, however. van
Manen (1990) explains,
From a phenomenological point of view we are not primarily interested in the subjective
experiences of our so-called subjects or informants, for the sake of being able to report on
how something is seen from their particular view, perspective, or vantage point,” but the
deeper goal “remains oriented to asking the question of what is the nature of this
phenomenon as an essentially human experience (p. 62).
Thus, “often the result of hermeneutic research is not anything close to a theory. Often the result
is a list of exemplars rather than generalizable truths” (Willis, 2007, p. 294, citing Smith, 1993).
Delimitations
In an hermeneutic phenomenological study, wherein the lived nature of a phenomenon is
revealed through multiple subjectivities (Packer, 2011), the interpretive activities of analysis
could unfold without end. There is legitimate concern that engagement with the hermeneutic
circle may lead analysis into infinite regress. Thus, it is important to specify from the onset the
parameters of the study in an effort to identify a horizon for the phenomenon being queried. For
the purposes of this study, once the research questions have been sufficiently addressed and a
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deeper level of understanding of the phenomenon has been reached, the circuitous journey of this
hermeneutic study will come to a close.
Expected Findings
The purpose of hermeneutic research is to understand the perspectives of humans (Willis,
2007). Therefore, as my informant shares her photographs and stories, I expect to move through
ever-deepening layers of understanding about the nature of the lived experience of parenting
during deployment. The participant’s accounts of her experiences, as well as my preunderstandings and the reported findings of the extant literature, will be combined to offer
emergent glimpses of the phenomenon of boundary ambiguity, and contribute to understanding
its “hidden nature” (van Manen, 1990).
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Table 1-1. Definition of Terms
Term
Being (Sein)

being (Seiende)
Being-in-the-world

Boundary ambiguity

Deployment

Dasein (“being there”)

Hermeneutics
Hermeneutic circle

Definition
Heidegger’s fundamental term for his
ontological analytic; does not describe an
entity or ultimate ground, but rather “Being
is always the Being of an entity (‘Sein des
Seienden’)” (Heidegger, 2010, p. 8).
Refers to an entity
A Heideggerian phrase that refers to the way
human beings exist, act, or are involved in
the world (van Manen, 1990).
Construct developed by Boss (1980/2003) to
explain individual’s perceptions about who
is physically and psychologically present or
absent in the family system. If a family
member is perceived as psychologically
present but is, in reality, physically absent
for a long time, the family boundary is
ambiguous and cannot be maintained;
operationalization is based on whether or
not roles are still being assigned to the
absent person and whether or not the absent
member is still perceived as present.
Refers to activities required to move
military personnel and materials from a
home installation to a specified destination
(military.com)
A Heideggerian term which refers to that
entity or aspect of our humanness which is
capable of wondering about its own
existence and inquiring into its own Being
(van Manen, 1990, citing Heidegger, 1962).
The theory and practice of interpretation
(Packer, 2011).
For Heidegger, the circular relationship
between understanding (the tacit,
prereflective comprehension) and
interpretation (the “working out” or
articulation of understanding) in which
interpretation leads to modified
understanding (Packer, 2011).
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Table 1-1. Continued
Hermeneutic phenomenology

Non-deployed parent
Perception

Phenomenon
Phenomenology

Psychological family

Attentive to both terms of its methodology:
descriptive (phenomenological) in wanting
to be attentive to how things appear and
speak for themselves, while interpretive
(hermeneutic) in the claim that there are no
such things as uninterpreted phenomena
(van Manen, 1990).
Spouse or partner of active duty, deployed
military personnel.
The use of previous knowledge to gather
and interpret the stimuli registered by the
senses, thereby combining aspects of both
the inner and outer world (Maitlin, 2005);
leads to a subjective definition of the
meaning of an event (McCubbin &
Patterson, 1989).
That which shows itself as being and the
structure of being (Heidegger, 2010).
For Heidegger, a study of the modes of
‘being in the world’ of human being (van
Manen, 1990).
Individual and family life span perceptions
of who is inside or outside the family
system, which are significantly related to the
interaction within that system and between
that system and the outside world (Boss,
1980/2003)
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS
Using family systems, family stress, and ambiguous loss theories as the lens through
which the phenomenon of interest will be approached, this chapter investigates the experiences
of military families during deployment. Military family research traditionally has sought to
thoroughly describe and explain the stresses and outcomes of deployment on children and
spouses, mainly through survey-based, quantitative studies. More recently, family researchers
have linked child and parent mental health outcomes, reinforcing the notion of the family as an
interactional system. In addition, qualitative methodologies are increasingly being implemented
as investigational pathways to deepen what is known about the specific impacts of deployment
on the family system. Boundary ambiguity is offered as a theoretical construct that explains the
process by which family roles are reorganized during member separation, but research has yet to
adequately investigate the role reorganizations that occur during military deployment,
particularly as they are experienced by the non-deployed parent. The purpose of this chapter is
to examine the research literature pertaining to the military family during deployment, and to
explore how the construct of boundary ambiguity may be further applied to advance what is
theorized about the role reorganizations that occur within the military family during deployment.
Deployment-related Outcomes in Children and Non-deployed Parents
President Barack Obama recently renewed a governmental commitment to understand
and provide support for military families in the United States. The document, titled
“Strengthening Our Military Families: Meeting America's Commitment” (Department of
Defense, 2011), is a continuation of policy efforts set in motion to address the issues faced by
military families. Preceding the President's recent call to enhance support efforts is a body of
literature that encompasses much of what we have come to understand about the issues faced by
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military families. The purpose of this review is to explicate themes in the literature that have
been influential in shaping conceptualizations of the military family during deployment, and to
explore how these themes can be explained by the integrated theoretical frameworks of family
systems, family stress, and boundary ambiguity.
The initial literature search was conducted to systematically understand what is known
about the experiences of military families during deployment, and to explore the methods used to
study those experiences. The scope of the initial literature search was limited to peer-reviewed
academic articles and texts examining data from the era following World War II until the most
recent Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom (OEF/OIF) conflicts, published
between 1949 and 2011. The search was carried out through searches in databases such as
EBSCO, JSTOR, ProQuest, and other academic online databases, using combinations of the
keywords such as “military deployment,” “ military family separation,” “the impact of
deployment,” “resilience,” “military children,” and “military spouses.” Then, the search was
expanded to literature with a high level of topical relevancy from previous conflicts and to
governmental reports and book chapters.
The initial questions I explored were: What is known about the experiences of military
families during deployment? What are the outcomes for individual family members? In what
ways are family roles impacted during deployment? How are family member outcomes related
to family role changes? In relation to the inductive nature of the initial search of the literature,
subsequent questions were asked including: What are the methodological limitations inherent in
the literature? How do these limitations delimit the scope of what is understood about military
families during deployment?
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The review yielded several topical themes, which are employed in the subsections below
to organize a framework for understanding how the military family has been investigated over
the past century. The following subsections include (a) child outcomes, (b) spouse outcomes,
and (c) the link between parent-child well-being. This sequencing of subsections establishes a
clear understanding of what is known about the impacts of deployment on family members, and
serves as a preface to the discussion about the role of the non-deployed parent.
Outcomes Observed in Military Children and Youth During Deployment
Approximately 1.2 million children live in U.S. military families (Finkel, Kelly, &
Ashby, 2003). Studies of military families separated by the deployment of a family member
have focused mainly on the children and youth of these families, whom are argued to be the most
vulnerable members (Chandra et al., 2009). McFarlane (2009) contended that the deployment of
a parent to a combat zone may be one of the most stressful experiences a child faces. Specific
stressors related to a parental deployment that children may encounter include having to contend
with realistic fears about their parent's welfare (McFarlane, 2009). McFarlane (2009) also
mentioned that “the coverage of wartime events by the media is particularly challenging for
adolescent children during their parent's deployment” (p. 369).
The impact of deployment-related stressors on children is a well-researched topic. The
New York Times (2010, November 8) summarized recent findings from a Uniformed Services
University of the Health Sciences study that analyzed the records of 642,397 children ages 3 to 8
with parents in the military to examine whether visits to the doctor for mental difficulties
increased when a parent was deployed. The study found that during deployment of a parent, “the
visit rate...rose by 11 percent for psychological complaints.” “Stress, anxiety, and attentiondeficit problems were among the more common diagnoses,” Carey (2010, November 8) noted.
These findings are supported by other sources in the literature (Davis, 2010). Additional
33

findings related to parental deployment and youth outcomes include depression, acting out or
negative behavioral adjustment, poor academic performance, and increased irritability and
impulsiveness; tearfulness, increased discipline problems at home, and increased demands for
attention (Grass, 2007). In a qualitative study by Grass (2007), focus groups were implemented
to explore adjustment among youth aged 12-18 that had a parent deployed, most often to a war
zone. The author reported that youth experienced changes in mental health, with few youth
using positive terms to describe their feelings surrounding the experience of deployment. In
addition, youth reported “conflicting feelings such as feeling both angry and proud or changing
feelings” (Grass, 2007, p. 3). Length of parent deployment has also been linked to an increase in
behavior problems observed in children (Barker & Berry, 2009).
In addition to the broad range of outcomes pertaining to child mental health reported in
the literature, specific contextual factors (i.e, gender, age) have also accounted for the variability
in findings related to the impacts of deployment on children. Chandra et al. (2010), for instance,
explored the differences in behavior expression and coping strategies reported by a sample of
male and female military youth and their non-deployed parents. The study findings suggested
that gender played a role in the way in which behavioral problems became manifested during
deployment, due in part to the differing coping strategies employed by youth (Chandra et al.,
2010).
Jensen et al. (1996) explored child age as a specific contextual factor related to
deployment, and reported that younger children appear to respond to parental deployment
differently than older children. Further evidence that young children who experience a parental
deployment are likely to show behavioral symptoms was demonstrated by a Chartrand et al
(2008) study, in which a cohort of young children with a deployed parent was compared to a
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cohort without a deployed parent, in order to determine whether behavioral symptom expression
differed between the groups. Findings indicated that, as predicted, less frequent symptom
expression was observed in the latter group (Chartrand et al., 2008).
In earlier literature pertaining to child outcomes, there appears to have been initial
disagreement about whether outcomes observed in military children and youth with a deployed
parent differed from comparable cohorts within society. This currently appears to be less
contested, perhaps due in part to the prevalence of more rigorous studies that have reported
negative mental health outcomes in children of deployed parents. Morris and Age (2009), for
example, examined the coping and emotional symptoms of children and youth in military
families during the deployment of a parent, and found that in contrast to the Jensen et al. (1995)
study, military children and adolescents experienced higher levels of conduct problems and
suffering from more overall symptomatology than comparative community norms. A study by
Barker and Berry (2009), which also used a comparison group of young children with a nondeployed parent, further confirmed previous reports of increased behavior problems during
deployment.
In response to a growing body of evidence that has linked deployment with negative
outcomes in children, a number of resources and programs have been developed to assist
children and adolescents with the difficult process of parental deployment. Resources include
books, kits that include journals and stickers, and websites. In addition to items specific to
children, a number of books are available to assist parents in explaining the deployment process
to children. (see: www.myarmyonesource.com). Additionally, the Boys & Girls Club Military
Partnership: Mission Youth Outreach (bgca.org) has partnered with the military for 20 years to
offer services to children of military families.
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Outcomes Observed in the Non-deployed Parent During Deployment
Interestingly, much of what we know about the well-being of the non-deployed parent
has emerged as a result of increased attention to child symptomatology within recent years.
Rather than a corpus of direct studies focused on parent functioning, research literature is limited
to the presentation of such functioning as secondary or subsidiary findings that emerged from
studies focused either children or deployed service members. Spera (2009), for example, gained
information about spouses' ability to cope with deployment--not based on information gathered
from actual spouses of military personnel, but rather from a database that elicited active-duty Air
Force personnel perceptions of their spouses' coping. Still, the findings reinforced the sparse
body of literature that has investigated the experience of the military spouse, particularly those
with children: that the impacts of deployment have important implications for the adjustment to
military life.
The few studies that have more directly addressed the experiences of the non-deployed
parent portray a similar narrative, notably one that is dominated by stress. Areas of stress during
deployment that have been identified among non-deployed parents include issues related to child
care, relationship maintenance, boundary negotiation, and media coverage of military events
(Drummet, Coleman, & Cable, 2003; Warner, et al., 2009). A Chandra et al. (2009) study
proposed to explore the functioning of military children in schools, yet through focus group
interviews with teachers the authors learned that “from [the teachers'] perspective, many nondeployed parents experienced depressive symptoms” (p. 221). McFarlane (2009), in a summary
of findings from the literature related to child stress during deployment, noted that 50% of
spouses in one study reported depression as well as significant anxiety symptoms during soliders'
deployments.

36

Similar findings were reflected in a study conducted by the U.S. Army Medical Research
Unit, which investigated the nature of family stress during a peacekeeping deployment (Adler,
Bartone, & Valtkus, 1994). Responses to a survey from sixty-six non-deployed parents indicated
that families were experiencing a loss of social, emotional, and parenting support. Furthermore,
spousal stress was compounded by concerns about the safety of the deployed spouse, as well as
uncertainty about the future of the deployed soldier's unit (Adler et al., 1994). Adler et al.
(1994) added that stress resulting from the loss of emotional, social, and parenting support
contributed to an increase in psychological symptoms among non-deployed parents such as
feeling lonely, isolated, and overwhelmed with parenting responsibilities. Concomitant with the
psychological outcomes, the authors found an increase in distress symptoms such as sleeping
problems, appetite loss, and impatience (Adler et al., 1994).
Stress among non-deployed parents has also been attributed to communication processes
during deployment. In their therapeutic work with 12 military families, specifically the nondeployed parent and children of men deployed in service, Briggs and Atkinson (2006) state that
the overarching emotional tone of the non-deployed parent was one of anxiety and stress,
particularly if the military family member's position resulted in limited communication regarding
his whereabouts.

Regular communication between non-deployed parents and their partners

during deployment does not always ease the stress of separation. Rather, it appears that nondeployed parents engage in “protective buffering” when given the opportunity to communicate
with a deployed spouse, which is believed to assist the deployed spouse avoid any additional
stresses and to focus on the nature of the combat mission (Joseph & Afifi, 2010). Unfortunately,
this blocking of the non-deployed parents' desire to disclose emotional difficulties related to life

37

at home rendered the experience even more stressful, and was associated with negative health
symptoms (Joseph & Afifi, 2010).
Given that recent wars have demanded multiple deployments, a question is raised
whether number of deployments is related to increased stress for the non-deployed parent.
Burrell, Adams, Durand, and Castro (2006) suggested from their findings that rather than the
number of deployments non-deployed parents experienced, it was instead the perception of those
deployments that impacted functioning. This study corroborated previous evidence about the role
of perception, and is congruent with Hill's (1949) and Boss's (1980; 1983; 2004) assertions that
perception plays an important role in family stress theory. A limitation of this study, however,
concerns the sample of spouses and number of deployments already experienced. The average
number of separations at the time of the study was 3.5, and the authors accounted for this by
mentioning that these spouses may have adjusted to separations and if it had been the first
deployment, the findings may have been different (Burrell et al., 2006). The authors also
discussed the lack of significance between fear for their soldiers' well-being and spouse
psychological well-being, and suggested that these findings were attributed to the fact that
spouses believed their soldiers were trained to handle the dangers. An additional limitation of
these findings concerns the location of the deployment, which the authors reported was “a
relatively safe environment” (p. 54). Thus, the authors attributed the lack of effect to both the
nature of the deployment and the confidence in training.
It was not until the 1980s that Family Support Groups (FSGs) were introduced to assist
non-deployed parents with adjustment and coping during deployment (Schneider & Martin,
2000; Buckholtz, 2009). The primary purpose of these groups have been to “enhance
communication between the unit and wives and to encourage development of social supports to
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help buffer against stress commonly associated with military life” (Schneider & Martin, 2000, p.
21). In addition to support groups, childcare resources found online, such as Care.com and
Sittercity.com, have collaborated with the DoD to provide special access to military families.
The Link Between Parent and Child Well-being During Deployment
Congruent with the theoretical frameworks of family systems theory, family stress
theory, and ambiguous loss theory, studies that have examined the relationship between nondeployed parent well-being and child outcomes have demonstrated that adjustment of the child is
linked to the mental health of the non-deployed parent in military families experiencing
deployment (Chandra et al, 2010; Lester et al., 2010; Barker & Berry, 2009). Additionally,
Manos (2010) emphasized the importance of examining “the complex relationship among the
child's symptoms, the parents' functioning, and cumulative deployment impact” (p. 297).
Finkel et al. (2003) in a review of the literature, reported that “Positive relationships with
parents and better overall family adjustment are associated with the psychosocial well-being of
military children. Moreover, maternal well-being and stress and marital satisfaction help explain
children's adjustment” (p. 1019). Cozza, Chun, and Polo (2005) similarly summarized findings
pertaining to parental deployments, and concluded that “pathological responses [in children]
were more directly related to the effect of maternal psychopathology or other family stressors as
mediating variables” (p. 373). Murray and Kuntz (2002) noted that “adults in the midst of their
own distress are often confused and uncertain about how to respond supportively to a child” (p.
127). Related to the age-specific behavior responses to separation, the authors also note that
“much of the distress experienced by infants is not always their own, but that of their parent or
caregivers” (p. 127). In school age children between the ages of 9 and 12, anger may be
manifested toward the parent who left, and toward close family members left behind (Murray &
Kuntz, 2002).
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Al-Turkait and Ohaeri (2008) recently reported findings about the severity of anxiety,
depression, deviant behavior and poor family adjustment observed among children of Kuwaiti
military men who were involved in the first Gulf War. The authors reported that the mother's
anxiety, depression, and social status were significantly associated with all the child outcome
variables. In addition, the authors reported that “the mother's anxiety was the most frequent and
important predictor of child outcome variables” (p. 1). The study employed a variety of survey
instruments to measure outcomes in both children and mothers.
In order to explore how children from military families whose parent is deployed manage
across social, emotional, and academic domains, Chandra et al. (2010) conducted phone
interviews with military children (ages 11-17) and their non-deployed parent. The authors found
that the sample of children in this study had more emotional difficulties compared with national
samples. Importantly, the authors noted that “length of deployment and poorer non-deployed
caregiver mental health were significantly associated with a greater number of challenges for
children” (p. 16). Maternal mental health was measured using the Mental Health Inventory
(MHI-5); however, no specific symptoms reported by the non-deployed caregiver were
mentioned in the report. In a previous study that examined the perceptions of difficulties faced
by military families from the perspective of school personnel, Chandra et al. (2009) conducted
focus groups to understand more about these circumstances. The authors reported that “the
perceived mental health issues of their non-deployed parent contributed to difficulties in
functioning at school” (p. 220).
In spite of the growing body of literature that links child and parent outcomes, a study by
Briggs and Atkinson (2006) suggested that the military culture reinforces the outdated notion
that child outcomes are not linked to the well-being of the parent. Briggs and Atkinson (2006)
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described the ways in which military culture fails to acknowledge the impact of deployment as
affecting the family system. In speaking to Army welfare officers during their work with
children and wives of soldiers, the authors report that “[Army welfare officers] were of the
opinion that behavior is explained in terms of the child's own difficulties, not contextualized by
family life. These difficulties were invariably seen as arising from various inabilities in the
child” (p. 55). This also influenced parental thinking, who brought their children into the
authors' clinic based on the presumption that the problem was the child's, and not linked to any
aspect of family life.
Conceptualization of the family as an interactional system, however, has led marriage and
family clinicians to develop resources that involve participation from both non-deployed parents
and their children. Chawla and Solinas-Saunders (2012), for example, provide a rationale for the
use of filial therapy as a parent-child intervention to be implemented during deployment. Based
on a review of the literature related to deployment and its impacts on the parent-child
relationship, the authors contend that the interactive play that characterizes filial therapy is a
useful strategy for parents and children to cope with the stresses of deployment.
The notion of the military family was formally embraced by the Army in 1983, when a
partnership was declared between the Army and its families and increased support was offered
(Schneider & Martin, 2000). 1984 was officially declared the “Year of the Army Family,” and it
was in this year that the army established the U.S. Army and Community Family Support Center
(Schneider & Martin, 2000). Since that time, support initiatives aimed at military families have
grown in number. The Armed Services YMCA (ASYMCA), for example, has 15 locations
worldwide, and offers a wide range of services for non-deployed parents and their children (n.d.,
www.militaryonesource.mil).
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The National Military Family Association's (www.militaryfamily.org) Operation Purple
Program, which began as a summer camp in 2004, has since expanded to include a variety of
services for non-deployed parents and their children. Four-day family retreats in National Parks
assist families who have recently experienced the stress of deployment. The mission is to
“empower military children and families to develop and maintain healthy and connected
relationships, in spite of the current military environment” (www.militaryfamily.org, 2012)
The Experience of Parenting During Deployment
As noted above in the section pertaining to parent outcomes, much of what is known
about non-deployed parents or the family system has emerged through studies that were initiated
to investigate the children of military families. Indeed, much of the literature that reports
information pertaining to parenting in the context of military families identifies non-deployed
parental behavior and experiences as it relates to the support and adjustment of children and
youth (for example, see Morris & Age, 2009).
Studies that have begun to investigate how parenting is experienced during deployment
are mainly limited to exploratory, survey-based research intended to catalogue stressors specific
to the non-deployed parent. Stressors identified thus far include separation strain, loneliness,
role overload, role shifts, financial concerns, changes in community support, increased parenting
demands, and frustration with the military bureaucracy (Drummet et al., 2003; Warner et al.,
2009). In addition, although relationship maintenance with the deployed spouse has been found
to have potential benefits for partners during separation, inability to communicate frequently
may lead to diminished couple intimacy (Drummet et al., 2003).
Chandra et al. (2009) learned through focus groups with teachers that children in families
with a deployed parent appeared to take on more responsibilities, and in some instances
essentially became a co-parent with the non-deployed parent. Nearly half the respondents also
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noted that in addition to increased chores, many children “became the emotional partners of their
home caregiver, which also placed undue burden on their lives” and “some students shared their
anxieties about supporting their caregiver when their mother or father is deployed” (p. 221).
These patterns are found elsewhere in the literature, from the perspectives of youth in similar
situations (Grass, 2007).
In a recent qualitative study, Sahlstein, Maguire, and Timmerman (2009) interviewed 50
military wives whose husbands were deployed at the time of the interviews. The authors' main
focus was on marital dynamics, but the study revealed valuable insights pertaining to the wives'
experiences with parenting during deployment. Through the lens of a relational dialectics
framework, the authors described the tension between autonomy and connection that the wives
encountered during deployment. Central to this tension was the increased responsibilities around
parenting. As the authors noted, previous studies on single parents have explored those contexts
that are terminal (divorce, widow, etc), but military “single parenting” is unique in that there is
the expectation that the deployed parent will rejoin the family at some point in the future
(Sahlstein et al., 2009). Collectively, these findings suggest that there is valuable information
still to be learned about the nature of boundary ambiguity as it is experienced by the nondeployed parent during deployment.
Theoretical Frameworks
The theoretical framework which conceptualizes the family as an interactional system,
based on systems theory (Bateson, 1967; Minuchin, 1974), is a useful heuristic for
understanding how military families are impacted during deployment. Additionally, the family
stress model (Hill, 1949; Burr, 1973; McCubbin, 1979; McCubbin & Patterson, 1980) proposes
to explain the way in which deployment is experienced by separated family members.
Derivative of these broader frameworks, the outcomes of the non-deployed family members can
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be more specifically explained by the construct of boundary ambiguity, which is a component of
ambiguous loss theory (Boss, 1980; Boss, 1983; Boss, 2004).
As the review of the literature suggests, the outcomes of children are predominantly
featured as entry points for studies of the military family, whereas our knowledge about the
experiences of the non-deployed parent is relatively limited. Concomitant with the increase in
studies that have addressed family member outcomes, a number of legislative changes and
preventative initiatives have increased support for the military family during deployment.
Despite the apparent scope of the issue and a substantial body of literature pertaining to the
outcomes of family members during deployment, little is understood about how the parenting
role is experienced by the non-deployed parent during deployment. Given what is known about
the impacts of deployment on the military family as an interactional system as well as the current
gaps in the family research literature, future research pertaining to the experiences of the nondeployed parent is recommended.
As the lens through which the literature pertaining to the military family was reviewed,
this section describes the theoretical frameworks that guided the literature review. Experiences
of military families during deployment are conceptualized by integrating family systems theory
(Bateson, 1967; Minuchin, 1974), family stress theory (Hill, 1949; Burr, 1973; McCubbin,
1979; McCubbin & Patterson, 1980), and ambiguous loss theory (Boss, 1980; 1999; 2003;
2006). These theories underscore the notion of the family as an interactional system, and posit
that events impact the functioning of both individuals and the family as a whole. Together, these
theories account for the structural and psychological role reorganizations that occur during a
stressful separation event such as deployment. Moreover, the element common to these three
theories is an emphasis on the function of perception in the process of role reorganization.
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Within this framework, it can be expected that the lived experiences of the non-deployed parent
during deployment are thus organized around his/her perceptions of the separation.
Family Systems
Gregory Bateson, an anthropologist whose work spanned several disciplines but
remained connected by the thread of systems theory, is often credited with playing an influential
role in the inception of family therapy (Piercy, Sprenkle, & Wetchler, 1996). His contributions
regarding the systemic nature of the family continue to resound in the field into the present. Of
Bateson's many writings, perhaps none was more influential on early family therapists than the
collection of essays that comprised Steps to an Ecology of Mind (1972). It was within this
collection that Bateson outlined the epistemological underpinnings of cybernetics, a theoretical
notion that became a cornerstone of family systems theory.
Cybernetics was purportedly circulated in the marriage and family therapy field by
Bateson in the early 1950s (Piercy et al., 1996). Cybernetics specifically concerned the field of
control and communication (Piercy et al., 1996), and when applied to the family, explained how
the system operated as a function of information exchange within a context (Bateson, 1967;
Watzlawick & Jackson, 2010). This shift away from the prevailing psychoanalytic paradigm led
a number of theorists to examine the context of the family as the nexus of human interaction.
In conjunction with the contributions by Bateson, early theoretical models about living
systems informed the development of family therapy. General system theory (von Bertanlanffy,
1968) was one such conceptual framework that explained the mechanisms of living systems.
Von Bertalanffy described a living system as “a complex of component parts that are in mutual
interaction and focus on the relationships between the parts rather than on how the parts
contribute to the whole (Piercy et al., 1996). A critical contribution to family systems theory was
the notion that a living system related as an open system, rather than a closed system that
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mimicked models from classic science (von Bertalanffy, 1968). This explained why events
external to the family system had the potential to impact the system's functioning.
These early contributions from social science and biology had significant implications for
developments in the field of family therapy, particularly the ways in which interactions in the
family system are understood to influence the enactment of roles. According to the family
systems framework described above, roles are enacted as relationship patterns, which by their
interactional nature are mutual (Watzlawick & Jackson, 2010). Roles serve an important
function in establishing/maintaining the boundaries of the family, namely who is in the family
and how they are recognized as such.
The notion of family boundaries was expanded upon most extensively by Salvador
Minuchin, founder of the structural school of family therapy. Structural family therapists such as
Minuchin proposed the critical nature of both real and perceived family boundaries. From a
structural perspective, boundaries are defined as “invisible lines of demarcation in a family”
(Piercy et al., 1996). These invisible lines translate into the ways in which family members
relate to each other, and in turn enact roles as a “dance of transactional patterns” (Luepnitz,
2002). According to the structural conceptualization of the family, roles and family boundaries
function to preserve a sense of equilibrium in the family system. The roles that emerge as a
result of transactional patterns repeated over time remain “as a matter of mutual accommodation
and functional effectiveness” (Minuchin, 1974, p. 52). These patterns maintain the system, until
circumstances change. Then, the flexibility of the system becomes a litmus test of adaptability
when changes disrupt the established homeostasis. As Minuchin emphasized, “The continued
existence of the family as a system depends on a sufficient range of patterns, the availability of
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alternative transactional patterns, and the flexibility to mobilize them when necessary” (1974, p.
52).
However, the disruption induced by decreased family membership and the types of
adaptation necessary to buffer against this impact to the family system are only briefly discussed
by Minuchin (1974). The reader may only infer from structural family theory how disruptions
are accommodated during non-normative family processes, including those in which repeated
exits and re-entries occur, as observed in military families during deployment. Moreover,
structural family theory falls short of explaining the confusing nature of the reorganization that
transpires during transitional processes such as deployment, during which sporadic contact and
expected reentry maintain the deployed member in his/her family role psychologically despite
being physically absent from the family system. For an explanation of how ambiguity about
family membership impacts interactions and functioning within the family system, we turn to
Boss's notion of the psychological family.
The Psychological Family
Pauline Boss, a family researcher best known for her groundbreaking theory of
ambiguous loss, offered a historical quote from the family sociologist Willard Waller as a
backdrop to her theoretical assumptions undergirding the notion of the psychological family:
The interaction of human beings with one another differs greatly from such simpler
forms of interaction as, say, that of billiard balls on a table. The interaction of
human beings takes place in a cultural medium which itself is the product of past
interaction. It also depends upon the somewhat miraculous process of
communication. It takes place in the mind, and all our commerce with our fellows
is mental and imaginative (Waller, 1938, p. 19, as cited in Boss, 2006).
Following in the tradition of early family researchers, Boss (1980/2003) proposed that
“individual and family life span perceptions of who is inside or outside the family system are
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significantly related to the interaction within that system and between that system and the outside
world” (p. 195).
The emphasis here on perception is no less understated than in the theories upon which
Boss expanded. Boss (1999) contended that “families are psychological as well as physical
entities” (p. 4). She argued that some degree of congruence between the physical and
psychological constructions of family is significant, “for without knowing who is perceived as
absent or present in both cases, children and adults may not function optimally. Without
knowing who is routinely and fully there for them as family, people find it difficult to function
normally” (Boss, 1999, p. 4).
The salience of the psychological makeup of the family is undeniable when separations
are encountered during the family life cycle. As Boss (1999) noted, “The family that exists in
people's minds is more important than the one recorded in the census taker's notebook, especially
when family members are increasingly separated and on the move because of work demands,
unemployment, domestic break-ups, war, or simply their own choices” (p. 3). Separations are
thus understood to challenge the stasis of family functioning, but also exist as a normative event
in the course of a family's development (Boss, 2006). Although separations may be expected or
anticipated, there are yet events that may exhaust a family's resources and abilities to adapt
successfully. Family stress theory, discussed in the following section, explains the way in which
families respond to such stressful events.
Family Stress Theory
Normative family functioning may be understood through the theoretical frameworks
above to be a function of who is perceived to be present in the interactional system of the family,
both physically and psychologically. Normative conditions may become complicated, however,
if a stress-inducing event is experienced within the family system. Minuchin (1974) discussed
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stress as a component of his structural family theory, and explained how roles are impacted and
reorganization happens along four types of stresses. Within this framework, however, little
mention was made of the stress induced by temporary separations. By contrast, family stress and
coping have been topics of considerable interest to family researchers, particularly those from the
discipline of sociology (McCubbin, 1979). The general definition of a stressor event, originally
offered by Burr (1973) as one that produces a change in the family social system has been widely
accepted within the domain of family research.
Reuben Hill, one of the earliest family researchers, applied systems theory as well as
developmental models in his classic study on military separations, in order to devise a model of
family stress. Hill (1949), a family sociologist, conceptualized the family stress of deploymentinduced separation as a crisis event, with family adaptive responses ranging widely. According
to Hill, a crisis is “...defined in terms of their effects upon families, as those situations which
create a sense of sharpened insecurity or which block the usual patterns of action and call for
new ones” (1949, p. 9).
As a result of his extensive research into the adaptations of families to adverse events,
Hill (1949) concluded that at least three variables determine whether a given event becomes a
crisis for any given family:
the hardships of the situation or event itself, 2) the resources of the family, its role
structure, flexibility, and previous history with crisis, and 3) the definition the
family makes of the event; that is, whether family members treat the event as if it
were or as if it were not a threat to their status, their goals, and objectives (p. 9).
The pattern of adjustment that emerged among the families in the study involved initial
disorganization, followed by recovery, and reorganization of the family system (McCubbin,
1979), and laid the foundation for the formulation of a family stress model.
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The landmark family separation study conducted by Hill (1949) led to the formulation of
the ABC-X model to explain the interaction of the components listed above. Hill (1958) devised
the formula as follows: A (the event) interacting with B (the family's crisis-meeting resources)
interacting with C (the definition the family makes of the event) produces X (the crisis).
McCubbin & McCubbin (1989) subsequently modified Hill's stress model to include an
explanation for how families fail to manage crises due to a “pile-up” of previous stressors. The
main thrust of the “double” ABC-X model concerned the eventual decay of coping abilities over
time. Pauline Boss (1980) further expanded on this notion with the theory of ambiguous loss,
which further conceptualized how the family system managed reorganization and role adaptation
over time.
Military Families and Boundary Ambiguity
Hill's (1958/2002) work also included the development of a classification that
differentiated the different types of crises. Within this classification, three types of crises are
conceptualized: dismemberment, accession, and demoralization. According to Hill,
“Dismemberment creates a situation in which the departed one's roles must be relocated, and a
period of confusion-delay ensues while the members of the family cast learn their new lines”
(1958/2002, p. 180). The experience of deployment falls under Hill's classification of crises as
“dismemberment” (war separation) (1958/2002; p. 181). Based on his research on military
families following WWII, Hill presciently warned that “both war separations and peacetime
separations render a net disservice to most families, although many ride them out successfully”
(p. 188).
Boss expanded on Hill's classic formulation of family stress, and developed the construct
of boundary ambiguity to explain the effects of perception in families who experience
dismemberment, such as deployment. An early study by Boss (1977) proposed to explore how
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her theoretical construct, psychological father presence, became manifested through family
member perceptions during a family separation event. Significantly, the study was the first to
empirically develop the construct of boundary ambiguity beyond its previous operational label of
“perception” in earlier family stress models (Hill, 1949; Burr, 1973; McCubbin, 1979;
McCubbin & Patterson, 1980 ). In the study, Boss (1977) explored family role reorganizations
that occurred among a sample of military families who had a male family member missing-inaction during the Vietnam War. From the range of outcomes exhibited during the study, Boss
(1977) determined that perception about who is present in the family had important implications
for the adaptation to the ambiguous absence of a family member.
Building on an integration of role theory and symbolic interaction, Boss labeled the
perception of that ambiguous absence as boundary ambiguity and explained it as the following:
“If a family member is perceived as psychologically present but is, in reality, physically absent
for a long time, the family boundary is ambiguous and cannot be maintained” (Boss, 1980/2002,
p. 194). Furthermore, “operationalization is based on whether or not roles are still being
assigned to the absent person and whether or not the absent member is still perceived as present”
(p. 194).
Boss (1977) hypothesized that the greater the level of boundary ambiguity, the greater the
level of conflict and individual depression. Additionally, Boss (1980/2002) noted that “stress
continues in any family until membership can be clarified and the system reorganized regarding
(a) who performs what roles and tasks, and (b) how family members perceive the absent
member” (p. 198). In military families where one parent is deployed (physically absent) to
active duty yet still perceived as fulfilling the role of parent (psychologically present), there is
the potential for a high degree of boundary ambiguity within the family system.
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Family stress models tend to attribute some level of developmental normalcy to the
stresses encountered from entries and exits in families. However, it is important to note the
distinction between developmental stages and transitional processes as outlined by Cowan (1991;
cited in Boss, 2003) and Boss (1980/2003). It is argued that although there are expected or usual
entries and exits that transpire over the developmental course of the family (i.e., births, deaths,
adolescents leaving home, etc.), events such as separation during deployment result in periods of
reorganizations which are understood as transitional processes rather than developmental stages
(Cowan, 1991; Boss, 1980/2003).
There have been a limited number of studies that have explored deployment as a
transitional process. Pincus, House, Christensen, and Adler (2001) proposed a 5-stage model as
a heuristic device that explained the transitional nature of deployment. The five stages
(predeployment, deployment, sustainment, redeployment, and postdeployment) are sensitive to
the multiple transitions that occur over the course of the deployment process. Moreover, Pincus
et al. (2001) utilized this conceptualization in their discussion about the emotional impacts of
deployment on family members. Congruent with the disorganization and reorganization Hill
(1949) observed, Pincus et al. (2001) discussed the ways in which family roles shifted and
accommodated during the deployment stages. This study reinforced the notion of deployment of
a transitional process, and approximated what Boss (1977) observed and subsequently
operationalized as boundary ambiguity.
A qualitative study by Faber et al. (2008) more explicitly explored the experiences of
boundary ambiguity in families that had recently experienced deployment. The informants for
this study were recruited from an Army Reserve unit that was deployed to Iraq for 15 months in
early 2003. The authors found that during deployment, all family members reported having

52

experienced boundary ambiguity. A methodological limitation of the study, however, was that
data was collected during the year following the reservists' return from deployment. Huebner
and colleagues (2007) similarly explored ambiguous loss and boundary ambiguity through a
qualitative study with adolescents, who reported more specific outcomes related to family role
reorganization experienced during deployment. This study improved on the methodology of the
Faber et al (2008) study, in that it was conducted while a parent was deployed.
As mentioned in the above section on family stress, the focus historically has concerned
what Boss (2006) and others refer to as “normative family stress.” The separations induced by
military deployment are arguably distinct from normative events in that, as opposed to the
stresses previously described as developmental or normative, the experience falls outside the
realm of expected family transitions and is marked by its temporary and potentially fearful
nature. Moreover, prolonged war-induced separation has been characterized as the most severe
type of separation experience a family might encounter (McCubbin, 1979). As noted previously,
the nature of warfare and resulting deployments has changed significantly over time, and
continues to undergo changes into the present day. Increasingly, as reported in Merolla (2010),
communication occurs between spouses during a deployment, and this has been shown to
influence the perception of family roles and boundaries. The ability to communicate with a
deployed spouse has kept pace with technological advances, as the telephone has become
replaced by email and more recently, video conferencing platforms such as Skype. Ultimately,
temporary separations resulting from the deployment of a parent send ripple effects through the
non-deployed family members, as the literature has served to illustrate. Thus far, however, no
known research has examined the specific impacts of boundary ambiguity on parenting for the
non-deployed parent during deployment.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS
The purpose of this study was to investigate the phenomenon of boundary ambiguity as it
was encountered within the context of the military family system during deployment, as
uncovered through the lived experiences of the non-deployed parent. Guiding philosophical
frameworks were selected based on the ontological nature of this inquiry which asked broadly,
“What is the nature of the lived experience of parenting during deployment?” In order to explore
the lived experience, this study was conceived within a hermeneutic phenomenological
methodology, grounded in the works of Martin Heidegger (1953/2010) and Max van Manen
(1990).
The specific issues of parenting during deployment, which aimed to address the purpose
of this study, concerned the phenomenon of boundary ambiguity and how a non-deployed parent
described and understood her role within the context of deployment. The terms “describe” and
“understand” served to encode this Heideggerian hermeneutic phenomenological approach to
exploring the lived experience of parenting during deployment. The following subquestions
served to delimit the parameters of analysis that were used to represent the data, but were not
intended to constrain the lived experience of the non-deployed parent. Rather, these questions
were posed as possible approaches to the multiple expressions of the phenomenon (van Manen,
1990). Thus, for the purposes of addressing the specific topics within the broader realm of the
lived experience of parenting during deployment, this study asked: How does a non-deployed
parent describe her parenting experiences during deployment? How does a non-deployed parent
experience and understand boundary ambiguity as it relates to the parenting role during
deployment?
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Describing the iterative nature of data collection and analysis in a hermeneutic
phenomenological inquiry presents unique challenges. As I will discuss in the following
sections, a hermeneutic inquiry reinforces the notion that although the path to understanding a
phenomenon may unfold in layers, understanding (“being”) is not a linear process.
Understanding, within Heidegger’s hermeneutics, involves cycling between engagement,
experiencing, and reflection. Thus, the two procedures used to collect and analyze data in this
study were carried out iteratively in order to deeply engage the participant’s encounters with
boundary ambiguity.
Data collection procedures within this hermeneutic phenomenological study were
selected to elicit the lived experiences of parenting during deployment from the perspective of
the non-deployed parent. Two intertwined procedures, participant-driven photography and
photo-elicitation conversations, complemented the methodological frameworks through their
emphasis on the participant’s unique lived experience. In this single case example, a camera was
used by the participant to visually document her lived parenting experiences during deployment,
and a series of photo-elicitation conversations with the researcher explored the meanings of the
photographs that were taken. The purpose of the interviews was to reflect on experiences of
parenting while a spouse is deployed, and to capture the deep meaning of experience conveyed
through the participants’ own words and visual representations (Marshall & Rossmann, 1999).
The combination of the two procedures thus generated glimpses of parenting during deployment
through photographs and reflections.
Data analysis combined elements of Collier’s (2001) iterative approach to visual analysis
and the interpretative phenomenological analytic (IPA) methods of Smith, Flowers, and Larkin
(2009). The interpretive nature of these analytic strategies aligned with the hermeneutic
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phenomenological frameworks of Heidegger (1953/2010) and van Manen (1990). The
interpretation of the uncovered aspects of the lived experiences of parenting and the phenomenon
of boundary ambiguity was also guided by family systems (Bateson, 1967; Minuchin, 1974),
family stress (Hill, 1949; Burr, 1973; McCubbin, 1979; McCubbin & Patterson, 1980), and
ambiguous loss (Boss, 1980; Boss, 1983; Boss, 2004) frameworks.
This chapter will describe the guiding philosophical and interpretive assumptions and
frameworks, how these epistemologies and theoretical perspectives framed the study design, the
procedures of data collection and analysis, how quality was evaluated, and ethical
considerations.
Philosophical Assumptions and Interpretive Frameworks
Within a qualitative research inquiry, it is requisite for the researcher’s own
epistemological positioning, or beliefs about knowing, to be explored and presented in a
transparent manner. This is based on the understanding that our epistemological assumptions as
researchers “affect the types of methods that we choose, just as the methods that we use—their
strengths and their limitations—act on our ways of thinking about the way we generate valid
social knowledge” (Stanczak, 2007, p. 9). As Koro-Ljunberg, Yendol-Hoppey, Smith, and
Hayes (2009) explain,
when authors make their (e)pistemological awareness and desired knowledge(s)
within a particular research project unambiguous and explicit, this process of selfreflection can assist authors in selecting methods that instantiate and support their
knowledge building…as well as choosing a theoretical perspective that is suited to
the purposes of their research (p. 687).
Crotty (1998) lists three primary epistemological influences, among which a researcher
may align one’s way of knowing: objectivism, constructionism, and subjectivism. Subsumed
under these broader categories are theoretical perspectives, of which interpretivism is one.
Interpretivist approaches to investigating epistemological queries include symbolic interaction,
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phenomenology, and hermeneutics (Patton, 2002). However, Patton (2002) notes that “no
consensus exists about how to classify the varieties of qualitative research” (p. 131). What is
settled upon, however, is the notion that Verstehen (understanding) in the human sciences stands
in contrast to Erklaren (explaining) found in the natural sciences (Crotty, 1998, p. 67).
Interpretivism, with its focus on understanding, thus serves as a relevant framework for
idiographic nature of inquiries within the human and social sciences, distinct from the
nomothetic investigations found in the natural sciences (Crotty, 1998, p. 67).
Epistemological positioning involves deliberation over design choices within an inquiry,
none perhaps more important than selecting a methodology to provide the “best fit” for the
research problem under investigation (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). This study aimed to explore
how an individual parent understood her experiences during deployment, and is thus
characterized by the ontological nature of its inquiry which sought understanding through the
subjective reality of the participant (Lincoln & Guba, 1988). Heideggerian hermeneutic
phenomenology provided the “best fit” for this study, which queried the lived experience of
parenting during deployment.
Martin Heidegger’s meditations on the meaning of being, as found in his early work
Being and Time (1953/2010), served to inform the philosophical and methodological
underpinnings of the design of this study. Heidegger’s hermeneutical phenomenology was
selected after careful consideration of the terrain of potential theoretical perspectives within the
domain of early interpretive philosophers, and the contrasts with Edmund Husserl’s
transcendental phenomenology are sketched below in an effort to further explicate this choice.
This brief consideration of phenomenology and hermeneutics offers dilations of Heidegger’s
central tenets, which were the main lens through which the lived experienced of the non-
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deployed parent were explored in this study. The purpose of these sections is not to offer an
exhaustive exposition of the topics, but rather to highlight the thinkers and ideas significant to
the design of the study and to distinguish these from the range of possible others.
Phenomenology
Patton (2002) notes that within the context of qualitative research a clear definition of
phenomenology is difficult to ascertain due to its popularity, and that it can refer to a philosophy,
an inquiry paradigm, an interpretive theory, a social science analytical perspective or orientation,
a major qualitative tradition, or a research methods framework. Moreover, “varying forms
complicate the picture even more; transcendental, existential, and hermeneutic phenomenology
offer different nuances of focus” (Patton, 2002, p. 104). Thus, it will be useful to highlight the
specific contours within the terrain of phenomenology that are echoed in the design of this
hermeneutic phenomenological single case study of parenting during deployment.
Amidst the backdrop of scientific revolution in the early 1900s, the philosopher Edmund
Husserl was attempting to solidify the purpose of phenomenology. Husserl believed that a
systematic process for understanding what we can know about the world was what philosophy
could contribute to the empirical debate. According to Husserl’s phenomenology, what is
experienced is only such because we directed our mind toward what was encountered. By
probing the content of our mind, we find its content to always be directed toward objects, which
Husserl took to mean that we are forever conscious of something. This intentionality, as Husserl
termed it, characterizes the subject’s relationship to objects as intertwined yet separate.
Awareness is always awareness-of-something, but we can never distinguish between
consciousness and the objects of consciousness.
The act of reflecting on one’s intentional content is what Husserl termed
phenomenological reduction, and was promulgated as the systematized process by which
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consciousness and its objects could be analyzed. To approach a phenomenon as a “thing initself,” however, one must attempt to exclude from consciousness all considerations not pertinent
to a particular essence (Stewart & Mickunas, 1990). This involves setting aside one’s meaning
systems and opening ourselves to an immediate experience of phenomena (Crotty, 1998). The
suspension of superfluous attitudes about a phenomenon, or “bracketing,” is a commonly
observed practice in phenomenological studies in the Husserlian tradition, and is incorporated as
a measure of validity.
Heidegger
The Cartesian duality of subjects consciously approaching objects in the world presented
fundamental problems for Husserl’s student, Martin Heidegger. Heidegger was critical of his
teacher’s object-oriented subject’s constant preoccupation with being conscious. Rather,
Heidegger argued, engagement with the world outside the realm of conscious activity happens all
the time. This is evidenced in the practical use of the phenomena encountered in our everyday
lives, activities which constitute our understanding of what it means “to be.”
Heidegger’s projected work Being and Time (1953/2010) thus reopened the question of
the meaning of being. Mulhall (2005) explains, “the universality of ‘Being’ is not that of a class
or genus, and so the term ‘Being’ cannot denote a specific realm of entities that might be placed
at the very top of an ontological tree” (p. 9). For Heidegger, the material ontologies described by
Husserl (Stewart & Mickunas, 1974) were “groundless…until the question of Being has been
sufficiently clarified” (Kaelin, 1988, p. 287). In Being and Time, Heidegger (2010) explained,
“It is true that ontological inquiry is more original than the ontic inquiry of the positive sciences.
But it remains naïve and opaque if its investigations into the being of beings leave the meaning
of being in general undiscussed” (p. 10).
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Investigations into being, according to Heidegger, involve understandings that are
derived from the context of our existence amidst the world. This way of understanding thus
looks outward, to the present as it is encountered around us. To entities in this context who are
perpetually encountering and making sense of those encounters, Heidegger applies the label “Dasein.” In translation from the German, it is read literally as “being-there.” The elimination of the
hypen transforms the translation into simply, “existence.”
The activity of understanding is a problem unique to Dasein (Mulhall, 2005), which
arises through our being-in-the-world. Rather than experience the world through contemplation,
humans instead engage in practical engagement through concrete activities, such as hammering
(Packer, 2011, p. 179). Furthermore, as we engage in action, Heidegger argues that we rely not
only upon what came before us (our presuppositions) but also what lies ahead. In this way,
understanding unfolds as a temporal event (Heidegger, 1953/2010). Mulhall (2005) explains,
All entities exist in the sense that they are encounterable in the world; some exist in
the sense that they are alive; but, of them, only Dasein exists in the sense that the
continued living of its life, as well as the form that its life will take, is something
with which it must concern itself (p. 15).
Heidegger, writing in Being and Time, concluded “Dasein is a being that does not simply
occur among other beings. Rather, it is ontically distinguished by the fact that in its being this
being is concerned about its very being” (p. 11). Dasein is “being there” in the sense that being
is openness to the three-fold temporality (past, present, future) within each encounter of the
ready-at-hand entities of the world. The “world” in this context “is not an entity but a web of
assignment-relations within which any specific object is encounterable as ready-to-hand or
present-at-hand” (Mulhall, p. 173).
So what or who is getting this considering done, and for what purpose? For this, we turn
to the activity of understanding and how it is that Heidegger proposes we come to understand.
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This will have larger implications for his proposal that a hermeneutic circle exists between
understanding and interpretation.
Verstehen [understanding] is precisely that knowledge which informs Dasein’s
most concrete involvement with the world. Dasein knows what it is about without
having explicit conceptual knowledge to fall back upon. Verstehen is the capacity
to understand what is demanded by the situation in which Dasein finds itself, a
concrete knowledge which gets worked out in the process of existence itself”
(Caputo, 1987, p. 109, as cited in Packer, 2011).
Our “everydayness” describes the typical pre-conscious encounters with our world. The
entities are encounterable through their utility, which we come to understand against a three-fold
structure of context. Background provides the information, and thus dictates our “always already
there” or “being-in-the-world”. These are the fore-structures.
Heidegger would suggest that the focus on individual entities or types of entities was
insufficient if the context in which they lie is excluded. A hammer can be seen to have certain
properties, but one should not dismiss the carpenter hammering the nail. Heidegger thus
endeavors to reconsider the question of what it means “to be” by extending being to include not
only surrounding context, but the being of the world as a whole (Inwood, 1997).
Situations are classified by the ways we are able to exist in the world.

Being-in-the-

world as the most general of existentials. What it means to be human for Heidegger is not a
mind or self. “Being-in-the-world” is rather “a unitary structure of our complete involvement in
the totality of a form of life” (Packer, 2011, p. 177).
Hermeneutics
Crotty (1998) classifies phenomenology and hermeneutics separately, although the latter
is actually subsumed within the former, particularly within the activity of understanding
described by Heidegger. More specifically, hermeneutics is an application of phenomenological
approaches, a way of “doing philosophy” (Stewart & Mickunas, 1974). As discussed in the
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preceding section, phenomenology experienced a horizon with Heidegger’s project and became
divided upon the purpose of inquiry. Packer (2011) presents a thorough explanation of the
differences between two “families” of phenomenology: empirical (which corresponds with
transcendental) and hermeneutic. The difference, broadly, has to do with the use of descriptions
(ontic) versus interpretations (ontological) to approach the question of the nature of reality. This
section will introduce the activities of interpretation as conceived by the hermeneutic project, and
will highlight the similarities and differences within this discipline in order to compare the
project of Heidegger.
One entry point into the hermeneutic project is to explore a topic of debate which
concerns what it means to understand what someone says, as well as the relationship between
what is expressed and the subjective experience being described. Hermes, the messenger of the
Greek gods and interpreter of their messages, lends his name to “hermeneutics,” which is the
theory of interpretation (Stewart & Mickunas, 1974). Meditations on interpretation can be traced
to Aristotle, but ultimately, hermeneutics would flourish most when systematized as an
exegetical project for interpreting religious texts in the 17th century (Packer, 2011).
The zeitgeist of reason and mathematics as exclusive arbiters of the order of the universe
was eventually met with criticality, which would be vital to the emergence of modern
hermeneutics. The challenge to science arose from the conceptualization of language as a
socially-acquired utility, in which words carried meaning based on cultural and personal
contextual meaningfulness rather than universal attachment to an objectifiable world. Bowie
(2010) dilates this linguistic turn in noting that
For hermeneutics, scientific questions cannot arise at all unless we already
understand the world via our practical use of natural languages. The background
pre-understandings involved in this cannot be explained by a scientific account,
because the very intelligibility of that account would itself depend on

62

them…Understanding cannot be reduced to explanation, because explanation
always presupposes some form of prior understanding (p. 27).
The present study was not situated within the transcendental phenomenology as
conceived by Husserl, or those linked to him such as Colazzi (1973), Giorgi (1975), Keen
(1975), or Moustakas (cite). The type of investigations linked to that tradition of
phenomenology are descriptive in nature, as opposed to the hermeneutic traditions, which break
from the Cartesian duality promoted by Husserl by insisting upon the interconnectedness
between one who interprets and the interpreted. For Husserl and his adherents, description of
phenomena could be arrived at after a careful bracketing away of one’s own preconceptions in
the epoche, arriving ultimately at “the thing in itself” (Stewart & Mikunas, 1974) Heidegger’s
project, by contrast, rejected such a transcendental approach and instead challenged that unity of
self and other comprised the very process of interpretation. Packer (2011) explains,
It is often said that with Heidegger hermeneutics became ontological. That is to
say, he proposed that interpretation is not simply a special way of dealing with texts
but something intrinsically human. To be human is to understand and interpret, so
interpretation is not a special method but a fundamental aspect of human being.
Understanding is a matter of grasping an entity as a certain kind of being and at the
same time to have a grasp of what it is to be human (p. 177).
What can be found in Being and Time (Heidegger, 1953/2010) is fundamentally an
explanation of the connection between phenomenology as method and ontology as an area of
inquiry. Moreover, “it is only in Being and Time that phenomenological analysis—qua
hermeneutical expansion of the forestructure of human understanding—becomes itself a subject
of inquiry” (Kaelin, 1988, p. 291). It is evident, then, that research implementing this type of
inquiry should have a methodological framework from which to operate. This framework will
be the focus of the remainder of this chapter.
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Design of the Study
Design Overview
Heidegger (2010), introducing the parameters for investigation into the meaning of being,
proclaimed “Insofar as being constitutes what is asked about, and insofar as being means the
being of beings, beings themselves turn out to be what is interrogated in the question of being.
Beings are, so to speak, interrogated with regard to their being” (p. 5). Importantly, being is
dependent upon a context, through which a phenomenon is laden with the meaning ascribed to it
by humans who encounter it. Essentially, “there is no way to grasp what something is outside of
a human context” (Packer, 2011, p. 179). The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological
case study was to understand the phenomenon of boundary ambiguity as it related to parenting,
specifically as it was experienced and understood by a non-deployed parent within the context of
the military family system during deployment. This study employed participant-driven photoelicitation to explore how a non-deployed parent experienced and made sense of boundary
ambiguity within the context of deployment. Strategies of data interpretation were adopted to
align with the hermeneutic phenomenological framework of the study.
The original research proposal planned for the recruitment of no more than ten parents
whose spouses were deployed at the time of the study. Due to unanticipated challenges in
recruiting participants who matched the study criteria, the design was altered to accommodate an
in-depth case study of one non-deployed parent within the context of a deployment.
Sample Selection
Smith et al. (2009) asserted that in a phenomenological study, “participants are selected
on the basis that they can grant us access to a particular perspective on the phenomena under
study. That is, they ‘represent’ a perspective, rather than a population” (p. 49). Purposive
sampling (Smith et al., 2009) was planned for use in this study in an effort to best represent the
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perspectives of non-deployed parents. Purposive sampling involves the inquirer “selecting
individuals and sites for study because they can purposefully inform an understanding of the
research problem and central phenomenon in the study” (Creswell, 2007, p. 125). Purposive
sampling has been useful in studies which have used visual methods, such as the Brazg,
Bekemeier, Spigner, and Huebner (2010) study on youth substance abuse prevention. The use of
purposive sampling in studies implementing visual methods is noted elsewhere (Duffy, 2010).
Criterion sampling, a specific purposive sampling strategy, was planned in order to include all
cases that met some criterion (Marshall & Rossman, 1999) and served to delineate the
parameters for heterogeneity (Smith et al. 2009).
Based on the scant literature reporting on the lived experiences of non-deployed parents,
it is apparent how little is understood about the subjective parenting experiences of any nondeployed parent, regardless of demographic differences such as gender, ethnicity, or branch of
military service. As noted, the purpose of a hermeneutic phenomenological study is not to
establish generalizations to groups within a population. While I acknowledge that the
deployment process is purportedly different between branches of the military (Buckholtz, 2009),
my aim in this study was not to establish generalizable truths through such differences. Rather,
this study concerned the experience of parenting as queried through the research questions
discussed above, and thus broader inclusion criteria was justified in an attempt to deepen the
understanding of the phenomenon.
Based on the phenomenon of interest, purpose, and research questions outlined in this
study design, the criteria for inclusion in this study were: Be married or in a domestic
relationship with a member of the military; spouse currently deployed or will deploy during the
study; have dependent children in the household, between the ages of 0-17; and, live off base.
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Additionally, because this study was unfunded, the sample was geographically limited to the
southeastern United States.
Sample Size and Recruitment
The idiographic approach of this study was concerned with “understanding particular
phenomena in particular contexts” (Creswell, 2007), and necessarily anticipated careful attention
to the experiences related by those participating in the study. Such focused attempts to acquire
deep understanding, particularly through open-ended, semi-structured interviews, is not feasible
among large samples. Therefore, Creswell (2006) indicated that the sample size should be 5 to
25 for a phenomenological study. Elsewhere, Smith et al. (2009) suggested that six is a sufficient
size, but advocate three as an optimum number to produce a detailed analysis of each case and
manage themes across the group. Initially, this study design planned for recruitment of up to
fifteen participants, but in the end was successfully adapted to a case study (Thomas, 2011) of
one parent in the context of a deployment, as described below.
During the proposal stage of this study, I met and spoke with several individuals who
expressed interest in the research topic. Contact information for these individuals was retained,
and thus informal contacts for recruiting purposes were established prior to implementation of
the study. Additionally, formal written permission to post recruitment materials was obtained
from the moderator of a popular online forum for military spouses prior to the implementation of
the study.
Recruitment began after the proposed study was granted approval from the University of
Florida Institutional Review Board on March 25, 2013. A letter (Appendix D) which introduced
the researcher, the proposed study, and criteria for participation was sent to individuals and
agencies known to have contact with spouses of deployed military personnel. One such
organization, 4-H, maintains active contact with military families through the “Operation Purple”
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program. This program offers camps for children of deployed services members. The directors
of 4-H in North Carolina, Georgia, South Carolina, and Florida were each contacted via contact
information listed on the organization’s webpage. Of the six directors contacted, one responded.
This director offered to forward the letter and flyer to the state listserv, which included military
family members.
Leaders of local family support groups (FSG) in Florida, Georgia, and North Carolina
were sent the letter and flyer. No response for participation was obtained from these sources.
However, a concern was raised by a member of the recipient listserv; namely, whether parents
might be reluctant to participate without Department of Defense endorsement. This concern was
brought to the attention of committee members, and the decision was made to proceed with
recruitment using only informal (non-military) contacts.
In addition, self-referral recruitment flyers (Appendix B) were posted in public spaces
where permission was obtained, such as restaurants and community bulletin boards. The
researcher also obtained permission to post copies of the flyer throughout a downtown district
during a weekend music festival, which drew a crowd of more than ten thousand people from the
southeast. Online resources included www.militaryspouse.com, a forum with over 5,900
members at the time of recruitment. The research flyer, along with a letter of invitation
(Appendix C) was posted with permission to a thread concerning parenting during deployment,
and was followed with two follow-up posts using the same materials.
The sample targeted for inclusion in this study proved unexpectedly difficult to access
through these means. Follow-up contacts were made two weeks after the initial requests were
made, and more than a month lapsed with no response. Social media proved to be useful, as one
participant self-referred for participation in response to an online message that included the
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research flyer. One photo-elicitation interview was completed with this participant, but no other
responses to the recruitment efforts were received. With approval from committee members, the
participant was invited to continue within a case study design (Thomas, 2011). The participant
agreed, IRB approved the changes to the study design, and an updated informed consent was
signed by the participant.
Ethical Considerations of Photo-elicitation
While photo-elicitation can yield deeper levels of meaning than survey-based data
(Wang, 1999), there are many ethical issues to consider when using this method. The
researcher’s previous experience conducting photo-elicitation research, combined with an
extensive review of the literature reporting on photography-based methods and interpretative
phenomenological analysis, informed the ethical considerations that are discussed below.
The use of photography as a methodological tool is well-documented, and thus a
considerable amount of literature has reported on the ethics involved in such research.
Castledon, Garvin, and Huu-ay-aht First Nation (2008) discussed the way photography intersects
with context, and considered the implications for research. The authors noted that “the act of
taking pictures in any community is a political act and, as with other methods, the resulting data
both disclose that which is photographed and hides which is not” (p. 1396). Cooper and
Yarborough (2010) encountered deep distrust of cameras within a Guatemalan community,
which was attributed to the combination of cultural beliefs combined with larger discourses
attached to Latin American-U.S. relations. Stephens (2010) reported that participants voiced
concerns about repercussions of taking photographs, such as losing housing in a public housing
community, and the reactions of the community to participant photographs.
To aid researchers in the implementation of ethically sensitive photo-elicitation research,
Purcell (2007) encouraged researchers to be mindful of cultural practices surrounding
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photography, and consider ethical issues such as how photography is perceived in the community
and how photographers will be perceived by others while taking pictures. Drew et al. (2010)
noted that difficulty arose for young people in deciding what to photograph for a study
examining illness experiences, and attributed this to the fact that “document[ing] anything
related to personal challenges confronts our cultural habit of using cameras to generate images of
celebrations and positive experiences” (p. 1682).
To remain sensitive to the above concerns, the participant in the present study was
prohibited from taking photographs of identifiable individuals. This was based on the ethical
concerns surrounding the action of taking photographs and what implications such action might
have for the rights of individuals appearing in photographs (Wang and Redwood-Jones, 2001).
The authors elaborated on how they as researchers “sought voluntary adherence to and respect
for privacy law” (p. 563). The participant was also asked to consider safety concerns when
taking photographs, although this risk seems minimal given the study parameters of the family
context.
The photo-elicitation phase, during which participants are interviewed and transcripts are
analyzed, carried its own ethical considerations. As Smith et al. (2009) stated,
In qualitative research in general, and IPA in particular, informed consent must be
gained not only for participation in data collection (you will need to think about
how best to explain to your participants what to expect from an interview or focus
group), but also for the likely outcomes of data analysis (and particularly, the
inclusion of verbatim extracts in published reports)” (p. 53).
Transcripts, photographs, and researcher memos were only seen by the research team
(Smith et al., 2009). Member checking functioned as an additional ethical safeguard, by
allowing the participant to review transcripts of her own interviews for accuracy. Member
checking also provided the participant with the opportunity to review their own interviews to
determine whether to withdraw particularly sensitive material from the final document (Smith et
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al., 2009). There may be instances where an interview may delve into emotion-laden territories.
Smith et al. (2009) noted that it is important to anticipate how to provide participants with access
to appropriate support in the event that an interview becomes upsetting. To that end, a list of
local referral sources was prepared in advance of the interviews.
Within the presentation of the data, the participant and her family are identified by
pseudonyms of her choice.
Trustworthiness
Denzin (1988) noted, “By making qualitative research ‘scientifically’ respectable,
researchers may be imposing schemes of interpretation on the social world that simply do not fit
that world as it is constructed and lived by interacting individuals” (p. 432). This means that
within the context of this hermeneutic phenomenological study, positivist notions of quality such
as “validity” and “reliability” were reconsidered to ensure appropriateness for capturing locally
relevant, temporary accounts of parenting during deployment (Seale, 1999). This is not to
suggest that positivist methodologies are somehow invalid or misguided, but rather to
acknowledge that such strategies for determining rigor are not suitable choices for the qualitative
design of this study. As Seale (1999) contends, “…the modernist headings of ‘validity’ and
‘reliability’ are no longer adequate to encapsulate the range of issues that a concern for quality
must raise” (p. 7).
Van Manen (1990) similarly differentiated between quantitative sciences and human
sciences in terms of evaluating quality, and such distinctions were assumed in the
implementation of this study. The emphasis on methodological “rigor” in quantitative science
ensures that outcomes are products of a process that is untainted by elements of subjectivity,
which are seen as threats to uncovering objective truths. Human sciences, including qualitative
queries such as the present study, embrace subjectivity in varying degrees as a resource in
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research design. In the phenomenological traditions, as described in the sections concerning
philosophical frameworks above, rigor is gauged by either “bracketing” one’s subjectivity (as
found in the Husserlian line) or through the transparency achieved by disclosure of, while
incorporating, one’s own subjectivity in one’s interpretations (as in the Heideggerian line).
To that end, the trustworthiness of the present study was judged through criteria of
soundness (Marshall & Rossman, 1999), which are described in relation to hermeneutic
phenomenological methods the sections to follow. Marshall and Rossman (1999) reiterated
Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) qualitative constructs as the criteria of soundness in a qualitative
study. The criteria to be fulfilled are credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability. Pertinent to this hermeneutic phenomenological study, these four domains of
quality that functioned to ensure trustworthiness within a hermeneutic phenomenological
framework included triangulation (multi-method), peer review, member checking, thick
descriptions, researcher memos, and an audit trail. Similar criteria have been used to evaluate the
trustworthiness of previous photo elicitation studies (see Castledon et al., 2008).
Triangulation
Triangulation, which addresses credibility and confirmability, was accomplished through
the multi-method approach to collecting data. The method triangulation to be implemented in
this hermeneutic phenomenological study resulted in richer descriptions of the phenomena under
investigation (Seale, 1999). In photo elicitation literature, it has been noted that multiple
methods generate multiple layers of meaning: the visual, the photographer’s story behind the
photo, and the multiple meanings that are explored in discussion (Foster-Fishman, Law, Lichty,
& Aoun, 2010). This ensures thick descriptions (another facet of trustworthiness in
phenomenological research) are elicited from the inquiry. Important for phenomenological
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research, visual documentation as part of research triangulation posits that “visual traces of the
world adequately describe the phenomenon under question” (Harper, 2005, p. 748).
Peer Review
Creswell (2007) classifies a peer as “an individual who keeps the researcher honest; asks
hard questions about methods, meanings, and interpretations; and provides the researcher with
the opportunity for catharsis by sympathetically listening to the researcher’s feelings” (p. 208).
The doctoral committee, who offered guidance and support throughout the design and
implementation of the study, functioned in this capacity. This satisfied the dependability criteria.
Member Validation
Seale (1999) endorsed member validation as another technique to improve the quality of
research practice. Seale (1999) explained that
the origins of the desire to check the accuracy of research accounts with
respondents, as well as other techniques for member validation, lie in the more
conventional aim of presenting a convincing account, using the views of the people
on whom research has been done as a check that the account has correctly
incorporated differing perspectives (p. 61).
Seale (1999) further asserted that member validation “can be equated with the
interpretivist moral commitment to understanding others’ perspectives” (p. 64). In this study,
member validation occurred immediately following the transcription and preliminary interpretive
analyses of each of the three sets of data collected in this study. The participant received
uncoded copies of each of the three interview transcripts, along with a summary of the
researcher’s preliminary interpretations and questions. Additionally, participant and researcher
spent the first few minutes of the second and third interviews reviewing for validation before
proceeding into the photo-elicitation dialogues.
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Audit Trail
This criterion satisfied the component of credibility by producing a study that was
transparent. According to Smith et al. (2009), “transparency refers to how clearly the stages of
the research process are described in the write-up of the study” (p. 182). This included recording
methodological choices regarding how participants are selected, how interviews were
constructed and conducted, and how analysis proceeded (Smith et al., 2009). This also involved
maintaining all data in a way that connected the chain of evidence. Smith et al. (2009) stated that
such an audit trail might consist of: “initial notes on the research question, the research proposal,
an interview schedule, audio tapes, annotated transcripts, tables of themes and other devices,
draft reports, and the final report” (p. 183). Furthermore, the researcher memos described in the
section on data collection above acted as an added measure of transparency necessary for a
Heideggerian hermeneutic phenomenological study. These components of the audit trail were
integral to the reflective writing process described by Van Manen (1990) that was ongoing
throughout the study, and which captured my thoughts as they emerged and transformed about
the phenomenon. As Smythe et al (2008) contended, “thinking is everything” in hermeneutic
phenomenological research: “Who one is as-researcher is fundamental to the thinking of
research, for thinking does not happen as a mechanistic process divorced from being in the
world. Rather thinking is lived, breathed, dreamt, felt, run-with, laughed, and cried. It arises
from all that has come before in one’s life, both the remembered and that which is known
without knowing” (p. 1390). Within this type of research, thinking is revealed through the “ahha of words jumping off a page, in conversation that gives insight, in writing where sentences
seem to fall onto the page of their own demanding” (Smythe et al., 2008, p. 1390).
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Thick Descriptions
Qualitative research aims to produce findings that are transferable, rather than
generalizable (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p. 43). Thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973), with their
layers of meaning, ensure that the activities of “writing as an art” (van Manen, 1990) are
actualized. In order for the descriptions in a hermeneutic study to be considered transferable,
and thus credible, they must “move beyond a simple description of what is there to an
interpretation of what it means” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 181). Clifford Geertz (1973) described
thick descriptions as those in which layers of meaning were evident. By revealing and building
on the many-layered interpretations of life, a rich and detailed understanding is made possible
(Seale, 1999). Themes that emerged among participants were illustrated with transcript extracts
which captured the participant’s words as she expressed them.
Additional measures exist for evaluating the trustworthiness of phenomenological
research, which related directly to the presentation of the results of this study. Polkinghorne’s
(1983) four criteria for evaluating the power and trustworthiness of phenomenological research
are: vividness, accuracy, richness, and elegance. As Finlay (2008) elaborated about the
presentation of the data,
Is the research vivid in the sense that it generates a sense of reality and draws the
reader in? Are readers able to recognize the phenomenon from their own
experience or from imagining the situation vicariously? In terms of richness, can
readers enter the account emotionally? Finally, has the phenomenon been
described in a graceful, clear, poignant way? (p. 7).
Van Manen (1990) pointed to a “validating circle of inquiry,” wherein a good
phenomenological description “is collected by lived experience and recollects lived experience—
is validated by lived experience and it validates lived experience” (p. 27). The criteria of
accuracy may also be understood as an elucidation that resonates with one’s sense of lived life,
or recognized as an experience that we have had or could have had (van Manen, 1990).
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Importantly, the products of Heideggarian hermeneutic research are “shown” to others, “to allow
us to see a still frame of being before the play button once again activates that which in the living
can never be stopped” (p. 1390).
The presentation of the interpretations made about the data reflect not only the
experiences of the participant, but also represent my presence within the interpretive process.
This echoes Smythe et al., (2008) who discussed the “doing” of Heideggerian hermeneutic
research, and set forth in their article pertaining to methodology to reveal the “emerging, in-theplay event of Heideggarian phenomenology as-lived” (p. 1390). The authors explained that
when carrying out a hermeneutic phenomenological inquiry, “We seek to stay close to the
experience itself (ontologic) rather than try to articulate a more generalized analysis of essence
(ontic)” (Smythe et al., 2008, p. 1390). Smythe et al. (2008) explained that the choice to do
research ‘this way’ is known as “resonance, attunement, and a sense of ‘goodness of fit’” (p.
1391). They attested that
As researchers of this methodology we are never outside our research, never
planning ahead with full confidence that we will know precisely how it will be;
rather we are always already in the midst of the research, confronting the
possibilities, making choices, wrestling with the restlessness of possibilities. Such
a way of ‘being’ cannot be learnt from mere instructions. One must live the
experience, drawing from who one is and is becoming (p. 1391).
Hermeneutic Phases of Data Collection and Analysis
The desire to understand the world as it is perceived by the subject has encouraged a
recent surge in the incorporation of visual methods, such as photo-elicitation, into research.
However, photo elicitation as a field method is not new (Samuels, 2007), nor is it confined to a
narrow range of disciplines. The wide application of photo elicitation as a primary data
collection procedure underscores its utility in vastly differing terrains, including anthropology,
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communication, education, sociology, photojournalism, cultural studies, ethnic studies, and
industrial management (Harper, 2005).
Given its widespread use, photo elicitation has been rendered a flexible data collection
procedure. Broadly envisioned, photo elicitation involves the use of images as part of the
interview protocol (Collier & Collier, 1986). Photographs taken by participants are explored and
reflected upon during individual interviews (Oliffe & Bottoroff, 2007). Interviews explore openended questions about each photograph, and endeavor to “shift the locus of meaning away from
empirically objective representations of objects or interactions. Instead, images gain significance
through the way that participants engage and interpret them” (Stanczack, 2007, p. 12).
As remarked upon in an earlier section of this chapter, the activities of engagement and
interpretation are hallmarks of hermeneutical phenomenological inquiries. Combined, the
procedures of photography and reflecting upon one’s relation to a phenomenon have potential to
yield new ways of understanding boundary ambiguity through a hermeneutic perspective.
Photography as a method of data collection creates opportunities for participants to feel and
share emotions associated with the phenomenon under investigation (Lorenz & Kolb, 2009).
These lived experiences are subsequently explored in greater depth during the photo-elicitation
interview. The collection and analytic phases that transpired in this hermeneutic
phenomenological single case study are the focus of this section, and are discussed in detail
below. For a graphic illustration of the overall data collection process, please refer to Appendix
L.
Prior to the first auto-photography phase, a packet of informational material pertaining to
the study was mailed to the participant. This orientation packet served to explain the purpose of
the study, as well as introduce the photo-elicitation method to the participant. The participant
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orientation packet contained a welcome letter (Appendix E), the informed consent form
(Appendix A), a demographic questionnaire (Appendix G) to be used to create the participant’s
profile in the final document, an overview of the study methods (Appendix F), instructions for
study-related tasks (Appendix H), copies of the Photograph Information sheets (Appendix I), and
a copy of the interview protocol (Appendix J).
Photo-elicitation and the use of photography in research were briefly explained to the
participant in an overview of the methods. This introduction to the methods also explained the
technical aspects of photography, discussed how images may be used to represent experiences,
and noted that the emphasis of photographs should be on content and expression rather than
aesthetics or artistic ability. Importantly, the ethical concerns and parameters of the study were
outlined for the participant in this packet. Specifically, the participant was instructed not to take
pictures of identifiable individuals, and was provided with alternative photographic techniques to
use to represent individuals, such as staged photographs.
The Use of Photographs in Data Collection
Images teach. As Wang (1999) explained, “Images contribute to how we see ourselves,
how we define and relate to the world, and what we perceive as significant or different” (p. 186).
Collier (2001) elaborated on the subjective nature of photography: “When we use the camera to
make a visual record we make choices influenced by our identities and intentions, choices that
are also affected by our relationship with the subject” (p. 35). Moreover, photographs used in the
context of research expand the territory of exploration beyond the verbal, and beyond
conventional inquiries. Keller et al. (2008) explain, “Visual methods are proposed to explore the
mechanisms and context that lie on the fringes of well-visited areas of inquiry” (p. 429).
It has been suggested that the role of designated photographer influences the trajectory of
such engagement and interpretation. As noted, the production of a visual record is an intimate
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activity, where choices are guided by who we are, our intentions, and importantly, our
relationship with the subject (Collier, 2001). Interestingly, as Samuels (2007) noted, a majority
of photo elicitation studies used photographs that were taken by people (i.e., the researcher) other
than the interviewee. Clark-Ibanez (2007) cautioned, however, that “photo elicitation in which
the researcher makes the images may be limited by the researchers’ interests and miss an
essential aspect of the research setting that is meaningful to the participants” (p. 171). This is not
to suggest that interviewer-generated photographs are not a viable means of eliciting
information. Rather, “using the subjects’ own photographs in the interview process gives
primacy to their world and provides a greater opportunity for research subjects to create their
own sense of meaning and disclose it to the researcher” (Samuels, 2007, p. 199).
Auto-driven photo elicitation, then, removes the researcher from the image-making
process altogether. As Stanczak (2007) elaborates, “auto-driven photo elicitation can be
relatively broad in focus, by asking participants to photograph or video anything they want about
their life, or quite narrow, by giving them a set of specific questions to answer with their images”
(p. 12). Importantly, the photographs generated by participants in a photo elicitation study do
not necessarily represent empirical truths or reality, but rather the multitude of possible
experiences available to individuals. To that end, “photographs used in photo elicitation have a
dual purpose. Researchers can use photographs as a tool to expand on questions, and
simultaneously, subjects can use photographs to provide a unique way to communicate
dimensions of their lives” (Clark-Ibanez, 2007, p. 177).
A photograph thus captures reality as it is experienced by the individual taking a
photograph, and therefore corresponds with the subjective aims of this study’s hermeneutic
phenomenological inquiry. Upon receipt of informed consent, the researcher exchanged
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correspondence with the participant to answer any questions and to instruct her to begin taking
photographs using the prompt I had provided. Just as the photo-elicitation method varies by
choice of designated photographer, so too does it offer choices among types of directives given
to participants. Frequently, researchers will supply participants with a guiding prompt to delimit
what is to be photographed. In one example, Stephens (2010) asked participants from one
community to “take photographs that expressed how they felt about their old public housing
community, their new housing situation, and the relocation experience. They were asked to
think about how the housing authority could better understand their experiences and improve
services” (p. 278).
The degree of specificity of such prompts or directives carries important, if subtle,
implications for the trajectory of the data produced. To dilate this methodological nuance,
Samuels (2007) compared the different design processes that unfolded when prompts varied in
degree of specific directives. He questioned whether a scripted directive embedded too many of
his own assumptions about the lives of his interviewees, thus still favoring the world of the
researcher over the participant. In a second set of photo-elicitation interviews, the author simply
asked participants to “take 10 photographs of anything that they like” (p. 218). Samuels (2007)
concluded that scripted directives yielded more relevant data than the more open-ended prompt,
but commented that his lack of interviewing skills beyond topic-related questions likely limited
the success of the open-ended prompt.
With these considerations in mind, I opted to use an open-ended statement that the
participant in this study could then choose how to illustrate. To capture the lived experiences of
parenting during deployment, the participant in this study was asked to take a minimum of five
photographs within a one-week period that visually depicted the prompt, “My life as a parent
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during deployment.” Additionally, the participant was able to reference a copy of the openended questions of the interview protocol for topical suggestions within this prompt. However,
no further instruction about what to photograph was requested from the participant nor provided
by the researcher.
The participant was encouraged to have access to a camera at all times during each of the
three one-week periods of photographing her lived experiences. Foster-Fishman et al. (2005)
noted in one photo-elicitation study that “the process of ‘carrying their camera with them
everywhere’ caused [participants] to continually reflect on their surroundings and reconsider the
common and sometimes ignored objects and events that surrounded their daily lives” (p. 286).
Samuels (2007) noted that meaning “was actively constructed in the very act of thinking about
what to photograph as well as while taking the actual pictures.” Elsewhere, Oliffe and Bottoroff
(2007) noted that for their participants, “the act of taking photographs was a physical, as well as
a cognitively active process and involv[ed] constructing and reconstructing rather than telling a
static or exclusively verbal story” (p. 852).
From my personal habit of carrying a camera everywhere I go, I can attest to the accuracy
of the statements above. When I am engaged with the present, the moment-at-hand, I frequently
feel compelled to document it visually and often creatively. In so doing, I am making choices
about how I want to remember my being-there and how I want to express this remembering to
others. I came to learn that the participant in this study, Agnes, held a similar understanding of
being in the present with a camera. As we dialoged in our second meeting about documenting
her children’s lives, she shared, “I take a lot of pictures. I take pictures of things all day every
day. Just because it’s something I do, just because I’m a shutterbug. I can’t help it.” Agnes’
twenty one photographs, discussed in detail in Chapter 4, captured and reflect moments of her
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presence, as she interpreted and understood, being-there in the context of parenting during
deployment.
In order to reconnect the nuances of constructing meaning in these moments to the
photograph when it was viewed during our dialogues, the participant was asked to complete a
Photo Info sheet (Appendix I) as soon as possible after each photograph was taken. Recent
photo-elicitation research has relied on similar forms in order to preserve as much “immediate”
data pertaining to the phenomenon, which can decay over time and fail to be recalled during an
interview that might take place long after a photograph is taken (Castledon et al., 2008). The
information sheets I created for this study provided the participant with the opportunity to record
the date and time the photograph was taken, and to note the following with brief descriptors:
what prompted you to take the photograph, what were you thinking and feeling when you took
the photograph, what words do you associate with the photograph? These information sheets
provided preliminary information about the photographs as I observed them during visual
analysis, and were also used to assist the participant with recall during the photo-elicitation
interviews.
Layered Understanding: First Phase of Data Collection and Analysis
First visual analysis
The participant emailed digital copies of her photographs to the researcher at the end of
the first one-week photography period. The participant submitted thirteen photographs during
this first phase of data generation. The participant also emailed scanned copies of the
corresponding photograph information sheets. The photographs and corresponding info sheets
thus represented Agnes’ immediate interpretations, which constituted the first “layer” of
understanding in our deepening hermeneutic exploration of the phenomenon.
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The initial phase of iterative analysis toward a layered understanding commenced upon
receipt of this first set of photographic data. An ongoing interpretative engagement with
photographs and interviews at each phase of data collection cycled through deepening layers of
understanding about the lived experiences of the non-deployed parent. Within this hermeneutic
phenomenological study, I implemented an ongoing interpretive approach (within the
constructivist paradigm) to the analysis of photographs and interviews, merging elements of
Collier’s (2001) iterative approach to visual analysis and the interpretative phenomenological
analytic procedures of Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009). The hermeneutic process thus
involved an iterative approach to the data, moving between the parts and the whole. Specifically,
photographs and interviews were queried separately and were then considered collectively within
the larger emergent context of the phenomenon elaborated upon during our dialogues. Each
“phase” of analysis therefore did not proceed along a linear path, but rather functioned as a
component of a cyclical unfolding of understanding throughout the data collection process. The
interpretive nature of these analytic strategies aligned with the philosophical frameworks of
Heidegger (2010) and van Manen (1990).
Photographs, in their most basic form, are creative products that are ultimately seen by
others. The activity of “looking at” a photograph inherently involves interpretation and
meaning-making by the viewer. In this hermeneutic phenomenological study of the lived
experiences of a parent during deployment, the analytic process of viewing photographs taken to
illustrate a phenomenon required a deepened consideration, or “looking into,” the photographs
produced during each phase of data collection. This way of seeing involved reflection by the
researcher on the photographic representations of the participant’s lived experiences, which were
collected in three sets. Corresponding with van Manen (1990) and Heidegger (1953/2010), who
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placed the value of phenomenology upon what can it do with us, the analytic process of viewing
photographs may potentially impact the taken-for-granted assumptions of the researcher. An
expansion of this idea was noted by Samuels (2007):
the goal of choosing an appropriate field method…is to bridge the world of the
researcher and the researched, a process that requires the researcher’s own frames
of reference to be broken or impinged on by the frames of the research subjects (p.
204).
My ongoing processes of visual analysis, combined with the perspective of the
participant-photographer, thus functioned to layer meaning and understanding within this
deepening exploration of the phenomenon.

This hermeneutic phenomenological study, framed

as a deepening inquiry into the lived experiences of parenting during deployment, necessitated an
interpretative analytic process that would be in service of the layered uncovering of boundary
ambiguity within this context. To that end, Collier’s (2001) cyclical framework for visual
analysis was selected to correspond with the hermeneutic phenomenological nature of this
inquiry.
Collier (2001) considered the array of information that is available for interpretation
through visual analysis, and noted that
all of the elements of an image may be important sources of knowledge through
analysis, if only we can identify them and sort them out. The challenge is to
respectfully address the many aspects of images, recognizing that the search for
meaning does not end in singular ‘facts’ or ‘truths’ but rather produces one or more
viewpoints on human circumstances, and that while ‘reality’ may be elusive, ‘error’
is readily achieved” (p. 36).
Content and character are among the many aspects of photographs that may be
considered within Collier’s approach to visual analysis. The author referred to the examination of
the content and character of images as “direct analysis” (Collier, 2001). This type of
examination “may seek information on the subjects seen in the images or it may extract
understanding regarding the making and functions of the images as well as the perspectives of
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their makers” (Collier, 2001, p. 39). In order to approach these layers of understanding, Collier
(2001) suggested that “any major analysis should begin and end with open-ended processes, with
more structured investigations taking place during the mid-section of this circular journey. This
approach provides us with an opportunity to respond to larger patterns within the whole that may
reveal the new and unforeseen, that provide significant meaning to otherwise chaotic details. (p.
39).”
Based on this reasoning, the author outlined a structure for the direct analysis of a set of
images. Collier’s (2001) basic model for analysis of visual data is conceived as a four-stage
process, which begins and ends with open-ended processes. This cyclical movement between
open-ended and structured phases of visual analysis assisted with the hermeneutic layering of
interpretations and understandings about the phenomenon as it was uncovered through the
multiple sets of data. Moreover, alternating between open-ended and structured processes
allowed for a broader terrain of interpretation. As Collier (2001) cautioned, “because more
structured analysis inevitably involves focus on already defined details or points of interest, early
descent into focused examinations is likely to limit true discovery and foster imposition of prior
bias in our analysis” (p.39).
The participant’s photographs were received as three separate sets throughout this study,
and therefore a “complete” data set of photographs was not available for wholistic analysis until
after the third photograph collection phase. Collier’s (2001) model of analysis for a set of visual
data was thus adapted to incorporate multiple sets of photographs. In effect, this unfolded in
three phases within this study. The first set of fourteen photographs collected from the
participant was viewed using the stages of visual analysis described below. Additionally, only
the first set of photographs was viewed without the contextualizations provided by the photo-
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elicitation interviews. The Photo Info sheets that were received with the first set of photographs
were the only source of contextual information available during the first phase of viewing.
The first phase of visual analysis described by Collier (2001) involved the observation of
the data as a whole. To aid the viewing of the set of photographs, each photograph was printed
in 4”x6” color format and then adhered to a piece of foam board. The set of photographs was
arranged randomly at this stage of viewing, as illustrated in Figure 3.1.

Figure 3-1. First Set of Pictures
The set of photographs was held as a conduit for the representation of the activities
(“doing”) of the lived experiences of a parent during deployment, and initial feelings and
responses to the whole set were noted on a page in a spiral notebook. In order to track the
progression through deepening phases of analysis, each page of notes was labeled to correspond
with the phase of visual analysis. The initial set of fourteen photographs was my first glimpse
into Agnes’ lived experiences of parenting during deployment, and the array pulled my attention
into this world. The ubiquitous red/blue/yellow and spaces filled with children’s toys recalled
my own familiarity with these landscapes. Other photographs floated as islands of curiosity
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within the whole, such as the close-up of the child’s eyes and the image of the wall mural. For
clarification, I referred to Agnes’ brief notes on the corresponding Photo Info sheet. Affixing
captions or descriptions derived from Agnes’ notes to such photographs guided my continued
viewing of the set as a whole.
Next, I implemented Collier’s (2001) recommendation to create “an inventory of all
images, designed around categories that reflect and assist research goals” (p. 39). Each
photograph was numbered and labeled according to the caption supplied by the participant on the
corresponding Photo Info sheet. A master list was created for each set of photographs, which
included individual photograph numbers, captions, and any specific feelings or responses that
had been noted during the initial open viewing. All Photo Info sheets were reviewed at this
stage, and particularly salient participant descriptions were added to the inventory.
Collier’s (2001) third phase involved structuring the analysis, which proceeded with
specific questions and produced detailed descriptions. The aim of this phase was to “focus on
already defined details or points of interest,” (p. 39) which had been documented from the initial
open-ended viewing.

The specific questions I posed to each of the photographs during this

phase were the main research question, along with the three subquestions. Detailed descriptions
reflected the ways in which each photograph represented the research questions based on my
initial interpretations, and these were recorded on a separate page in the spiral notebook. This
layer of interpretation also contained elements of my uncertainty, and I made note of any
questions that arose while viewing each photograph.
The final stage for viewing each set of photographs involved a “return to the complete
visual record and [a] search for meaning significance, placing the details from the structured
analysis in a context that defines their significance (Collier, 2001, p. 39). The photo-elicitation
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interviews, which are described below, provided a more complete context for interpretation of
the complete visual record. I reflected on my preliminary interpretations and considered
questions that lingered about the photographs, recording my thoughts in summarizing notes at
the conclusion of the third stage of visual analysis. These notes were subsequently became a tool
for layered understanding as I reflected on them throughout the interview. As we explored her
photographs together, Agnes’ spoken reflections about her lived experiences merged with my
preliminary interpretations of her images. For these reasons, I reserved Collier’s (2001) fourth
stage of visual analysis to be combined with the analysis of the interview. The procedure of the
photo-elicitation interview, followed by the combined process of analysis for these stages of data
collection, will be the focus of the next section.
First photo-elicitation interview
According to Stanczak (2007), “Rather than demanding only an objective reading,
images also elicit various subjectivities from our participants that—instead of being bracketed
away—can be probed and analyzed” (p. 7). Thus, within this second phase of the data collection
process, participant-generated images were explored over the course of three photo-elicitation
interviews in order to reach a deeper understanding of her subjectivities within the context of
parenting during deployment. The deepened understandings made possible by such dialogues
have been contrasted with the outcomes of conventional spoken interviews. Samuels (2007)
contrasted his previous experiences conducting word-only interviews with those of photo
elicitation, and recalled that discussions that included photographs were longer, with different
content and tone. The author noted, “Rather than merely communicating one or two abstract
qualities, the novices’ photo-elicited responses were more descriptive and, more important,
personally relevant” (p. 210).
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Within the participant’s responses, photographs are described with layers of meaning,
beyond merely the visual (Killion & Wang, 2000). Multiple layers of meaning are sourced from
the concrete features, as well as the symbolic or metaphorical qualities of photographs.
Importantly, the interviews serve to return the process of making meaning to the participant.
Aubeeluck and Buchanan (2006) explained, “By combining the objective image created by the
photograph with the subjective account of the meaning behind the picture, we hoped to ‘anchor
down’ the meaning of the image for the participant rather than imposing meaning onto the
photographs themselves” (p. 99).
The dialogues about photographs during photo elicitation interviews have the capacity to
“trigger spontaneous revelations” (Samuels, 2007, p. 213) and sharpen the interviewee’s memory
about the moment captured by a photograph. John Berger (1992; cited in Samuels, 2007, p. 216)
articulated this process, noting, “The thrill found in a photograph comes from the onrush of
memory. This is obvious when it’s a picture of something we once knew…Memory is a strange
faculty. The sharper and more isolated the stimulus memory receives, the more it remembers.”
These processes of reflection can be substantially deepened through multiple interviews,
as became evident in this study. The first of the three interviews conducted for this study was
scheduled upon receipt of the participant’s first set of photographs and corresponding Photo Info
sheets. Each of the photo-elicitation interviews, which took place within one week of submitting
photographs to researcher, was held in the participant’s home. This setting was convenient for
the participant, allowing her to attend to her young children comfortably during our
conversations.
During the interviews, my responsibility in my role as researcher was to ensure the
participant felt comfortable enough to respond in a genuinely honest and comprehensive fashion
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(Moustakas, 1994). To that end, we began each interview with a relaxed conversation, or a “brief
meditative activity aimed at creating a relaxed and trusting atmosphere” (p. 114). Our first
interview was prefaced by our reflections on shared parenting experiences that had transpired
over the previous week, such as caring for children’s illnesses. This had led to our having to
reschedule our meeting, and our discussion about these events was a comfortable segue into the
photo-elicitation interview.
According to Smith et al. (2009), data that will be analyzed through interpretative
phenomenological analysis “requires a verbatim record of the data collection event” (p. 73). To
this end, interviews were audio-recorded by digital recording devices. Two digital recorders
were used, in order to have one as a backup measure in the event of device malfunction. The
awkwardness of the presence of two recorders, situated in the space between us as we began the
interview, was acknowledged but soon dissipated as we began exploring Agnes’ photographs.
During the interview, each photograph and corresponding photograph info sheet were
presented to the participant, and the interview guide (Appendix J) was used to query topics
relevant to the research questions that emerged from Agnes’ reflections on her photographs.
According to Smith et al. (2009), the interview guide should allow participants to be “granted an
opportunity to tell their stories, to speak freely and reflectively, and to develop their ideas and
express their concerns at some length” ( p. 56). With these goals in mind, questions from the
interview guide were asked to explore the topics that aimed to enhance an understanding of the
phenomenon of boundary ambiguity as it was experienced by the participant. The interview
guide was intended to be a flexible list, which allowed me and the participant “to engage in a
dialogue whereby initial questions are modified in light of participants’ responses, and the
investigator is able to inquire after any other interesting areas which arise” (Smith et al., 2009, p.
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57). Example questions from the interview guide included, “How do you understand your role
as parent during deployment?” and “How do you understand your spouse’s parenting
responsibilities during deployment?”
The benefits of such flexibility were apparent within our dialogue about Agnes’ first
photograph, which lasted over an hour before we moved on to the next image. Within that one
photograph, Agnes’ reflections and my inquiries into her experiences encompassed nearly the
entire list of questions from the interview guide. Before moving on to the second photograph,
we paused to acknowledge the breadth of topics generated from her reflections on that first
photograph. The subsequent photographs thus served to guide dialogue that layered meaning
onto her initial reflections.
The dialogic process of our first interview explored nine photographs, and lasted three
hours and two minutes. Due to the length of this first interview, Agnes and I agreed to discuss
the remaining five photographs in the next interview. At the end of the interview, I described the
next steps of the study to Agnes. Immediately following each of the interviews, I made note of
impressions or thoughts about the interview in structured researcher memos (Appendix K).
An integral component of the undergirding hermeneutic phenomenology of this design
was the way in which interpretation was shaped by the fore-structures I brought to this study.
Although I have documented what I understood to be my personal and professional situatedness
in a previous section of this chapter, there were yet fore-structures that had not risen to my
awareness. Smith et al. (2009) explained that an awareness of preconceptions may actually arise
from encounters with phenomena:
In interpretation, priority should be given to the new object, rather than to one’s
preconceptions. And note the sequence—here the suggestion seems to be that one
makes sense of these fore-structures in terms of the things themselves. In other
words, while the existence of fore-structures may precede our encounters with new
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things, understanding may actually work the other way, from the thing to the forestructure (p. 25).
Thus, as I engaged with and reflected on the participant’s photographs and photo-elicited
interviews, I found myself uncovering additional preconceptions about the phenomena.
According to Heidegger’s conception of hermeneutics, interpretation is a cyclical process that is
founded upon reflexivity (Smith et al., 2009). My reflexivity as a researcher about my own
preconceptions that arose throughout the study was thus captured by writing memos immediately
after each individual interview and throughout the analytic process.
Collectively, the structured and unstructured documentation of my thoughts in memos
and notes throughout the study honored van Manen’s (1990) insistence that “writing is our
method” in hermeneutic phenomenological research (p. 124). Although traditional research
holds writing to be a reporting process, within hermeneutic phenomenological work “writing is
closely fused into the research activity and reflection itself” (p. 125). My memos and notes from
each stage of deepening analysis thus reflected my aim to use writing as a tool, in the way van
Manen (1990) envisioned: “To write is to measure the depth of things, as well as to come to a
sense of one’s own depth” (p. 127).
To initiate the next phase of interpretative analysis, I transcribed the interview from the
audio recording. Transcriptions of each interview were completed by the researcher. This was
due to my recognition of transcription “as a form of interpretive activity that takes into
consideration the requirements of the researcher conducting the study” (Smith et al., 2009, p.
74). Prosodic aspects of conversation, such as utterances or lengths of pauses, are not required
by IPA transcription. What is required is a semantic record of the interview, which Smith et al.
(2009) explain contains all the words spoken by everyone who is present, with notes on the
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transcript to record “notable nonverbal utterances, significant pauses, and hesitations” (p. 74).
Each interview was transcribed immediately following the meeting.
Keller, Fleury, and Rivera (2007) inserted field notes and reflections describing the
context of the interviews while listening to the recorded sessions in a photo-elicitation study on
food choices. This added element of researcher reflexivity during the interpretive process was
incorporated into this study in a similar manner. The three audio-recorded interviews in this
study included background sounds, such as a television or the participant’s children playing. I
recorded open-ended contextual notes about these background sounds during the initial listening
to the interview. Furthermore, there were events that took place outside the recorded interviews
but were relevant to the purpose of the study. For example, interviews were rescheduled due to
family illness. In another case, the participant shared that she had just learned that her husband’s
deployment had been extended. These contextual details were recorded as separate memos as
they occurred.
The post-interview memos in this study followed the protocol found on the Postinterview Memo sheet (Appendix K), whereas the memos made during transcription and analysis
were open-ended and did not follow a specific protocol. Ultimately, these memos served to
document those preconceptions that I did not know were relevant to my interpretations, but
became so as I engaged with the data. The contextualizations noted in these memos further
aided in the deepening interpretations of the data, which is described in detail in the following
sections.
First interpretative phenomenological analysis
Collier (2001) noted that “perhaps the least known research potential of images is their
use as vehicles to knowledge and understanding via the responses they trigger in photo elicitation
sessions” (p. 46). Interestingly, the author goes on to claim “the richest returns from photo
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elicitation often have little connection to the details of images, which may serve only to release
vivid memories, feelings, insight, and thoughts” (Collier, 2001, p. 46). Collier (2001) further
noted that photographs are unique in that they give birth to stories, which are important sources
of information. In this study, the photographs taken by the participant were used to generate the
spoken details and understandings about the lived experiences of parenting during deployment.
The three transcribed photo-elicitation interviews were each analyzed using procedures of
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA; Smith et al., 2009).
In IPA, analytic attention is focused on participants’ attempts to make sense of their
experiences. To that end, Smith et al. (2009) provide strategies that ensure that analysis remain
an iterative and inductive cycle, and which are designed to encourage a reflective engagement
with participants’ accounts. This is consistent with Heidegger’s (1953/2010) cyclical
hermeneutic and the reflexive nature of inquiry outlined by van Manen (1990). A heuristic
framework of analysis adapted for this study, adapted from Smith et al. (2009), is presented
below.
The first photo-elicitation interview transcript was initially reviewed following Smith et
al.’s (2009) recommendation to read the transcript while listening to the audio-recorded
interview. First impressions of interview and transcript were recorded “to avoid becoming
overwhelmed by ideas and possible connections (‘noise’)” (Smith et al., 2009, p.). The interview
transcript was then re-read a second time, which served “to better enter participant’s world and
ensure that participant remains force of analysis” (ibid).
The next phase of interpretative phenomenological analysis of the transcript involved
recording initial notes. Language use was examined on an exploratory basis, using the analytic
tools of descriptive and conceptual comments (Smith et al., 2009). This “free textual analysis”
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did not involve “rules about what is commented upon and there is no requirement, for example,
to divide the text into meaning units and assign a comment to each unit” (p. 83). Rather, salient
excerpts of interview text comprised the majority of the units of data to which descriptive and
conceptual comments were assigned.
Conceptual comments were noted in the margins of the transcriptions, and these served to
denote particularly salient excerpts of text that related to the research questions. Text was also
coded as either details or understandings about details in response to the research questions. The
participant’s hermeneutic processes of understanding and interpretation, which were carried
along the three temporalities of past, present, and future, were considered in these conceptual
comments about the lived experiences of parenting during deployment.
As I considered the way in which our dialogue had moved Agnes’ photographs through
reflections on the past, instances of the present, and projections into the future, I reflected on the
set of photographs and my preliminary interpretations. I returned to the first set of photographs
and my visual analysis notes throughout the free analysis and conceptual commenting, and began
moving photographs around the foam board into groups based on deepening connections among
details and reflections. Further stages of interview analysis using IPA was delayed until all three
transcripts were returned from member checking, and these processes are described in a later
section of this chapter. The notes from the transcription session, the free textual analysis, and
prior stages of analysis were reflected upon as I explored the first set of photographs a final time
before clustering the photographs into several overlapping groups. This “return to the whole”
represented Collier’s (2001) final stage of visual analysis, which aims to place photographs
within a larger context of meaning. The arrangement of photographs resulting from the
combined analysis of this phase is illustrated in Figure 3.2.
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Figure 3-2. First Phase of Analysis
At this final point in the first phase of analysis, I reflected on these overlapping groups of
photographs along with the other products of analysis to this point and briefly summarized
emergent patterns. I labeled these connections among the photographs and text tentatively as
“Holding it all together,” “Missed moments,” “Across the void,” “Self-of-the-parent,” and
“Reaching out.” I also noted any questions that had been raised during this phase of my
interpretative activities.
I considered these interpretive products as I returned to my original research questions.
Agnes’ first set of photographs and the abundance of rich descriptions provided through our
dialogue revealed the multi-faceted nature of the lived experiences of parenting during
deployment. Yet, as patterns were beginning to be glimpsed through her descriptions of her
experiences of parenting, just as many questions were raised in regard to how she experienced
and understood boundary ambiguity in her role as a parent during deployment.
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Through the clusters of photographs and textual analysis, I could begin to see the ways in
which her experiences within the context of parenting during deployment were in many ways
distinct from the “normative” separations described by Minuchin and others. Not only did
Agnes’ experiences reveal ongoing shifts in her perceived level of ambiguity during deployment,
but that ambiguity also traveled bi-directionally. This challenged my previous understanding
about the site of boundary ambiguity as solely within the family system from which a member
was physically absent. What impact did this have, however, on role reorganization during
deployment? I recognized the need to explore this more fully in subsequent dialogues in order to
better understand how she experienced boundary ambiguity, and noted this question to address in
our next interview.
The transcript, along with a brief message conveying the patterns and questions from my
interpretations, was then sent to the participant for member-checking. The participant responded
that no changes or additions to the transcript were necessary, and she commenced with taking her
second set of photographs using the same prompt.
Second Phase of Data Collection and Analysis
Second visual analysis
The second set of photographs consisted of three photographs, which are illustrated in
Figure 3.3. The steps of visual analysis described in the first phase were repeated with this
second set of photographs. When I queried these three photographs with the research questions,
I also took into account the first phase of analysis and built upon those initial interpretations. In
particular, I considered how these three photographs might represent deepening extensions of the
understandings derived during the first photo-elicitation interview. I remained open to the
possible ways in which Agnes had also used those understandings to represent her lived
experiences in this second set of photographs.
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By taking into account prior interpretations, the notes I recorded throughout this second
visual analysis (as well as during the later interpretative analysis of the interview) became
revisions of earlier thought. This reflected the activities of hermeneutic phenomenological
writing as described by Van Manen (1990), who noted that “to be able to do justice to the
fullness and ambiguity of the experience of the lifeworld, writing may turn into a complex
process of rewriting (re-thinking, re-flecting, re-cognizing)” (p. 131). The notes taken during
this second visual analysis were then referenced throughout the second photo-elicitation
interview, described next. As with the first set of photographs, the final stage of Collier’s (2001)
visual analysis (the return to the whole for meaning significance) was delayed until after the
analysis of the second transcript.

Figure 3-3. Second Set of Photographs
Second photo-elicitation interview
The period of time that had lapsed since our first interview had been challenging for
Agnes. Her children’s illnesses had persisted, and Agnes had also succumbed to illness. It
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seemed like something was troubling her when she welcomed me into her home for our second
interview, and she quickly informed me that she just found out her husband’s deployment had
been extended. She was distraught that he would possibly miss their son’s first birthday party,
which she had spent considerable time planning. She had received this news, via Skype, about
ten minutes before I arrived at her home. Agnes processed these events with me, and this
sensitive conversation—although highly relevant to the research topic—was not audio-recorded.
She explained to me how she had been counting the days until his return, and had been looking
forward to seeing him. She explained that his return would have provided a much-needed break
from the demands of parenting alone, and would have allowed time for her to recover her health.
She had been ill mid-week, and we had rescheduled this meeting in part due to her not feeling
well. The other part was my getting a flat tire. She explained, “Today, I’m still not at 100%.”
We spoke casually about our recent parallel lived experiences in the context of parenting. As the
interview began, Agnes cleaned up in the kitchen as her daughter Mary tried to teach me Spanish
words. Both children were present during this interview, and when Adam woke from his nap,
both were awake. The audio recording of the interview has Disney music in the background and
Mary’s participation interspersed throughout our dialogue. The three of us shared grapes on the
sofa while we talked.
Before we began exploring her photographs, I asked Agnes to share her thoughts about
the member-checking process. She reflected on what it was like to read through our first
transcribed interview, and mentioned
it was weird to read what your actual thoughts are. It makes you think about them
even more. So it’s like, is that really what I was thinking? Because it’s at that
moment. And then when you go back and you read the question again, you’re
going, “Maybe I would have said this, or maybe I would have said that.” But you
don’t have time to think about it. It’s not a test. So it’s kind of weird.
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After this brief reflection on the process, we moved into a discussion of the four
photographs that we had not had time to explore in our first interview. More than two weeks had
passed since Agnes had taken those first pictures, so we relied on the Photo Info sheets to assist
with recall. Once a few words or phrases on the sheets were associated with each of the
photographs, Agnes reflected on her lived experiences in detail.
Midway through the interview, as we accompanied Mary out to the screened patio, Agnes
discovered the bird nest she had photographed in the past week had been destroyed. This
compounded the earlier emotional news about Joe’s extended deployment. We had not yet
discussed Agnes’ most recent photographs, which included the one of the bird nest, and these
lived events that transpired in the midst of our interview subsequently set the tone for her
reflections on those three pictures. The recorded interview concluded after nearly two hours of
discussion, but I lingered while Agnes prepared lunch for the children.
As I recorded notes after the interview, I reflected on how I felt after leaving Agnes’
home this second time. She might have graciously described her situation in other terms, but I
noted that I sensed how overwhelmed she was. I connected this observation to my own
memories of feeling overwhelmed as a parent in similar circumstances, but noted the ways in
which our experiences were divergent. Being overwhelmed seems to be an experience common
to parenting in general, but Agnes’ photographs and reflections on her lived experiences were
rendering a unique perspective on what this means in the context of parenting during
deployment.
Second interpretative analysis
The analysis of the second interview followed the procedures conducted during the first
interview analysis, beginning with transcription and moving into a free textual analysis. I set
aside my notes from previous analyses during the free textual analysis of the second transcribed
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interview, in order to remain open to any novel uncoverings of the phenomenon. After
reviewing the transcribed interview in this manner, I turned to my notes from the first and second
visual analysis, as well as the analysis of the first transcribed interview. Conceptual and
descriptive comments reflected the tentative connections I interpreted between our two
dialogues.
I returned to the photographs that had been explored to this point. The three photographs
from the second set were examined for relationships to the first set, and were placed among the
groups based on deepening connections among details and reflections. Based on my
interpretations, two of Agnes’ photographs were easily associated with the first set. One
photograph (“The Long Road”), however, remained distinct from the group. I made note of the
associations I had ascertained, as well as the questions that arose from this phase of analysis.
The final grouping of the combined sets of photographs is illustrated in Figure 3.4.

Figure 3-4. Combined First and Second Photograph Sets
With this second phase of analysis complete, I considered the deepening information that
had been added to the previous interpretations. In particular, the events that had transpired in
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Agnes’ life during this period of the deployment directly illuminated how ambiguity could shift,
and how this impacted her ability to function and cope with role responsibilities. This also
served to clarify ways in which she experienced and understood role reorganization as she
encountered ambiguity, a question that had been raised through the first photographs and
dialogue. Moreover, the depictions of lived experiences in this second data set solidified
understanding about the role of communication during deployment. Whereas the interpretations
to this point had moved understanding about boundary ambiguity in this context forward as the
contours of her multiple roles became defined along lines of her perceptions of uncertainty, the
specific roles remained to be explored in greater depth.
Once again, I summarized my interpretations in a brief message and sent these along with
the second transcript to Agnes for member checking. Agnes noted one spelling correction to the
transcript, and indicated that no other changes or additions were necessary. Agnes was then
instructed to proceed with the final one-week photography period, using the same prompt as in
previous stages.
Third Phase of Data Collection and Analysis
Third visual analysis
For the final photography period of the study, Agnes supplied four photographs that
depicted her life as a parent during deployment (illustrated in Figure 3.5). As with the previous
two sets, I first observed these photographs as a group. I noted my initial reactions to this set,
which included my curiosity about the events that had prompted Agnes to capture these
particular scenes. As a group, there were echoes of the topics we had previously explored in
relation to parenting during deployment, particularly about experiencing her children’s
developmental milestones. In my curiosity about Agnes’ interpretations of the photographs, I
turned to the Photo Info sheets for assistance. After reading through Agnes’ descriptions and
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immediate reflections on her photographs, I considered each photograph in regard to the research
questions. Finally, I summarized my interpretations and noted any questions before proceeding
with the final photo-elicitation interview.

Figure 3-5. Third Set of Photographs
Third photo-elicitation interview
Our final meeting took place soon after Father’s Day, and Agnes pointed to the wall
where a large framed photograph hung. As I admired the gift Agnes had created for Joe for
Father’s Day, she shared that his base in Afghanistan had been attacked during the past week.
Her reflections about this frightening event were interrupted by fits of coughing, the lingering
symptom of her recent bout with bronchitis. Our dialogue about the four photographs flowed
from this initial discussion of scary events and illness.
Once all four photographs had been explored, I asked Agnes to reflect on her experiences
as a participant in this photo-elicitation study. She mentioned, “I think a lot of it is eye-opening
about how much I do as a parent. Um, you know, you don’t think about certain things in your
day-to-day routine…When you have to stop and actually think about what you do, you kind of
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take a step back and go, ‘Crap.’ You know?” Agnes also mentioned that the act of capturing her
lived experiences in photographs is something that she did frequently, but the process of
reflecting on her photographs during the study had led to new discoveries about being a parent
during deployment. She said, “to reflect on the pictures, to sit back and think—If I collectively
put them all together, and actually see the story line of what goes on a daily basis…it makes me
sad that he—I mean, we’ve been talking about this. But it makes me sad that he’s not here to be
able to say, “Oh yeah. I was there for this moment or that moment.”
Before this final dialogue of the study came to a close, Agnes and I explored what her
discoveries and our combined interpretations might offer others—particularly those in society
who may not have a window into the lives of military families who experience a deployment.
Agnes shared her honest and heartfelt appraisal of the larger context which she and other military
spouses encounter, and offered recommendations for reconciling gaps in understanding. I
thanked Agnes for all of her contributions to this study, and stated that I would send the final
transcript for member checking within the next few days.
Third interpretative analysis
The transcription of the final interview proceeded through free textual analysis, and
moved into conceptual and descriptive commenting identical to the procedures followed in the
first and second interpretive analyses. Again, I returned to the set of photographs affiliated with
this third interview. Based on prior interpretations and those interpretations that had built from
this third phase of analysis, the four photographs were considered in relation to the previous two
sets. All twenty one photographs were rearranged across two foam display boards, incorporated
into new groupings based upon understandings derived from the three phases of data collection
and analysis. The groupings that resulted from this third phase of analysis are illustrated in
Figure 3.6 below.
103

Figure 3-6. Third Grouping of Photographs
This third analytical phase further deepened the understandings about the context and
experiences of boundary ambiguity through our focused dialogue about her photographs, which
traversed the terrain of previously illuminated facets of her experiences. Yet, new connections
were still forming among the data and raised questions that I would attempt to address by
considering the combined whole of the interpretations that had emerged through these three
phases of analysis. At this point, Agnes’ photographs and reflections had crystallized around her
understandings of the ways in which her roles had become reorganized during deployment, thus
functioning to clarify those perceived roles. A few photographs and the discussions that they
generated, however, did not easily connect to previous interpretations. Thus, I moved into the
final phase of analysis in hopes of understanding more fully the combined interpretations that
had emerged throughout these three phases of analysis.
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Return to the “Whole”: Final Analysis
Once the final transcript was returned from member checking, all three transcripts were
coded in succession during a secondary free-textual analysis. This provided the opportunity to
conceptualize how all three photo-elicitation interviews flowed into one another and created a
larger whole. For ease of reference, a column was created next to the transcribed text that
aligned it to the corresponding photograph that had been viewed by the participant at this point in
the interview.
A separate document with two columns was created. To the first column, I assigned the
heading, “Describe parenting experiences/Pre-ontological ‘doing.’” The second column
contained the heading, “Experience and understand boundary ambiguity as it relates to
parenting/Circumspection, reflection.” Chunks of text, along with any related conceptual
comments, were separated into the two columns. Patterns in details and understandings were
coded next. A total of twelve subordinate clusters were formed from these codes.
In this way, clusters were developed by mapping the interrelationships, connections, and
patterns between exploratory notes. Smith et al. (2009) described this as an iterative process that
involves movement between parts (discrete chunks of text) and whole (what was learned through
the whole process of initial noting). The purpose of this process was to produce a concise
statement of what was important in comments attached to text parts. Emergent clusters thus
reflected participant’s original words, as well as my interpretations throughout the three phases
of interpretative analysis of photographs and interviews.
Smith et al. (2009) recommended the adoption of a data organization strategy that allows
for the compilation of transcript extracts by thematic features. To that end, I maintained a text
document for each theme as it emerged through the final analysis. In each document, I cut and
pasted extracts directly from the transcripts. Smith et al. (2009) noted that such a strategy is
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useful for examining “the internal consistency, relative broadness, or specificity, of each
emergent theme. It can also help develop the local analysis of particular themes” (p. 99).
Finally, connections across clusters in the photographs and text were mapped using
abstraction (Smith et al., 2009). The final combined set of photographs (twenty one in total) had
been initially arranged into roughly seven groups at the end of the third phase of analysis. Some
clusters had still overlapped at that point, but the final clustering yielded three distinct groups
that also corresponded with the products of the final analysis of the three interviews (see Figure
3.7).
Thus, from the combined analysis of the participant’s photographs and reflections, three
superordinate layers of understanding had been abstracted from the relationships among clusters.
Each layer of understanding is conceptualized within this hermeneutic phenomenological process
as a turn in the spiral of uncovering the phenomenon boundary ambiguity. These three turns
ultimately served to depict the three ways in which Agnes encountered boundary ambiguity
within the context of parenting during deployment, and were assigned labels that summarized the
relationships of the subordinate clusters: “I’m a parent 24/7,” Through the Window, and Missed
Moments. Chapter 4 presents these three encounters with boundary ambiguity.
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Figure 3-7. Final Grouping of Photographs
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
The lived experiences of parenting during deployment were revealed through the
participant’s photographs and spoken responses to open-ended photo-elicitation interview
questions. This chapter presents the products of an interpretive analysis of photographs and
interview texts that documented those lived experiences. The results are prefaced by a brief
introduction to the participant, based on basic demographic information collected through a
questionnaire at the beginning of the study.
Three layers of understanding were uncovered during the analysis of the photographs
and photo-elicitation interviews. These layers are representations of three possible expressions
of encounters with the phenomenon, boundary ambiguity. Agnes’ descriptions of the context of
parenting during deployment, along with the ways she experienced and understood boundary
ambiguity as it related to her parenting role, were subjected to my own interpretations and these
elements combined to form the uncoverings of the phenomenon presented here. Within each of
the three layers, responses to my first and second research questions integrate the details of
Agnes’ being-in-the-world as a parent during deployment, and how she experienced and
understood boundary ambiguity within this context.
Participant Profile
“Agnes” (pseudonym designated by the participant) is a woman in her mid-thirties. At
the time of this study, her husband “Joe” had deployed to Afghanistan with the United States Air
Force. The couple have two children, “Mary” (age 2 ½) and “Adam” (age 8 months).
Agnes and Joe have been married for six years, and this is not their first deploymentrelated separation. Prior to this most recent separation, Joe had deployed with the Air Force nine
times. Of those deployments, the longest period of separation was nine months.
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Agnes and Joe have communicated regularly during his deployments, frequently on a
weekly basis. Communication between family members in the context of deployments has taken
place over the telephone, Skype, and through emails. Agnes and her family live off-base, and the
nearest military base was over two hours away from the family’s home. Agnes expressed
awareness of support services for family members of deployed service members, but reported
that she usually only reaches out to friends for support during deployments.
Overview of Results
Boundary ambiguity is understood to influence role reorganization within a family where
a member is physically or psychologically absent. According to Boss, role assignment during a
member’s absence is made within the framework of the psychological family—that is, those who
are kept present in the mind’s construction of who is in or out of the family. Existence is
constantly unfolding, however. From within a hermeneutic phenomenological framework, lived
experiences constitute the temporal continuum of past, present, and future, and it is thus in this
“being-there” that ambiguity is encountered. Through Agnes’ lived experiences of parenting
during deployment, encounters with boundary ambiguity have reorganized parenting roles in
different ways. The three layers presented here represent the patterns of role reorganization that
Agnes experienced and understood through her encounters with boundary ambiguity. Each of
the three layers reveals the complex and dynamic nature of boundary ambiguity as it is
experienced within the context of parenting during deployment.
The three expressions are not intended to serve as generalizations about parenting during
deployment. They represent what was uncovered in the lived experiences of one parent, through
the hermeneutic cycling through forestructures, the being-in-the-world, and towards-whichness
that was guided by encounters with boundary ambiguity within her context. My personal
experiences and training have impacted the way I interpreted Agnes’ experiences, and someone
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with different experiences would perhaps approach the phenomenon with their own
interpretations. Indeed: phenomenology did something with me in this study. Through the
process of dialogue and reflection with Agnes, my own forestructures were present and at times,
uncovered for the first time. My involvement as interpreting-researcher is therefore interwoven
throughout my explication of the layers of understanding.
“I’m a Parent 24/7”
Nearly a third of Agnes’ photographs depicted scenes from her established daily routines
as a parent during deployment. Our discussions about these photographs revealed a sense of
normalcy that accompanies her experiences of parenting during deployment, which Agnes
attributed to repeated deployments. Agnes discussed the role responsibilities that she
experienced during a typical day and described the perceived adaptations of her family to
deployment. In the context of deployment, when Joe departs for months of work with the
military, her job as an around-the-clock parent begins. As a “parent 24/7,” Agnes explained that
she often experiences role overload and described how she manages the resulting stress within
this context. These adaptations to “single parenting” are often invisible to those outside her
family system, as Agnes revealed through her reflections on seeking support as a parent during
deployment.
“Daddy’s Just Leaving for Work”
A history of deployment-related separations has shaped the template for parenting roles
within Agnes’ family system over time. She explained that Joe’s first deployment with the Air
Force occurred prior to the birth of their children. At first, deployment was experienced by
Agnes as an emotionally difficult event, fraught with uncertainty about the impact it would have
on her relationship with Joe. Agnes described the first deployment-related separation, recalling
that
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it used to be really hard. The very first time he had to go away, I was a mess. I
was like, “Don’t go, please,” but he had to go. I mean, we were just dating, and so
he had never even at that point said he loved me, and we were…just…happy us.
And it was like, you’re breaking that up? Why are you doing this? He didn’t even
tell me he was joining the Air Force.”
Agnes recalled that, after a while, the sadness and fear that had previously surrounded
deployments subsided. She attributed this to the expectation that she would be able to
communicate with her husband while he was deployed. As she described the changes in her
response to deployment, she explained, “Now it’s so normal to me, and when he goes away, I
don’t cry. When he goes away, I say, “Alright, I’ll talk to you on Skype.””
Following the birth of their two children, Joe’s deployments continued. Within the
context of the family system, Joe’s departure for deployment has become for Agnes akin to
leaving for work. Repeated deployments over several years have normalized the separation. As
Boss (2006, p. 33) explained, “The psychological family is the family that exists in one’s mind.”
In this context, Joe is held psychologically present by Agnes in the role of being away at work.
This abates uncertainty about how he is present in the family, and role reorganization follows a
predictable path upon deployment.
Consequently, transactional patterns (Minuchin, 1974) between the two parents in this
context are perceived by Agnes as founded upon the divisions of labor. His physical absence
from the family system is perceived as “leaving for work.” Psychologically, Agnes anticipates
his physical return to the family at the end of a work period that spans several months, and thus
the role reorganization is clear. She articulated the way this transaction is encountered at the
beginning of a deployment:
Him being deployed—other than the stress that it causes me here at home—it’s just
normal. It’s like, “Ok honey, I’ll see you later,” kiss and goodbye. Most people
kiss their husbands when they walk out in the morning and then they come home in
the evening. I just kiss my husband, “Ok, I love you, goodbye, be safe.” It’s
become so normal that it’s just like going to work.
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Agnes remarked that part of Joe’s physical departure from the family during deployment
involved explaining to their toddler, Mary, that “Daddy’s going away for work.” Mary’s desire
to go to work with Daddy reflects adaptations to this transactional pattern. In effect, these role
reorganizations have become established over time through repeated deployments. Agnes
wrestles with this, as the following excerpt illustrates:
She always talks about “I want to go with Daddy to work.” That’s her new thing
these last couple of weeks, “I want to go with daddy to work”. Well, Daddy
wouldn’t mind taking you but his boss won’t let him. What are you going to say?
So, um…(Mary sits on Agnes’ knee, bouncing horsey). So, it’s a disappointment.
And he’s like, “Well, I can either quit my job, or I can do my job.” And I’m like,
“Just do your job.”
Within this context, Agnes understands her parenting role during deployment as a fulltime work. As she evaluated her role, she noted, “I do this 24-7. I’m just a mommy. That’s all I
am.” Further exploration of Agnes’ perceptions revealed that during Joe’s deployments, she
experienced her role as being both the mother and father. Agnes described her identity in this
context, noting, “I feel like I’m a single mom.”
Agnes indicated in her experiences of the role reorganizations that occur during
deployment, there have been stresses related to parenting alone for long stretches of time. She
recalled that being physically separated as new parents was particularly stressful after Mary was
born. Besides the anxieties of being a new parent alone, she was also concerned for Joe’s safety
at this time. But, she related that she felt assurance that becoming a parent had altered his
survival instincts and that he would return home safely to the family at the end of deployments.
About the reorganization of roles into divided work contexts, Agnes admitted that it was
difficult for both parents. She explained, however, that Joe’s absence has future-oriented
objectives for the family system, and is considered to be a sacrifice paid in the interest of
providing for their children. She described the sacrifice as “bittersweet,” in that she experiences
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no personal benefit from the separations. Agnes concluded that her role in this context will
always be stressful, but added, “you get used to it.”
A Typical Day ( “Everydayness”)
Against this perception of roles divided along functions of work responsibilities, the day
to day existence of the family unfolds. The patterns of interactions that constituted the
everydayness encountered in her role as 24/7 parent were understood as “routines” by Agnes.
According to Agnes, an important function of her role during deployment is the establishment
and maintenance of routines in the home. As Minuchin observed, routines function to maintain
equilibrium in the family system. Agnes described how she enacts routines, alluding to the
consequences of dissolving this equilibrium:
There are hours, and there are schedules, and there are, you know, things that have
to be followed. There are rules in this, or it’s going to screw [the children] up.
And I’m not just talking about screwing them up sleep-wise, it’s going to screw
them up attitude, and demeanor and just the way that they are.
Agnes explained how her children are the basis for the primary routines she maintains:
“they’re on a schedule, they’re on a routine, you have to go by their routine.” The toward-which
importance for Agnes of having a routine for the kids is based upon being able to structure her
personal routine around theirs. As she explained, “as a parent you have your own routine, aside
from your child’s routines.” In the context of deployment when she is a parent 24/7, her personal
patterns form a secondary routine that is wholly dependent upon maintaining the kids’ routines.
She noted that since Mary has begun attending pre-school, routines in the home have become
difficult to maintain. Agnes described reaching out to her daughter’s school in an effort to adjust
to these changes: “her school schedule is actually different from my home schedule, so I keep
asking the teacher, “Do you have a written schedule for what you do during the day, can I get a
copy?”
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The accumulation of lived experiences through repeated deployments has supplied Agnes
with forestructures for making sense of the importance of routines in the family during
deployment. The shifts in equilibrium of roles, which she described through reflections on when
Joe returns home, are structures that have similarly shaped her understanding of routines:
Usually, when he first comes back—because the routine changes…Usually when
he comes back, I’ll just have it just quickly penciled out for him. I don’t usually go
on the computer because it’s not that formal. But I’ll just quickly sketch out for
him what the basic day looks like.
Agnes described the changes to routines that have been encountered through repeated separations
from and re-entries into the family system. She explained how these shifts impacted her role as a
parent:
So you know, you have those kind of moments and I try to get him to appreciate
the schedule, but… it just doesn’t sink it. It really doesn’t. And it’s annoying, I
guess is the best word. And you know, as a mother, you have something you do
every day, and it get’s shifted, and of course don’t mess with my schedule, because
now this is messing with my schedule.
These reflections were extended to her previous identification of her role as parent 24/7 as she
explained the way in which she managed the frustrations that she encountered as she reiterated
the importance of routines. As she reflected on recent discussions with her husband about
parenting during deployment, she remembered saying to him:
If you don’t understand, this is my job, I’m the supervisor, I’m the CEO of this
company. You come to me if you have a question. And he just looks at me and
thinks I’m being a smart aleck. And I’m like, “You don’t understand. This is my
job.” So I take my job very seriously.
My curiosity to further understand how she understood her role led us to explore the “doing”
that she encounters within the context of routines that constitute a typical day during
deployment. I invited Agnes to describe a typical day. When Joe is not physically present, the
routine described by Agnes as “normal” unfolds as the following situations. Agnes walked me
through the events of “everydayness.”
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Agnes described the responsibilities and tasks that are enacted throughout the routines of
her day, which highlight the nuances of fulfilling the roles of both parents during deployment.
Normally, Agnes’ day as parent 24/7 begins around the times that her young children wake up on
their own in the morning. Agnes is drawn into each of her children’s needs as she prepares them
for the day ahead:
When they get up of course, we change diapers. Adam’s not a rise and shine and eat kind
of guy, so he’ll just kind of hang out for a little bit. He wants to play, he wants to go in
his bouncer, talk to the doggie, you know, he wants to explore the world for the morning.
Once Mary wakes up, again we change her pullup, and I get her dressed. If Adam’s in
his pajamas, fine. But I have to dress her, because I want her to understand that you’re a
big girl now and we don’t just hang out in our jammies all day as much as we want to.
There are days that I let her, but if we have to do things, I’m sorry, no, you have to get
dressed.
In addition to caring for her children, Agnes attends to the needs of the family dog, Indy.
Agnes’ photograph “Daily a.m. Walk” (Figure 4-1) spoke to how full Agnes’ hands were at any
given moment during a routine day. With a leash, a stroller, and a toddler filling the frame and
appearing as physical extensions of herself, it became apparent how much she needs an extra
hand. It also depicted the ways in which she is being pulled along by her responsibilities as a
parent filling both roles.
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Figure 4-1. “Daily a.m. walk.”
As she described these daily walks, Agnes mentioned the changes to this routine that have
happened since Mary has outgrown wanting to be pushed in a stroller:
Yes, we have a double stroller, and this was Mary’s old stroller. So if Mary wants
to walk next to me, we take this stroller. Recently, because she’s older, we’ve been
walking with her. Unfortunately, she wants to push the stroller and she pushes it
into the street or into the neighbors’ yard and she gets mad when I pull it out. So
I’m thinking maybe I should give her her baby stroller to walk her baby stroller so I
can walk this.
She described the daily morning walks with the children and the dog within this context
as “not easy,” explaining, “But yes, every morning…we take him for his little jaunts, and yeah.
..It’s not easy, if you’ve ever tried that, to walk with a dog and a stroller. It’s even harder when
you have a two year old, because she’s in the way.”
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After taking a walk, the family returns home for breakfast and to take Mary to school on
some days. Mary had been going to school more frequently lately, and Agnes described how she
has managed this alteration to the usual routine encountered during deployment:
So recently she’s been going to school. After we have breakfast, we drive her to
school, because she doesn’t have to be there—I think a quarter of eleven is the last
time they stop taking people. Which is nice, because then I can put in her in right
before they have their snack and their lunch, and then I can pick her up a little bit
later and just, you know. Because Adam in the afternoon, sleeps when I ideally
would like to pick her up.
Agnes explained that going to school has become more frequent, and discussed how she
feels conflicted about this as a parent. She perceives the benefits of added structure to her
daughter’s routine, but expressed concern about doing this at her age:
Since she started this new school, she wants to go to school every day. Normally
I’m a Tuesday-Thursday kind of mommy, but “Mommy I want to go to school
today, can I go to school today?” “Alright, you can go.” Every day. Fine, we’ll go
to school every day. I don’t want you to be in school, but if you’re happy and you
have a structure and your schedule, fine. You know what, fine. I don’t like it
because she’s so young. And I’m a stay at home mommy for a reason.
On the days when they return from dropping Mary off at school, Adam’s routine sets the pace of
the day:
So then when we get home, it’s just Adam, Indy, and I. And I usually take him for
another walk, just to go outside, because Adam loves going outside, he loves the
fresh air. And then we come in the house. We play, we take naps—well, he takes
naps. It’s just um, that kind of routine where you’re just doing whatever, and then
we go and pick up sister.
The “whatever” mentioned by Agnes was also comprised of household responsibilities, such as
cleaning and doing laundry. As Agnes spoke about these responsibilities, she explained how
living in her in-laws’ home also obligated her to maintain a certain level of cleanliness. She
added that this also meant not being able to decorate the home as she would prefer, which makes
the lived space feel not quite her family’s own. Agnes explained, “Like, this house is not
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decorated how I would ever want it, but everything in here is a hand-me-down, so we deal with it
until we get to our own place.”
When Mary is home, playtime happens in the midst of cleaning and maintaining the home.
As a parent, there is something drawn up from the pre-conscious when a pile of crayons is the
subject of a photograph, as depicted in Figure 4-2. A knowing that is so general as to be without
a label for the sight of it. When I first viewed this photograph, there was a revivification of that
knowing, of the having-been the parent of a toddler. During our first meeting in her home,
similar scenes unfolded in front of us as Adam played with his toys in the floor. We discussed
this facet within the everydayness of being-parent. Agnes said of this photograph,
But yes, this is a typical day because she does this every day. And if it’s not
something like this, it’s pulling all the books out. I have—I should grab my phone
and show you this, because this kind of stuff happens all the time. Last night, I
made her clean the playroom with me because I can’t do this anymore… There—
that’s the kind of crap I do every day.

Figure 4.2. “Typical day.”
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Agnes perceives that this in turn creates more work for her in her role as single parent in
this context, since she is the only one present to pick up the messes. As she discussed this
photograph in relation to her responsibilities in her role as parent 24/7 during deployment, she
related,
Mary will take her bag of crayons, right there, her basket with all her coloring stuff,
and she will pour out the bag of crayons, and then she’ll walk on them and say,
“Mommy, I’m walking on them. I’m crunching them.”
Agnes explained how she has attempted to expedite cleaning the house on a regular basis, but
how despite this the messes persist:
I bought a sweeper, because I’m tired of having to vacuum every two seconds.
And the day I got it, she took her Italian ice that’s not supposed to come on the
carpet and spilled it in nice big circles. She made me this nice (inaudible) on the
floor.
Agnes created a behavior chart for Mary to reinforce helping mommy keep the house clean. She
explained, “I made that behavior chart because I couldn’t’ do it anymore.” According to Agnes,
however, the adjustments to the routines resulting from Mary’s school attendance made it
difficult to maintain Mary’s behavior chart. During our interview, she pointed to the chart and
remarked,
You can see her activity chart hasn’t changed since you were here last, because we
really haven’t been doing her activities since she’s been in school.
Within her descriptions of her typical day as a parent during deployment, she also
mentioned that getting the children to take a nap is an important part of their daily routine. This
may take extra effort on some days. Agnes described how she attempted to persuade Mary to
take naps, noting the importance of this facet of the daily routine:
Because there’s no reason for her to miss her nap. I’ll take a nap with her—if there
are days when she’s like, “I don’t want to take a nap,” I’ll say, “Why don’t you
come lay down with mommy?” and she’ll go to sleep and I’ll sneak out.
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Being the lone parent supervising young children in this context also means that safety
arises as a priority within the daily lived experiences. Agnes described her daughter as a
“climber,” which presents the need for constant supervision throughout the day as Mary plays:
If you give her—right now, well we may have moved them, I may have moved
them because she was climbing. Last night, we had the drums and she was
climbing them. She will find anything to climb
After Mary is picked up from school, the evening routine unfolds. “We come home, we
have dinner…and if she wants to see Doc McStuffins or whatever she wants to see on TV I let
her, because you didn’t get anything all day. It’s fine. Normally, before school, there was no
TV at night. But now because we’ve switched it, fine.”
In addition to preschool, Agnes expressed a desire to enroll Mary in gymnastics. She
explained the challenges that she anticipated this activity would bring to the daily evening
routine she attempted to maintain as a single parent:
And now she’s in school three days a week. So, if I do gymnastics, it’s at 6 o’clock
at night, and [Adam] is in bed at 6:30. So how does that work?
As her children have grown older, Agnes has noticed how the bedtime routine has become an
increasingly improvisational affair. “And then she doesn’t want me to read to her any more,”
Agnes related as she described the nighttime routines as they have unfolded recently. She
explained the recent changes in Mary’s bedtime, recalling, “I used to read to her, like twenty
books, I’m not even exaggerating… now she wants to read on her own.” This new pattern to the
routine presented a dilemma for Agnes as she attempted to put both children to bed by herself at
the end of the evening. She explained,
So, like last night she was pulling out books and she was reading, and then she
started coloring, and I said, “Well, if you’re going to start coloring, you need to put
your books away.” And I didn’t even put that away because I was so afraid I
would erase her ladybug picture.”
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Time has been extended later and later. Agnes described feeling “irked” by the “stalling” and
“pushing” that took place around bedtime recently. She explained, “That bothers me, because
you need to get up, you have school in the morning, you’re two years old, you should not be
going to bed at 9 o’clock at night. “ She described this in relation to her role as a parent without
her husband present to assist.
Mary’s bedtime used to be 7:30 and we extended it to 8 o’clock, and 8 o’clock is
slowly but surely becoming 8:30 because she’s stalling, stalling, stalling. And at
night when she’s doing that, I can’t say, “Hey honey, can you take care of this?” I
have to deal with it.
Acting as a single parent in these situations requires Agnes to relinquish some of the structure of
the routine, for her own sake.
I used to be more strict about, “No, it’s bedtime. We’re doing this. Let’s go.” But
then she’s in her bed screaming at me for the next half hour. I’d rather tire her out,
even if it’s just for another fifteen minutes and give her another activity to just
settle her down, whether it’s coloring or trying to play the Goodnight Moon game.
Agnes reconciled this flexibility with the desire to ease both children into sleep, but noted the
difficulties in getting Mary to stick to one activity before bedtime.
And either I can listen to her scream while her brother is sleeping and wake him up,
or I can say, “Well, this is what we can do. We can do one more thing, and then
we’re going to bed.” So, I’ve tried even buying her Goodnight Moon game and
saying “Let’s do this game, we can do one game and then go to bed.” That doesn’t
work. Now it’s, “Can we go to the playroom? I want to go to the playroom.” No.
When both children are asleep, Agnes has time to herself at the end of the day. “And you
know, when she finally goes to bed, that’s when I crash,” she said. However, illness among her
children had been ongoing at home during this deployment. Agnes’ 24/7 responsibilities of
being a parent during deployment made an explicit appearance in Figure 4-3, where behind the
medicine and thermometer the clock reads 4:12 a.m.
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Figure 4-3. “Sick…again.”
These are encountered in the glow of the stove light as she cares for her children into the early
hours of the morning. “I use the stove light at night,” she explained, “that’s why everything goes
over to the stove at night. Agnes described the cyclical experience of having two children sick at
the same time when she’s a parent alone during deployment:
And then they had it where Mary would be sick this week with an ear infection, and then
Adam would be sick the following week with an ear infection. It was going on for a long
time. Then we had a nice lull. Nothing. Me, yes, but them, nothing. Out of nowhere,
fevers, coughing… Then Mary coughed so hard she vomited
The ongoing illnesses were also reflected in the medication box that Agnes created and displayed
during our interview. “If you look at my medication box, you see all those prescriptions in there.
Those are all the kids’. And it’s full.” With humor and equating her responsibilities to the role
of nurse, she listed the contents of the medicine box:
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This is Adam’s inhaler. You put the inhaler in this end…wherever the inhaler is,
and then you put it in this end—and I had to write on it “Adam, two to four puffs.”
We’ve got of course…well, anyway. We’ve got their Advil, and we’ve got their
little fever, and we’ve got their antibiotics—oh! And [medicine inaudible] for their
reflux. Oh yeah. We’ve got teething tablets. I mean, this thing is ridiculous…
This is the nurse box. We’ve got everything in here, and then of course, we’ve got
you know, the pedialyte everything. Ice pops, and we’ve got the shake, and we’ve
got everything, the juice box.
As Agnes concluded her delineations of a “typical” day during deployment, she reflected
on the photographs she had taken to depict these details. She explained her motivations for
photographing the images from her daily life as a parent during deployment:
You basically have an idea of what I deal with, as far as the toys and the books and
the—I mean, I don’t want to take pictures of—like, I was trying to imagine what
most women would take pictures of, my laundry pile, or the pots steaming on the
stove. You know, I didn’t want to be the typical person who just…wants to give
you generic pictures. I wanted to give you things that were part of the real life,
what we do every single day.
Agnes summarized her feelings about parenting in the context of deployment:
It sucks. It sucks. We can say it… I always say it’s ok, because what else am I
going to say? It is what it is. This is the situation I’m in. You know, I’ve always
known since he joined the military…that this was going to be the life. I guess I just
didn’t realize how difficult it was going to be, because I didn’t realize he was going
to be gone so much.
So Much to Do, Not Enough Time/Can’t Get a Break
Throughout her typical day, recalling being able to “tag team” with her husband when
he’s physically present crept into the routines—particularly when it was apparent to Agnes that
filling both role responsibilities required time that she doesn’t have. That general, wordless
knowing of the pile of crayons encountered as being-parent takes on a different slant when the
being-parent is considered within the context of deployment. Fulfilling the dual responsibility of
existing as both the mom and the dad comes with its challenges, according to Agnes, because
there is double the work. During our dialogue about the routines in which Agnes carried out her
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24/7 role, she responded to the challenges she encountered as she attempted to carry out
parenting responsibilities alone:
I’ll get emotional again…Because it drives you crazy. Because you don’t get any
sleep. Because either this one’s up or that one’s up, and when that one goes to
sleep, this one’s up again. And you don’t get any sleep and you’re going crazy.
Specifically, she shared how being a parent 24/7 to two young children conflicts with her
ability to fulfill other household responsibilities: “I can’t cook dinner because Mary’s either up
my butt or Adam’s crying. Um, I can’t clean the house. And it’s because I don’t have somebody
to watch my kids.” This context becomes increasingly demanding for Agnes when her children
are ill:
And you can’t put Mary in school because she’s sick, and you can’t get a break.
And this one’s coughing and this one is this—you tell Mary, “Don’t touch your
brother because you’re sick and you don’t want to get him more sick,” and then she
touches him anyway. And then you’ve got boogie wipes all over the house,
because every room if you don’t have a boogie wipe then she’ll say, “I need a
boogie wipe,” and you have to run and her boogers are coming out.
The exhaustion felt by Agnes as she tackled the task of caring for her ill daughter and tried to
maintain routines alone manifested as forgetfulness, as was evident as she described her
daughter’s recent illness:
Mary has conjunctivitis…I tell her, “Close your eyes, and I’ll put the drop in, and
then you blink it in your eye real quick”…And um, she’s been doing it, but I forgot
to do it this morning, because I was trying to get her to school so I can get that
done…. But yeah, I had to get her to school earlier, and we’re like halfway to
school, and she goes, “Mommy, you didn’t put the drops in my eyes.” And I said,
“Ahhhhhh…you’re right. I didn’t put the drops in your eyes. It’s ok, Mary, it’s
ok.”
Her own recent illness made it difficult for Agnes to stay caught up with the household
responsibilities. As we spoke during one interview, Agnes folded laundry. She expanded on her
situation, saying, “And—well, when you’re sick, you don’t want to do anything. You just don’t.
Hence the laundry that I am currently folding.” The rows of disassembled and cleaned bottles
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drying on the counter as illustrated in Figure 4-4 convey the repetitive and time-consuming
nature of the household chores she completed alone as a parent during deployment.

Figure 4-4. Clean baby bottles drying on the counter.
At times, Agnes experienced feeling “not caught up” with herself—the number of
responsibilities outweighed the time she had available to complete all the chores by herself.
Agnes described this experience as “annoying,” as she related in her recent experience of
running out of clean towels in the home:
Where did all the towels go? And I said, “Oh my gosh. I have to wash towels. I
have no towels.” How is that possible? I have so many towels. And I’m going,
“How do I run out of baby washcloths?” I have about five hundred baby
washcloths, where’d they all go? And you’re just realizing, you’re just not
catching up with yourself, and when you do the laundry, I focus on the clothes. I
don’t focus on the towels. And you turn around and you’re going, “Holy moly, I
have three baskets of towels sitting here.” Very annoying.
For Agnes, prioritization involves not only the clothes when she does laundry, but specifically
her children’s clothes. As she further explained,
I’m never caught up on laundry. There’s so much laundry in my bedroom and
bathroom right now. I don’t even have room in the basket. It’s starting to pile on
the floor. So…I take care of my kids. That’s my priority.
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Prioritizing in this context also meant that some tasks were passed over. Agnes pointed to the
stack of DVDs across from us in the living room and said, “I never have time to put the DVDs
away, so that’s where they wind up.”
The structures of the past have shaped Agnes’ understanding of the present lived space,
and through her reflections she explained how this is experienced in her role. She said, “my
house used to always be clean and I see the dust and I see the dribble from Mary’s cup or
whatever and I just get like, but I have to let it go because I know I don’t have the time.” Agnes
described her response to her present situation, noting that it is “embarrassing” when she
compares it to the past. She remembered, “before kids my house was immaculate. I used to
clean the baseboards. And now my house is like, pffffffff. And I don’t have OCD, but it drives
me crazy.”
The photograph seen in Figure 4-2 (“Typical day”) was accompanied by Agnes’ notes
that she recorded when she took the picture. The emotions and descriptions Agnes attached to
this image included “feeling mixed. Daily life. Messes provided by our two year old, that I get
to clean up alone.” As she spoke about the tasks involved in keeping the house clean, she
elaborated on this photograph:
She’ll make these messes… I have to do it by myself. And…when it was just me,
no kids, doing it by myself when he was deployed, alright, I’m just one person. It
stays pretty clean. Because I don’t have to worry about somebody running up to
me and interrupting me when I’m trying to clean up the mess. Generally, if I’m
cleaning up from my children, it’s going to be when they go to bed. Because I
can’t tolerate cleaning something and then her trailing behind me with something
else. I’m telling you, I shampooed these carpets Friday. A week ago. They’re
destroyed again. It’s only been a week.
She reiterated how difficult it was to monitor her children and attempt to do household tasks,
such as vacuuming, at the same time and how she had reconciled this. She said,
But I’ve only been able to clean them once since then, and that was two months
ago. So, you know, it takes a lot because I have a bad back, and then I have to
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carry Adam on me, because it’s kind of loud. I can’t have him sleeping when I do
it, even though he’s kind of a sound sleeper, I’ve tried to do it with him sleeping,
no way. So I said forget it.
Agnes elaborated on her experiences of trying to accomplish tasks and attend to all needs
as she parented alone in the context of deployment. She explained that she must wait until both
children are asleep before she can attend to the family dog, which had proven difficult at times.
Agnes reflected on such instances, and explained her concerns that arose as a result of carrying
out the tasks alone:
When they’re both screaming, and then you’ve got the dog pacing because he still
hasn’t gone out yet. Because he doesn’t go out until I definitely know she’s asleep.
Because we have a little thing—we have an alarm on the house, so every time you
open the door it goes “Dit a ling, dit a ling.” And she’ll wake up to that. So I have
to make sure she’s definitely asleep, and then I give it another ten minutes. And
the dog will sit here, and he’ll pace, and I’ll be like, “I’m sorry, buddy.” And at
nighttime, all he wants to do is pee on one bush and come back in. And that’s fine,
but here I am leaving my kids to go outside. Yes, I’m right in front of my house
but I’m still leaving my kids to go outside.
She further described how her responsibilities conflict while parenting alone. “I couldn’t
take Indy this morning because Adam was still asleep and I had to get her ready to go to early
school. So yeah, my poor dog—he’s so mad at me.” She compared these events to times when
her spouse is physically present.
So, if he were here, I wouldn’t have to worry about that, because he could have walked
the dog at 6 o’clock when I was making dinner, or he would have taken the kids with
him.
In our dialogue about her role as parent 24/7, she further explained how taking on
additional tasks during deployment can result in not getting around to all of her responsibilities,
including walking the dog.
E: But you’re filling both roles essentially?
A: You have to. There’s no other option. And everything is on your shoulders,
and if you don’t do something like—Indy would have been walked this morning, if
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I didn’t have—see, I woke up this morning at 6:30 so I could take him out. But
then she woke up at 6:30. So I couldn’t even take him.

Figure 4-5. The broken picture.
Other tasks, such as planning upcoming events for the family to take place when Joe
returns from deployment, were another facet of Agnes’ responsibilities as a parent during
deployment. She described how she attempted to accomplish such tasks during the day when her
children are taking naps. But this did not always go as planned, as Agnes explained as she
discussed Figure 4-5 (The broken picture). She described the situation and the emotions she felt
as she attempted to plan a family vacation:
Mary was supposed to be taking a nap…Well, I hear this—I’m on the phone with
Disney, okay? I’m trying to plan our Disney trip. I’m on the phone with Disney
trying to get all the stuff together for when Daddy comes home. … Anyway, I hear
this wssssh wssshhh, and I’m the phone with this guy, “What’s that noise?” “What
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the hell is that noise? She’s supposed to be asleep.” And I can’t see on my video
monitor, because you can’t see the top of the bed…. So, all of a sudden I hear this
loud bang and crash. I ran in there and there’s glass everywhere. And she said,
“Look mommy, I broke it.” I wanted to cry. Because the glass was everywhere,
and that was a sweet gift from memaw and papa. So I’m having a heart attack,
because I’m like, “Mary don’t move, don’t move. Stay right there in your bed,
don’t move. Did you get cut? Are you hurt?” “No mommy, I’m not hurt. Picture
sharp though.” She’s pointing at it saying the funniest things, “Picture sharp,
picture has a boo boo.” Like, ugh. “I broke it,” she’s putting her hands up. Yeah,
you did. And I couldn’t yell at her, but I had to…tell her to stay, don’t move,
because I had to go get shoes on. I’m still on the phone with the guy from Disney
World, by the way. He’s on my shoulder, saying “Ma’am? Do you need to go?” I
said, “You know what, I really do.”
Tasked with the responsibility of cleaning up the broken glass alone, she attempted to
find a way to keep her daughter occupied until she finished. Agnes said, “I was in there trying to
clean it up, I had to move her. So I said, ‘Okay, I’m going to go put a movie in for you.’ I
brought her out here and gave her “Oz,” the new Oz movie. Because that’s what a two year old
should be watching. She described the way in which this created additional ongoing work,
because she wasn’t sure if she had all the glass cleaned up:
But um, I got the glass cleaned up. Mary could go back in her room, but I’m still
finding little shimmers on the floor. And I’m going, “Is that glass, or is that
glitter?” Because they’re not big enough, and it’s hard to tell if it’s glitter, because
all glitter is are pieces of glass. But I’ll keep wiping her room up, like I’ll go in
there with a damp washcloth or a paper towel.
Agnes elaborated on the responsibilities of her role as parent 24/7, and related that in
regard to the space in her home that is occupied with the children’s toys, “We have so many toys.
I’m a great great great grandmother of toys.” She has protested bringing any additional toys into
the house, anticipating what this would mean for her role during deployment.
Then when daddy comes home, and because he’s not here he feels guilty, and he
wants to go and take her to what Mary calls The Elmo Store. That would be Toys
R’ Us. The Elmo Store because there’s an Elmo ride inside the Elmo store. So he
takes her there. Whatever she wants. And I…am the evil queen, saying no the
whole time. “No, she doesn’t need that. No, no. We don’t need to buy that. No,
no, no. Honey, she doesn’t need it—“ The whole time in the store.
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Agnes summarized her frustrations about having to assume the position of discouraging
such purchases in those instances as she emphatically stated, “I have to clean this shit when
you’re gone! That’s what I’m thinking, exactly.” The lived space of the home in this context
was further described by Agnes. She elaborated on how this compounded her sense of feeling
overwhelmed in her role during deployment:
It’s too much. And we actually…we actually had to make that office a play room
because when we were doing Adam’s room, I said to him, “You know what? We
don’t have the space for all these toys to be in Mary’s room.” They were in Mary’s
room, and they were in this ottoman, and they were all over the family room, and I
was ready to hang myself. Because when they were in the ottoman, they were
always out of the ottoman and all over the floor. I mean, yeah, there’s going to be
this, but that’s Adam’s. I couldn’t handle it anymore. I just couldn’t. I said, it’s
just too much.
In addition to toys, family members and friends frequently brought Agnes other “stuff”
such as clothes for the children. She explained that this happened frequently, and often in place
of the intangible support—such as child care—that she desired to ease her sense of feeling
overwhelmed during deployment.
And that’s what happens all the time. We’re just overwhelmed, not just with daddy
being gone, but now we’re overwhelmed with all this stuff. We’re being inundated
with all this crap that we don’t need to have, because it’s making more work for me
in the end. Making more things for me to have to clean up, making more things
that I have to wash. And I don’t want to do it…But you know, it’s like I can’t –just
stop giving me clothes. Because now you’re giving me three times the amount of
clothes that I have to wash for the kids, and plus I still have to wash clothes for me,
and towels—towels!
As Agnes described her experiences in this context, she tempered her declarations of
frustration with the acknowledgement that others do not really understand her situation as parent
24/7 during deployment. She reflected on what her role in this context entailed, saying, “it’s just
an eye-opening experience. How much we don’t appreciate ourselves for about what we do.
You know, I have friends who tell me they just don’t know how I do it. They don’t know how I
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do it, it’s so much work.” She compared her situation to that of her neighbor who had recently
glimpsed the experiences of what her role entails when her responsibilities are doubled.
My friend next door, he’s very sick. He’s my age, and he’s been having strokes
since October. He can’t work—he just got a new job and he had a stroke right
there. He was only there for three days and he had a stroke. So his wife is a drug
rep and she’s trying to support them and trying to get him on disability, but that’s
not an easy process either. So, he wants to work, but here he is, he got a brand new
job and he couldn’t even do it. And he was telling me, he said, “You know, now
that I’m home with the kids all day—“ because they took them out of school for the
summer to save money, he said, “I don’t know how you do it. Because when [my
wife] comes home, I’m thrilled to pieces that she is because now I can—“ of course
he didn’t say it like that. You know, he’s happy that she comes home, because now
he can actually accomplish something that he wants to get done. And he said,
“Agnes, I don’t ever—I will never again say to you, ‘Wow, your house is a mess.’”
Because he used to walk in here with his son and tease me that the house would be
a mess.

Figure 4-6.“Cowboy hats”
The responsibilities Agnes fulfilled in her role also colored her perceptions as she
observed the world outside her home. “Cowboy hats” (Figure 4-6) was taken by Agnes one day
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on an outing with her children to a local festival. At the time, she explained that she liked the
way the rows of hats were neatly laid out on tables and the excitement Mary had expressed about
seeing them. “It was a lot of fun, and it was as close as I could come to a fair, and she had a fun
time so that’s what was important. But the hats, that was just—the way that they were stacked, it
just looked pretty” As we dialogued about her responsibilities during deployment, however, the
image took on new meaning. She explained, “They had the boxes sitting all the way up, and to
be the one to take them all out and put them back—I mean, they were everywhere. That’s a lot
of cowboy hats. I’d hate to be the one putting them away.”
In our discussions, Agnes often concluded her described experiences with a conceded
acceptance of the responsibilities in her role as parent 24/7 within her present context, in relation
to her interest in the future, the towards-which of her family’s existence. “As a parent, you do
what you have to do. You know how it is. You do what you have to do.” But she
acknowledged her exhaustion in this context, stating, “I feel like all day long, that’s all I’m doing
is yawning.” In order to keep up with the ongoing demands of fulfilling both roles, she
combated exhaustion with caffeine. “I’m not a coffee drinker, but if I have to, I will go and get a
Starbucks, and it will be pumped up with some caramel,” she said. Agnes noticed that Mary had
picked up on this trend.
If you’ve had no sleep and you have to drive them somewhere, you power up with
a caffeine kick and—Mary will actually say to me, “Mommy, you need to get
caffeine.” She’s two and a half. She’ll see me yawn, and she’ll say, “Mommy, you
need to get caffeine.”
She concluded that she would prefer to avoid having to rely on caffeine to make it
through some days during deployment, but added, “if I have to, then that’s what I have to do.
Because that’s what it is, and that’s what it takes. You’re a parent, and you’re responsible for
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these little people, and it’s—you know whether it’s him or I, the stress is always going to be
there. But you gotta do the best you can.”
What “Me Time” Looks Like
During the day when the children are awake and in her care, “me” time takes place while
they play. Agnes’ perspective as she looked out into her lived space is the focus of Figure 4-7
below. The feelings Agnes recorded when she took this photograph were “thinking of the mess
and feeling tired.” She explained during the first interview, “She was playing, and I was tired,
um…and I sat on the sofa. When she’s playing, this is what I do. Okay. Because I don’t always
sit there and play with her… I was just probably really tired. I think that might have been during
their sick time, and just having a play day and just go and play and do your thing. But I just had
my feet up.”

Figure 4-7. “Ok, play!”
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As she considered this photograph, she explained further,
When she’s playing, this is what I do. Okay. Because I don’t always sit there and
play with her, because I feel like if I’m always on top of her, she won’t…acquire
independence…I just, I was just probably really tired. I think that might have been
during their sick time, and just having a play day and just go and play and do your
thing. But I just had my feet up.
As Agnes related this experience and described other instances of attempting to find space for
personal time away from the responsibilities of parenting during deployment, it became apparent
how difficult it is to find this time for herself. “I can’t do anything really. I can’t go to the
doctor. I can’t get my hair cut—I haven’t had my hair cut since August… you can’t get anything
done,” she said. “With the kids, I never get to do my hair. Now I just put a little bit of spritz in
it and go like this and am like, ‘That’s the best I’m going to do for now.’” She contrasted her
situation to that of other parents she has observed when she had taken Mary to school in the
mornings, noting,
But they drop their kid off, and they’re all dressed to the nines, with their nails and
their hair and their jewelry and their clothes and whatever, and you see their kids
and they look like a ragamuffin. I’m the one who looks like a ragamuffin. Mary
went to school looking so cute this morning. She was. There was a—she was
lifting her head up and “I look cute.” Yes, you look very cute. She’s going to have
to wear this shirt—look how wrinkled it is from sitting on the—thank goodness I
have the wrinkle spray.
Beyond having time to recooperate during the day, Agnes elaborated on not being able to
find time to do other things, such as take a shower, while also needing to supervise her two
young children. The photograph that depicts her daughter through the shower door (Figure 4-8)
captured this experience. Agnes expanded in detail. “If I want to be clean in the morning, I have
to take my shower with her. Or I have to get up earlier than her to take a shower, which I took
one last night so I said forget it, I’m not doing one this morning. My hair’s still wet. So she gets
excited when she gets a shower in mommy and daddy’s shower.”
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Figure 4-8. “Clean off the ick.”
The descriptions Agnes supplied on the corresponding photograph information sheet
were, “Mary jumped in before mommy. If I want to shower in daylight, she comes too. She’s so
silly. Cool pic.” She recorded feeling “rushed to get in so she doesn’t get hurt.” She elaborated
on these notations during the interview.
Yeah, that’s pretty much what that one sums up, is that mommy, without daddy or
somebody else being here, I can’t do normal showers. I can’t relax and lounge in
the bathtub. And because our bathroom bumps up to her room, if she goes to bed at
night, she hears me. If I’m in the bathroom, she hears me, and she’s a very light
sleeper. So she’ll wake up and say, “Mommy…” Half the time—like, there are
moments…where mommy’s smelling pretty ripe, um, I’ve had moments…
Agnes shared that the challenges of taking a shower while she is parenting alone is not
understood by others, including her husband. “He doesn’t understand that when there’s nobody
here to watch to the children, that I can’t just go in the shower—what, do you think I’m just
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going to leave the kids and go in the shower?” she said. She expanded on how she has attempted
to find a solution in these situations.
If it’s just Adam and I and I have an appointment or something that day, I’ll put
him in, or I used to put him in his little seat and go in the shower. Can’t do that
anymore because he doesn’t fit in his seat. And I can’t really bring his walker,
because what’s he going to do, walk in circles and bump into everything in the
bathroom? The bouncer is too big for the bathroom, can’t get it through the door,
so um, you know I just—I’ll either try to do it while he’s asleep, but usually when
he’s asleep I’m trying to get fifteen other things done. So…I don’t usually get a
shower until bedtime. And that’s only if they stay asleep. Because he goes to bed
an hour and a half before she does, and that’s if she goes to bed at the hour she’s
supposed to. Last night, she went to bed on time. I jumped in the shower
immediately, because I said if I don’t do it now, I won’t get the chance. So I
jumped in immediately, and I was like, “This is awesome.”
She noted, however, that waiting until the children are asleep presents challenges for her as well.
Agnes described what had happened recently in order to illustrate her role in this context.
As soon as I stepped out, the foot hit that mat, Adam woke up. I always say to Joe,
when he was home, they know when my head hits the pillow. Because we have
video monitors in our bedroom, so we don’t use the regular traditional monitors. I
actually can see them. As soon as my head touches that pillow, I see
Adam…moving, and it’s only within three minutes of him starting to move that
he’ll like, “Unh unh.” Or then I’ll see Mary rolling over.
Caring for others before herself had exacerbated her stress, which she related to recently
experiencing feeling depressed. She acknowledged that feeling such effects in her role was
different than when her husband was home to assist her. She said, “So, I know…that him being
gone—if he were home, I probably would be better. Because it’s just adding onto the stress.”
Agnes related a time when her level of stress became apparent.
I had a nurse come over the other day—she checks on me every month, because I
signed up for this thing… But she says, “You don’t need me,” but the other day I
needed her. And she said, “Agnes, you need to go back to your doctor. You need
to talk about getting back on something or going for counseling.””
Addressing her mental health needs had been difficult to accomplish, because accessing
services depended on an availability of child care. She said, ““I can’t go [to counseling] with
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kids.” Agnes often turned to friends for assistance with child care, but she explained her
hesitations to ask friends in this type of situation. ““I don’t want to interrupt you with
babysitting kids. So I’ve given up on that. So I’m lucky I have good friends, but again, they all
work. So the only time I really can ask them is the weekend when I can’t get counseling. And
you can’t bring a baby.”
For getting other health needs met, such as going to the dentist, Agnes opted to bring her
children to appointments. Unable to find child care, Agnes brought Adam along to the dentist’s
office. She described how she experienced her role in this situation as she reflected on the
reactions of others to her son being present:
I brought Adam to the dentist the other day because I didn’t have a choice. The
doctor came in, and he was like, “Why is there a baby in here while she’s getting a
cleaning?” I said, “I’m so sorry, sir. I’m a stay-at-home mommy. I have nobody to
watch my babies. My daughter’s in school. I don’t have anybody.”
Agnes connected her experiences of being the in the role of sole caretaker to the effect
this has on her ability to take care of her health. She reflected on the recent weeks of the present
deployment and noted, “We were sick for a long time… I was sick for nine weeks.” During that
time when both of her children were sick, her own health was neglected. She explained, “It’s
like, you’re so involved with your kids and you forget, oh I’m supposed to take medicine too.”
She noticed, however, that she was in the midst of a repeating pattern of illness. She said, “I
have coughing fits—like last night, I was up for an hour and a half straight, coughing. And I’m
on medicine. I’m just hoping I don’t get sick for three months like I did the last time.”
Ultimately, Agnes resorted to waiting until the end of the night after her children had
gone to bed to unwind from her responsibilities. But, she reiterated the difficulties that she
encountered in such situations, and how she attempted to cope. She mentioned,
I try at night, just to wind down. I DVR my shows, like I had my Grey’s Anatomy
on last night, and then somebody wakes up, whether it’s Mary or Adam.
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Somebody will wake up. And I’ll go, ‘Son of a…’ I just want to chill. And I’m
not going to drink a glass of wine or you know, I’m always afraid because my
mother was an alcoholic, so I don’t do that. But I go to food.
Agnes sometimes attempted to use the time she had to herself at the end of the night to finish
household tasks, but reflected on how she perceived her role in these instances. She described
her thoughts that arose about her situation.
I clean up toys, I’ll push everything back, I’ll do everything, and I’ll sit there and
think about it, “Why am I doing this? Just going to get screwed up tomorrow.”
You know, and it’s just the whole thing comes back and goes over again, and I
just…don’t get a break.
As a parent of two young children, she explained that vacation from her ongoing “job”
responsibilities as parent wasn’t possible unless she had access to child care. She explained,
“My children are my job. And they don’t leave me. So I don’t get a vacation unless somebody
says ‘Let me take your kids so you can go have a minute.’ But I don’t get those moments once a
week, once a month. You know, I get them once every three or four months.”
Agnes conveyed that at times during interactions with her deployed husband, she
perceived that he was unaware of how she experienced her parenting role within the context of
deployment. She contrasted how she understood vacation to her husband’s understanding, which
emphasized her how she experienced her role as parent 24/7. She remembered a discussion that
transpired earlier in the present deployment, and said, “Joe will tell me, ‘Oh, but you went on
vacation with your sister, you went to Disney World.’ Yeah, we went to Disney World, but
that’s still not a vacation because I bring my work with me.”
Agnes continued to elaborate, explaining that reprive from her “work” responsibilities of
fulfilling both roles could instead be found in independent outings, such as trips to the grocery
store. Agnes has attempted to share this understanding with Joe, and she said,“We have
discussed in many, many ways how doing things without the children, for me, it’s just—obvious,
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it’s easy. I shouldn’t even have to explain this to him.” Although routine to her role, these
outings could offer respite—but required that someone else cared for the two children. She
expanded, “He doesn’t understand that yes, it’s a chore, it’s a regular weekly routine to go to the
grocery store, but to go without my children is like heaven. It’s like going to the spa. And he
doesn’t understand that because…he’s not here. “
At times, Agnes used quiet moments in the car to retreat into her thoughts. She
introduced the photograph titled “The lonely road (Figure 4-9),” noting the way in which news
about her husband’s deployment being unexpectedly extended changed her understanding of the
moment depicted in the photograph.
So that’s just, when you’re not feeling well—it doesn’t take that long, it’s only like
seven miles to school. But it feels like forever, especially when you’re in the car
by yourself, because usually Adam falls asleep on the way home. And it just feels
like the loneliest drive. And I do a lot of my thinking—so I think about—which
this all changes. Now my thoughts are all going to go in a different direction when
I drive her to school on Monday.
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Figure 4-9. “The lonely road.”
She explained that usually, her thoughts often turned to the future and she looked forward
to being able to “tag team” with Joe on parenting responsibilities again. The photograph showed
a long stretch of the path she took to drop Mary off at school as she attempted to make a doctor’s
appointment. She elaborated,
Tag teaming, so yeah. First I have to drop her off at school, because I don’t want to
have to drag both of them to the doctor. And if I don’t get her to school by a
certain time, she can’t go that day. So I have to drop her off first, I have to go that
way, then I have to come all the way back this way, go past the house, and go back
that way. Um, basically going in completely opposite directions just so that I don’t
have to have her with me for the visit.
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As she reflected on this drive, she considered her role as parent 24/7. In the detailed
description below, she traced the usual flow of her thoughts which oscillated between looking
forward to his return and the preparations she needed to accomplish.
Usually I’m thinking about, “Daddy’s coming home soon, I have this many days to get
this done, this done, this done before Daddy gets home.” Our room is like the drop-all
place, so anything that I don’t know where to put it goes in our bedroom. That’s why the
door stays closed. And I’m like, “Well, before Daddy gets home I better get our room
cleaned, because he can’t stand coming home and the room being a mess.” So I’m going,
“Who can I get to babysit the kids so that I can get the room like Daddy wants it?” And
I’m going through all these things in my head. Um, and then I start thinking about
Adam’s birthday party, what else needs to be done for his birthday party. I basically go
through my checklist of what needs to get done, besides the regular routine of cleaning,
laundry, and all that stuff. Because I’ve been sick, the laundry pile in the laundry room is
ridiculous. It’s on the floor now because I don’t have room in the laundry basket. And
it’s like, I just did this (points to laundry on sofa), but this has been here three or four
days. Honestly, I’ll get to it, but it’ll all be wrinkled by the time I get to it…But if Daddy
were home, he likes to drive. I’m not a huge fan of driving. If I have to, I’ll drive, but
I’m not “Woo hoo I love to drive!” Joe loves driving. He’ll go on a road trip like that.
So I know when he comes home, it’ll be great because then he can take Mary to school,
and I don’t have to worry about the drive and I can stay home with Adam.
Overwhelmed and Reaching Out
Not having enough time to fulfill her dual responsibilities and the resultant inability to
find moments to recooperate were frequently conveyed in Agnes lived experiences. When
Agnes perceived her role as parent 24/7, she explained that “everything is on your shoulders.”
Secondary descriptions Agnes recorded on her photograph information sheets about photographs
such as “The daily walk (Figure 4-1)” expressed that she was “feeling overwhelmed” when she
took such pictures. The weight of her role in this context parallels the “pile up” effect of
stressors as labeled in the family stress model, which is attributed to difficulties in maintaining
equilibrium within the family system during deployment. As Agnes related, “I mean, it would be
so much nicer if you could just say, ‘Tag, you’re it.’ And you can’t.” As she discussed a
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situation in which she felt overwhelmed having to drop Mary off at school and then take Adam
to a doctor’s appointment. As she contemplated the mural in the waiting room (seen below in
Figure 4-10), she contrasted this to times when Joe is home from a deployment and she could
attempt to cope with her stress, explaining, “If Joe were home, I could say, ‘Could you just do
me a favor and drop her off at school so I can take Adam to the doctor, or vice versa?’ Because
this is ridiculous. You know, just so I can have some peace.”

Figure 4-10. “Doctor’s office”
The cumulative effects of not being able to “tag team” with her husband on parenting
responsibilities and a shortage of personal time to re-energize caused Agnes to experience role
overload during deployment. Agnes reflected on her ability to manage the responsibilities of her
role as parent in this context, and explored the ways in which overload has impacted her
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responses to stressors. She reflected on her recent experience with feeling overwhelmed at the
end of the night:
I turned into psycho-mommy the other night because mommy has some depression,
with all of everything going on, and I just out of nowhere—no, she pulled
everything, all the toys, because she has a playroom…I said, “Mary, it’s time for
bed, let’s go ahead and put everything away. Clean up, clean up, everybody clean
up.” “No mommy, I’m still reading.” I said, “But Mary, it’s time to clean up.”
“But mommy, I’m still reading.””
According to family stress theory, the pile up effect of stressors described by Agnes in
such instances can be mitigated, however, with the ability to access external support systems.
When she’s alone and needs support with parenting, Agnes explained that she often reaches out
to others for help. As she related how her frustration in the above situation became
overwhelming, Agnes explained that she reached out for help by calling her sister who lives in
another state:
I said, “Can you help me put her to bed?” And she said sure…I had her on the
phone and I said—I was shaking, I was literally shaking. Why I was so angry—
there was no reason to be that angry… I was afraid if she didn’t go to sleep, I was
afraid if she was going to do that “I’m going to stay up after my bedtime thing” that
they all do, that I was going to give her a spanking. And I didn’t want to do that.
Because I don’t do that… So I do get moments like that, where I wish that he were
home.
She recognized how such parenting experiences are different than when she is able to
share her role responsibilities. “It’s overwhelming,” Agnes acknowledged about her role during
deployment. She continued, “It’s a lot nicer when somebody’s visiting, that will say, ‘Hey, let
me sit with the kids, or let’s all go together, or…’” She considered coping with stress in her
experiences as parent 24/7 during deployment, and acknowledged
these are the moments that I miss [my husband], because I could just walk away,
and he could do whatever… so these are the moments when I just can’t handle it
anymore… it breaks my heart. And I know if Joe were here, I would have been
able to just go outside, take the dog and just go for a walk and get over it. But he’s
not, and I can’t, you know…I just have to pick up the phone and call somebody.
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She perceived, however, that instances when she and her children were ill presented a barrier to
asking family members, such as grandparents, for assistance. She explained, “And then memaw
and papa don’t want to come visit because everybody’s sick, and they’re going to get sick and
papa’s older, and you don’t want them getting sick. But you really want them to come because
you need their help.” Agnes elaborated on feeling stretched beyond her abilities to cope alone in
such situations:
Those moments when they’re sick, you go, “I have nobody to tag team. I don’t
know what to do.” And you get to a certain point when you’re so exhausted, and
you just sit there and cry because there’s nothing—you can’t feel any relief of any
kind. And I’m always being vomited on anyway, so why not?
She summarized what she noticed most about her spouse’s physical absence during
deployment, which was connected to her experiences in her role as parent 24/7.
Just not having the relief. Relief meaning like…relief as in, not having that extra
person to relieve me from my duties. Um, not being able to…I guess, say “Can I
just take a nap while you sit here with them for a little bit?” You know, just that
person to say, “I need you to help me.” So, that probably would be the biggest
thing, because that would cover all of my complaints, really. Just having to be
alone and not ever being able to say, “Tag, you’re it.” Because I just don’t have
that. Ever.
At times, the forestructures of Agnes’ understanding that surrounded her role within this
context brought her experiences of being a parent 24/7 into sharper focus, often imbued with
negative emotions such as frustration or anger directed at the context. She elaborated on the
compounded stress she experienced in her role:
But in the last year, it’s almost like, with the stress of having another child and
knowing he wasn’t going to be home, Mary was starting at that point to show—
because she was a year and a half, so she was starting to show her side of being two
at that point. I was going a little bit crazy and very stressed out with knowing that
I’m having another baby, and I had to do everything for the room myself. He
wasn’t home to do anything. So all these little things. My father being sick, my
sister had an accident, it just made it a lot harder.
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“Just getting through” a deployment had become a mantra that Agnes repeated, and
which manifested in what she described as “keeping busy” and “keeping my mind on other
things.” She explained that, “It’s different for everybody, and how people get through it, they
just have to pull strength from somewhere.” She also reiterated this mantra to her spouse. She
described a recent interaction, recalling that
when he spoke to me yesterday, he said, “I was worried about you because I
haven’t heard from you for a few days.” I’m like, “I keep busy honey.” I have to
keep busy. If I don’t keep busy…I don’t know what I…I mean, I’ll sit here and
think about things that I don’t need to think about. Especially with the week that
I’ve had. I just had one of those weeks where for some reason it just kicked in and
you know, everything that upsets me just gets me.
Agnes revealed that managing a busy schedule while parenting alone during deployment
created a paradox in which there was the potential for role overload, but distraction from
ruminating about her role as parent 24/7. She explained that she sometimes welcomed a busy
day, because she benefitted from not being able to ruminate on her situation. She took on
responsibilities at times
just to…keep my mind on other things. And so, like tomorrow we have a birthday party,
thank god. You know, this. Thank god I’m having an interview because I’m just going
to be on something else. Yesterday, the spa—thank god. But you know…this was a
really busy week, as a matter of fact. I thinking about it right now—wait, I don’t usually
have these kind of weeks.
Although she perceived the role reorganizations and boundaries to be clear in such
moments, Agnes admitted that she often looked forward to relinquishing responsibilities back to
Joe when he returned from deployment. At the beginning of the present deployment, there had
been a set time in the future that she could anticipate a release back into shared parenting
responsibilities. When the length of Joe’s deployment was unexpectedly extended during the
time of this study, Agnes described how this news was received as she considered her role as
parent 24/7:

145

I was really looking forward to daddy coming home, honest to god. I was looking
forward to maybe sleeping in a little bit in the morning. I was looking forward to
getting a nap, or going to the grocery store alone. I was looking forward to…yes,
spending time with him, but the things that I don’t get a break for. So, now that
he’s not really coming home—he’s coming home, but it’s a short visit instead of
his usual thirty days. Um, it’s breaking my heart. I’m holding my tears back. I
really am. Because I have to. She’s home today. If Adam saw me crying, he
wouldn’t know what the heck that was. But as soon as I hung up with him, I just
had to do the deep breath thing, because—and I called my father immediately,
because I said, “Well, if I say happy birthday to my dad, maybe that’ll make me
feel a little bit better.” And you know, hearing my dad’s voice perked me up. But
my dad said, “There’s not a lot you can do. It is what it is, and you just have to go
with the flow. And just realize that he’ll be home, and he’ll be home for a little bit,
but he’ll come home again. Just relax and do what you have to do. You have the
kids, you can’t fall apart. You have the kids.” And he’s right, and I know that.
But I know the second that they’re both down, I’m going to have a meltdown.
(Long pause. Listening to see if Adam is awake from his nap.) So anyway, I was
looking forward to him coming home to be with the kids, and she misses daddy so
much.
Agnes considered how the extended deployment meant delaying the time they could
share together as a family. She explained, “I can go out with my kids, and I can have a nice
family outing for the day. And we do on occasion. But I miss having Daddy there. And…trying
to hold back tears. Um…yeah, fighting back the tears.” Speaking through her sadness, she
reflected on her experiences growing up in a family where a member was frequently absent and
contrasted this to her desires for her own family. As she explained her ideal situation, she
compared her situation to that experienced in “normal” families:
(sighs) I didn’t have that normal life when I was growing up. My dad was never
home. I want my kids to have a normal—what I envision as being a normal family
life. I would like my husband to come home from work at night and sit down with
us for dinner. I would like for my husband to not have to work on Saturday and
Sunday, and for us to say, “Oh great, what do you want to do this weekend as a
family? Do you want to go to the park? Do you want to go fly a kite? Do you
want to go to the pool? Or just hang out at home and read books and be silly
monsters all day? What do you want to do?” And I know you understand, because
you have the same situation. And…watching my friends go out and laughing. If
we go out, I’m usually screaming at her to go sit down. Or usually I see my friends
put their kids in the car like normal people, and they’re like “La la la,” and they’re
all happy. And maybe it’s just the way that I portray what’s going on, um, but
yeah. To watch other families go out and what I perceive to be as happy, fluffy,
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bunny love. You know, when I do it, it’s “Get in your seat! So we can get going!
Would you just sit down! Listen to me!” Or screaming at the back seat, because I
don’t have him to fall back on and say, “Hey dude, can you help me out, get him in
the car so I can get her in the car?” It’s just more work. And it would be nice to be
able to share, not just the adventure, but the work. It’s exhausting to just always
feel like I have to be the mommy and the daddy, and the entertainer.
Although the parenting role reorganizations have become normalized within her
understanding of her situation, her assumed identity as single mom was not always shared by
others. Agnes reflected on a recent online encounter with someone outside her family system:
Recently on Facebook, I had somebody—it was on Father’s Day. It said, ‘Happy
Father’s day to all the dads out there and to the single moms.” And I said,
“Thanks, dude.” Because I feel like I’m a single mom. And then he had to
rephrase what he stated, and he said, “By single mom I mean mothers who have
absolutely no fathers in their life whatsoever.” And I had to defend myself. My
husband’s not here, dude. He’s not here, so. You can say that all you want, but for
all intents and purposes, my husband is gone. He’s not here. And, I am a single
parent. Period. I’m the mother and the father.
Agnes voiced that she saw others external to her family context struggle to comprehend
how her family system functioned during deployment. She experienced some exchanges with
those outside the military as frustrating due to a lack of understanding about her husband’s
physical absence.
You know, yeah you’re married, and you’re in a happy, healthy marriage—most of the
time, right? Most of the time. And um…your husband’s away. And when people say,
“Oh, where is he?” you’re sitting there in your head going, “Are they thinking my
husband’s in jail?” And I know that sounds terrible to say that, but you know, I have
friends who are like old friends, who don’t really know my life, and I know how they
think. And you always have to explain yourself. Why should I have to explain myself?
My husband, who is my absolute husband, is not here. He’s not in jail. He’s in
Afghanistan, damn it, and he’s fighting for you. And they just—you know, and I’ve
actually met some people who say, “Well, it’s not so bad over there.” My husband was
on a base that was just bombed.
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During further discussion about others’ perceptions of her situation, Agnes considered the
school party she was scheduled to attend later that day. She anticipated how other parents would
react to her attendance at this event in the middle of recovering from an illness:
I’m not looking forward to the little hula luau, whatever the hell they’re calling it
there. I’m not looking forward to that because I’m sick. And you’re there with
other parents, and they’re all looking at you going, “Why is your kid in school if
you’re so sick?” I’m like, I’m on antibiotics, and that’s the first thing I tell people.
I’m on medication, I swear, I’m on antibiotics, on coughing medication, I’m so
sorry.
Through the Window
The continuity of established routines that unfolded in Agnes’ everyday lived experiences
in the role of parent 24/7 transformed into different role reorganizations when communication
between spouses took place during deployment and the absent spouse partially re-entered the
family system. During those moments of contact, Agnes perceived her deployed spouse to be
partially present as he interacted with the family, although there was uncertainty about “how” he
was present in the family system. As Boss (1999) observed, “Without knowing who is routinely
and fully there for them as family, people find it difficult to function normally” ( p. 4) The
ambiguity encountered by Agnes in this context had specific implications for maintaining clear
role reorganization. Agnes described how communication varied in frequency, purpose, and
quality during deployment, but in effect created an overall confused picture of the parenting roles
as the context shifted away from functioning as a parent alone to one in which Agnes’ deployed
spouse was partially present as a co-parent during Skype or telephone communication. Boss
(1980/2002) asserted that “stress continues in any family until membership can be clarified and
the system reorganized regarding (a) who performs what roles and tasks, and (b) how family
members perceive the absent member” (p. 198).
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The collection of Agnes’ reflections that centered upon the variety of communication
showed how these interactions function not unlike a window during deployment. At times
communication was open and boundaries were clear, as Agnes and Joe maintained contact in
order to check in on one another throughout deployment. Agnes also reflected on times when
details about their separate worlds were not shared, and in these instances communication was
perceived as closed. Opacity about role reorganization resulted as Agnes and Joe negotiated
parenting roles over Skype or the telephone, as well as when they sensed fear for each other’s
safety. There are times when communication was cut off in scary ways, and she became drawn
into uncertainty about how he was present in the family system. Interestingly, she also perceived
that he experienced uncertainty (the “unknown,” in Agnes’ words) about his role from the
opposite direction. The overall sense, however, was that the window situated the parents in two
worlds which Agnes felt neither fully understand.
Ultimately, contact during deployment, such as through Skype, Facebook, and telephone
communications, disrupted the functionality of the routine “job” roles. How they are there as
parents, in this encounter with boundary ambiguity, was blurred. This was considered in light of
Agnes’ previous assertion that “for all intents and purposes, my husband is gone. He’s not here.
And, I am a single parent. Period. I’m the mother and the father.”
Agnes expressed wanting him to be “there” as a parent when they are able to
communicate during a deployment, particularly in the capacity of enforcing discipline.
Significant to this theme, she indicated that “I think that his roles are still just as important as far
as disciplinary um—yes, he can’t be here physically to do certain things, like he can’t pick up for
the kids or whatever, but the important things like being a disciplinarian. Being there
emotionally for the children I think is important, and thankfully we have Skype, because I think
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that he can portray through that media.” The uncertainty regarding how he is psychologically
present thus affected the parenting role reorganizations in ways that are distinct from the clarified
“job” roles, and this is explored within the subsections below of the theme “Through a Window.”
Missing Home
In her responses to the demographic questionnaire, Agnes indicated that the family is
often able to communicate with Joe during deployment. During our interviews, Agnes reflected
on how the modes of communication had changed over the course of repeated deployments.
She stated that communication via Skype during deployments began after Mary was born. This
window into home life has allowed him to be present in their lives in the moment. When they
Skype, “We almost have just like a regular phone conversation, um…He can see the kids, he can
see that they’re ok.” Agnes shared that Joe frequently requested to see the yard, and his trees and
plants.
The lives of the children have unfolded for her deployed husband through this window.
Agnes shared that Mary has grown up with daddy on Skype. Agnes described how Mary
actively engages her father through Skype:
Sometimes she’ll run over to him and say “Look Daddy at what I did.” Like this
morning, she was playing with her VTech and she took a picture of him
actually…She does try to show him things that she does. She’ll say, “Daddy, look
what I’m doing,” and she’ll start dancing…She likes to show daddy when she has
her hair pretty…
Agnes speculated that for their son Adam, who was 8 months old at the time of the photoeliciation interviews, the deployments are “less difficult” than they are beginning to be for Mary.
Agnes indicated that this may soon change, however, because he had begun to recognize his
daddy when he sees him on the computer screen. She described recent Skype interactions,
explaining, “He’ll see him, and I’ll say “That’s da-da,” and he’ll say, “Da da da da!”” To Agnes,
the ability to communicate through Skype has given both children an opportunity to know their
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deployed parent. Agnes, who has observed this development in Adam over time said, “And now
when he sees his daddy, he recognizes he’s somebody. So it’s pretty cool.”
In this family system, family holidays are sometimes commemorated and conducted
through the window during deployment. Agnes reflected on how a recent commemoration of
Father’s Day was exchanged through Skype:
I asked him, I said, “Do you want to see your Father’s Day gift on Father’s Day or
do you want to wait until you come home?” He said, “No, I want to see it on
Father’s Day.” I said, “Okay, we’ll do that.” So I had to take a video because he
was in—hmmph, we’ve had another rough week. Besides being sick, Joe’s base
was attacked.
During the third interview, I was invited to view what Joe had seen as a video. Agnes
directed me to the kitchen nook, saying “Over there on the wall is Joe’s Father’s Day gift.” It
was a professional photograph of the children posed in Joe’s uniform. It was adorable, and I
reflected as much in my reaction while viewing it in person. Agnes acknowledged my reaction,
and her voice oscillated from excitement to sadness as she said, “Isn’t that awesome? But he just
responded so oddly to it. I was like, “Why are you—“I didn’t know if he was mad because I
took his uniform, or…” She expanded on the confusion she experienced during their interaction:
He was so…(sighs)…I don’t know if the right word would be unresponsive to it,
but I was expecting more of a reaction like what you just gave me. And he was
like, “It’s very nice.” Very like, didn’t care, and I was so upset. I was so sad.
At other times, the window into home life has been closed by him. The perception Agnes
shared about this occurrence is that he doesn’t want to be home, or doesn’t want to be homesick.
She circled back on her past attempts to send him mementos from home in an effort to make
sense of disengagement:
He doesn’t want anything from home, no homemade cookies, he doesn’t want—I
used to spray paper with my perfume on it, he doesn’t want that. He doesn’t want
any of it. He’s cutting it off. And that’s what it is. It’s not because he doesn’t
want the stuff, it’s just because he just doesn’t want to be home. He doesn’t want

151

to have that sense of, “Oh, this is home.” He doesn’t want to feel—because I think
with him, he feels more homesick to get the things.
Agnes described not only confusion about the shifts in participation in family life, but
also how lack of communication contributes to role confusion. During the study, Agnes
experienced fluctuations in the frequency of communication with Joe. The frequency of Skype
communication, however, had recently been sporadic. Agnes explained,
We both seem to be really busy recently, him with being in different areas of
Afghanistan and me just being a mommy. So this past week we’ve probably
Skyped twice. Usually we Skype every day though. So it’s just slowed down a bit
since we’ve not been able to…
Exchanging Parenting Cues
Boss (2006) noted that ambiguity about how a member is present in the family has an
impact on the family system. Boss (2006) explained, “The more obvious physical structure often
differs from the construction in one’s mind, causing tension and stress in the family” (p. 31).
Although Joe was able to periodically communicate and interact with the other family members,
he remained physically absent. This contradiction between physical structure and the
psychological construction of the context by Agnes reflected the tension predicted by Boss
(2006).
A particular dimension of the transactional patterns that unfolded through communication
concerned the parenting activity of discipline. Agnes expressed how she felt the parenting roles
should be organized when they were able to communicate as a family. To reiterate, she stated
I feel like his responsibilities are just as much as my responsibilities, even though
he’s not physically here. I feel as though he still should take part in the actions that
happen here.
During these instances of communication, Agnes held Joe psychologically present in his role as
parent, and perceived him to be available to share in the particular responsibilities of parenting.
She provided an example of how she reaches out to him with these role expectations in mind:
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And there are times even when we’re on Skype and she’s doing something to her
brother possibly, a lot, and I’ll say whatever I’m saying to discipline her, “Ok,
Mary, don’t touch your brother like that, be nice.” Or whatever it is. Or I’ll—if
she does something mean, like she’ll punch him in the head, because she does that
quite often, which I don’t know where that came from, I’ll say, “Mary! Go to your
room! Time out!” and she’ll say, “No!” And I’ll say, “Joe, back me up. Come on,
you’re a parent too. You saw this happen.”
Agnes’ requests for assistance with discipline had frequently gone unfulfilled, and she
described this incongruence with her expectations as “annoying.” She related that she found
herself directing him about how to enforce discipline through Skype, as in the following
example:
He’ll usually say, “Mary, sweetie, don’t do that…” And I’ll say, “Honey, what
kind of voice is that? You’re not, you don’t even have—you have the la-la-la-la
voice. You have to have some kind of stern tone to your voice. It can’t just be, oh
sweetheart, don’t do that, it’s not nice…”
Together, Agnes and I explored how she and Joe have attempted to clarify the role
reorganization that occurred when they were able to communicate through Skype. Agnes
maintained, “I try to have these conversations of this is, we’re both the parents, we both need to
make decisions together.”
Agnes made sense of this confusion about role responsibilities through her perception
that Joe “doesn’t want to be the bad guy.” Her experiences of parenting in these instances were
characterized by role tension as she attempted to clarify her expectations with Joe, stating to him,
“You can’t just expect me to be the bad guy all the time. You have to understand that if I’m not
here and she’s doing something wrong, you have to discipline her.”
The role tension extended to Agnes’ perceptions about relationships with her children.
The task guiding Agnes’ toward-which of relationships with her children was reflected in her
concerns. Agnes vocalized her worries through the concern that “[Mary] is always going to
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think that I’m the bad guy. You know, you have to be a bad guy sometimes too. And you know,
he doesn’t want to be the bad guy.”
In the present, where Agnes experienced the tension of ambiguity in these situations, her
role was understood as the “bad guy” parent. Agnes distinguished this role from that of Joe’s,
stating, “As far as the parenting roles, I’m the parent and he’s the superhero.”
Although partaking in communication had shifted Joe’s presence in Agnes’ psychological
constructions of her family, the being-there of parenting was perceived to be only partially filled
by Joe. This partial presence was, in other words, ambiguous. Agnes deconstructed her
understanding of the roles during moments of contact, reconciling with the ambiguity:
So I think that his roles are still just as important as far as disciplinary um—yes, he
can’t be here physically to do certain things, like he can’t pick up for the kids or
whatever, but the important things like being a disciplinarian. Being there
emotionally for the children I think is important, and thankfully we have Skype,
because I think that he can portray through that media.
She contrasted this with her perception of her deployed husband’s understanding of the
uncertainty, speculating
But…as far as what he would think, he would say, “Oh, I’m just a paycheck to
her.” So it would just depend on who you’re asking and how that would turn out.
But he thinks that he’s just really—he doesn’t feel like he has to be a dad, he just
needs to be a bank.
Scary for Her
Despite the availability and frequency of communication, Agnes related that uncertainty
about her husband’s safety during deployment still persisted. She recognized, “I know that
because we’ve done this for so long, yeah we’re used to it. But it’s stressful, and it’s depressing.
You never know what’s going to happen. You never know.” As we continued to explore the
uncertainty about how the family was psychologically constructed in these moments, Agnes
reflected on how access to information about his world has changed over time, shifting from
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open sharing to more guarded and closed communication about events. It was from the latter
that fear for Joe’s safety became present. Agnes enacted a recent dialogue between she and her
deployed husband, which depicted her perception of this shift.
Since he went to Iraq in 2008 things have just gotten progressively worse with that,
where he just doesn’t tell me anything. He’ll tell his mother (because he’s a
mama’s boy), but with me it’s like “How are you today?” “Oh, I’m fine.” “Ok, you
want to elaborate on that a little bit more for me?” Because I just found out from
his mother that a helicopter he was supposed to be on was blown up with a missile.
And I said, “Well, why didn’t he tell me that?” Because all he told me was that
they lost a helicopter. I don’t know what that means. Does that mean like you lost
one and you really can’t find it, or did it crash? Did it, you know, I don’t know
what that means. It could mean a million different things. I didn’t know that it
meant that a missile came and blew the thing up when you were supposed to be on
it fifteen minutes later. You know, I mean…he just doesn’t tell me stuff.
Once during the course of this study, Agnes had been speaking over Skype (sound only) with
Joe, when their communication became suddenly closed for a different reason. She was visibly
distraught and the cadence of her voice increased as she recalled the call:
He was in…[base location]. And apparently, it’s the worst base to be in if you’re
in Afghanistan. And um…I just was like, freaking—I was on Skype with him
(tearfully). And all of a sudden he says—like, we’re having a normal conversation
with the kids. All of a sudden I hear, “Gotta go! Gotta go!” Now, I couldn’t see
his video because we were having video issues that day, because [base location]
doesn’t have very good video reception and we weren’t having good connections.
So we just could talk to each other. But you know, Mary’s running around,
Adam’s running around, we’re all talking and all of a sudden, “Gotta go! Gotta
go!” and you hear shhaa shaaa shaa shaaah! All this crashing, and then I hear the
sirens. Loud as hell, I hear the sirens. And my heart went, blooop, and I’m like,
“What happened?” So I called his mom, and I told her what happened. Of course,
I had to tell it to her voicemail because she was in a meeting. But I felt like that’s
his mom, she should know.
Agnes described how she experienced the moments following the sudden termination of
their conversation. She remembered,
I was like, “What the fuck.” Oh my god. Like, I have no idea—you don’t know
what’s hit them. And you know, like I’ve told you in the past, “This is normal for
us, he can be away, blah blah blah.” But when something like that happens, the old
mindset of the unknown. Scared wife comes in. And…it was, um…Until I got a
response back from him on Skype, I was in panic mode. And what was I doing, I
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had to go somewhere…(long pause)…I had to go somewhere. And I was freaking
out the whole time…(long pause)…I don’t remember. We had to be somewhere,
and I was just like in this panic, like, “Oh my god, what happened to Joe?”
Although she later learned that Joe was safe and unharmed, the not-knowing that resulted
from sudden closed communication elevated her fear to panic. She then elaborated on the
transaction that transpired a few days later. Agnes explored how she perceived her level of
concern after this incident incongruent with that of her spouse:
He’s so pissed, because I told [his mom]. He was like, “Everything is fine. The
opposite side of the base was being attacked.” I’m like, “Everything’s fine? Are
you kidding? That’s scary as hell. I’m sitting here with your two kids having a
normal conversation with you and all of a sudden, boom, you’re gone. And all that
crashing, what was that?” Because he didn’t even hang up with me. I just heard
crrrrrrr and then I heard footsteps running away—I’m like, “What the hell’s going
on?” (Long pause.) So when I Skyped with him yesterday, I said, “So what’s
going on? Where are you now?”
When he replied that he was “back in Kabul,” Agnes said that this was “good.” She sensed that
he would be safe in Kabul at that time, despite having once proven unsafe. Agnes explained,
“Because if you’re going to be in Afghanistan, be in Kabul. He was attacked in Kabul, in two
thousand and…(inaudible)—in 2011, he was attacked.”
At times, Agnes turned to social media as an outlet for processing scary events,
sometimes immediately after experiences described above. She explained the tensions of
emotions she experienced after she posted a news item about the base explosion, noting “I had it
up there for two hours, and it was off. Because I realized I shouldn’t have been putting it on
there. I’m one of those people, I wear my heart on my sleeve.” Agnes related, however, that this
method of coping sometimes created tension, which became apparent to her once contact was
made after the incident. She remembered:
I got yelled at for that yesterday. “You’re not supposed to be putting that on
Facebook and all that.” I said, “I didn’t put something about you on Facebook. I
just mentioned, you know, that that’s a really crappy area.” Because I’ve seen
some things on the internet about the area he was in and I copy and pasted the story
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about another man who had mentioned that it was the worst place—it is actually
statistically the worst place to be in Afghanistan. And um, he got so pissed. He’s
like, “I have super secret clearance,” whatever the hell he said, and blah blah blah.
And I said, “Joe, it wasn’t a story about you.” He was like, “I don’t care babe.
Take it off there.” I said, “It’s already gone.”
In addition to describing fear for her husband’s safety, Agnes also confided that concerns
for safety also involved her responsibilities of caring for the young children alone at home and
uncertainty about how she would contact Joe if an emergency happened at home. Figure 4-11,
which depicts her daughter Mary climbing to reach an object out of reach, prompted Agnes to
expand on what she perceived as scary as she carried out the responsibilities of parenting alone
during deployment. Agnes anticipated the result of her daughter’s climbing and stated, “I’m
waiting for her to at some point have a great fall like Humpty Dumpty and have a broken arm,
and that’s why I’m like, “Please God, don’t fall.”

Figure 4-11. “Mommy’s monkey.”
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Agnes’ fears also arose in moments when she cared for her sick children. She expressed
that Adam’s recent bout of illness was “Very saddening. Very, very upsetting. Depressing. Um,
scared. Very scary.” She related these emotions to her role as caregiver in the context of
deployment, noting
Because with his eczema, you do feel useless. There’s not a lot you can do to make
him comfortable. And again, that’s another thing where it would be nice to have
your tag team here, because it’s exhausting trying to make him feel better—
Prior to our first meeting, I had been approaching ambiguity from one direction. The
forestructures of my theory-based understandings of boundary ambiguity had focused my
attention on the experiences of one parent. As we dialogued about ambiguity and family
boundaries, Agnes challenged the preconception that I had held by explaining that as she
perceived it, the unknown goes both ways. She elaborated on how she understood the
phenomenon as bi-directional:
Oh I’m so scared. Is he going to be ok?” Yes, that’s always in the back of my
head, because it’s the unknown. But you know, he has that same problem. He has
the unknown of what’s going on at home—are the kids ok, is everything ok at
home? So we’re both in the same unknown stage mentally, as far as him being
away.
Scary for Him
The bi-directional experience of ambiguity, or “unknown” as she termed it, was
perceived by Agnes as she interacted with Joe during deployment. As she described their
communication during deployment, she conveyed an empathetic understanding of her husband’s
fears concerning the safety of his family at home. She noticed that Joe sometimes made contact
with her to check in if he perceived something was amiss at home. She explained,
I haven’t talked to him, I haven’t been on Skype with him in a while because he’s
been moving around a lot. I spoke to him on the phone yesterday, and he just
wanted to know that we were all ok because I had posted something on Facebook
about mommies sometimes need a time out too. This was about my meltdown the
other night.
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Agnes mentioned that online monitoring of home life (through social media or email)
sometimes raised Joe’s concern for her and the children, leading him to initiate communication
to make sure everything is alright. When concern was triggered about family life, Agnes
explained that Joe would “threaten” to return home. Agnes elaborated further:
He’ll call me if he sees me write something on there or if he sees an email that to
him triggers the “Uh oh, she’s having a moment.”… if he even thinks that
something bad is happening, he’ll say, “Well,” he’ll threaten—I hate to say
threaten, but he’ll threaten and he’ll say, “Well, I’ll just get myself out of here then.
I’ll just get myself out of here.””

Figure 4-12. “Baby boy.”
Agnes perceived Joe’s uncertainty to be particularly heightened when the children were
sick, and this initiated ambiguity surrounding parenting roles in this context. She discussed the
experience of caring for her son’s recent illness, which prompted her to take the photograph
“Baby boy” (Figure 4-12).
And when you look at his eyes when he has a bad flare-up, it’s the saddest thing.
Because they’re red, they’re gunky, they just look itchy. And I think when he had
that particular flare-up was when he was sick on top of it, and he was just all red
and crusty on his eyes. It was the saddest thing.
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Agnes experienced her son’s illness directly as the caregiver at home and related how she
attempted to take care of the situation on her own during deployment. She described how she
perceived Joe’s response to his children’s illness in this context.
So basically, when Joe sees him on Skype when he’s all flared up like that, he starts
freaking out. And I’m like, I worked in dermatology for fifteen years. There’s not
a lot I can do for him. The medications I can give him for his eyelids burn. So I’m
not going to give him those medications.
Agnes related other examples of communication that have transpired in which she and
her spouse attempted to negotiate co-parenting during deployment. She said, “How many times
did I call the doctor when they were sick? How many times? And Joe is like, “Well, you really
need to get a second opinion.” Or, “You can’t go see the PA, you have to see the physician.”
The fear that Agnes perceived Joe to experience in his role as concerned parent lead to
tension and confusion about how parenting roles were to be enacted in such a situation. She
explained, “He tries to…control from where he is. And I’ve told him, ‘You’re not here, you
don’t see what’s going on, and you can’t tell me what to do with Mary or Adam if you’re not
here to do it. You can’t control things…you can’t control home life from over there.’
Agnes reflected on an incident in which Mary was accidentally bitten while petting a
neighbor’s dog. Although Agnes felt that she managed the situation as best as she could, she still
attempted to keep her husband informed about what had happened while he was deployed. She
explained, however, that his reaction was not what she had anticipated and how this related to
her role during deployment.
I kept trying to get Joe, kept trying to get Joe. “You need to call me ASAP.” And
so he finally called me, and I told him what happened, and he told me that I’m the
worst mother that he’s ever known. No other parent that he would ever know on
our block that we’re friends with would ever let their child hug another dog, why
would I let my child hug a dog, um, what’s wrong with me, I’m the worst mother,
I’m the worst parent. And I said, “You’re not here. You have no idea. I work my
ass off for these kids.” I don’t give a crap what I look like, I don’t give a crap what
the house looks like. All I do is the kids.”
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As she explored this interaction, Agnes discussed the ways she has attempted to negotiate coparenting during deployment. She emphasized a desire to share parenting responsibilities, and
how she incorporated this into her role.
I listen to what he says, and if it’s a good idea and you know, as a parent you want
to compromise and you want to do things together. So that in my mind was doing
something together, that I was compromising by saying, “Okay, I’ll go ahead and
take the initiative and do what he’s asking me to do to take her away from the
situation so she doesn’t get bitten again.”
Despite her attempts, Agnes related that further communication about carrying out co-parenting
responsibilities often does not occur. When asked if she shared the ways she attempted reach a
compromise about such issues, she said, “No, because if I had even brought it up again, he would
have started arguing with me. He would have found a reason—and this is my…my opinion of
former conversations that we’ve had similar situations to. Um, I just don’t want to—I’m
avoiding the confrontation with him.”
As Agnes explored such examples of attempts at co-parenting experiences during
deployment, she expanded on the impact she perceived that this has had on their relationship.
She reflected on the emotions she experienced, noting
I know Joe and I are in there somewhere. But because we live such separate lives,
we’re so different right now…even though we try to come together—we have
moments. We have great moments. We’re still in there. But it’s moments like that
where it just makes me go, “You just called me a bad mother, the worst mother
you’ve ever known. I’m the mother of your children. I’m your wife. I’ve been
with you for fifteen years. How dare you. How dare you speak to me like that.”
In regard to how she experienced her parenting role during deployment, she said, ““But when he
talks to me like that it really hurts and it’s because I know I do this 24-7. I’m just a mommy.
That’s all I am.” In addition, Agnes explained how resolving issues related to co-parenting when
a spouse is deployed are distinct from the interactions that occur in other families.
I see couples like my friends, they’ll have an argument and they’ll be back to happy
happy happy the next day. And I don’t get that. I can’t even argue with him in his face.
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I have to argue with him over the phone or through an email or on Skype. I can’t even
get a hug from him after you apologize. You know, it’s just different.
Agnes’ reflection on the impacts of such interactions lead her to comment on how she
perceived this to extend to others who have observed these patterns, such as her sister-in-law.
She elaborated on her thought processes that have emerged from her beliefs related to her
experiences of parenting during deployment. She said,
Sometimes in my own head I blame myself for that, for her not wanting kids.
Because I think that sometimes after she sees Joe and I after having our kids, when
we just started falling apart, because you become different people—you’re parents
now, you have different responsibilities. Maybe she just doesn’t want to fall apart
with her husband. And that’s just in my head. I know it’s not really going on, but I
just always blame myself because I’ve got my own issues. So…but that’s where
that goes. That’s when he gets that controlling thing and…”
Other examples of co-parenting interactions that occurred during deployment were
described by Agnes as she discussed the photograph “Mary’s temporary tattoo (Figure 4-13).”
She expanded on the ways in which parenting decisions were not always shared, and speculated
about how her decisions would be perceived by her deployed spouse.
I know that he wouldn’t care because they’re just the temporary, but he would
probably—thinking of how he thinks, he would probably say something along the lines
of, “You’re going to encourage her.” Something along those kinds of lines. “You’re
going to encourage this tattoo-type behavior for when she’s an adult.” Who cares! If she
wants to make a mistake on her body, it’s her body. I don’t know. I’m a lot more
freebird, I guess.
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Figure 4-13. Mary’s temporary tattoo.
Within instances where she is tasked with making decisions alone as a parent, she related
the ways in which conflict arose in their interactions. She described how she explained her
decision-making processes to her spouse, noting “And he gets mad, because he’s like, ‘You’re
just giving in to her.’ I said, ‘Well, I am and I’m not. Because I have to give into myself a little
bit here. I have to give my mind peace of mind. When you’re not here, I have to make it work
for myself. And if this is what works for me, don’t judge me. This is what I have to do.’”
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Figure 4-14. “My poor dog.”
Agnes extended this discussion about co-parenting experiences as she explained the
photograph “My poor dog (Figure 4-14).” She said, “Joe hates, hates when Mary plays with
him, if you’re not sitting right there, next to them.” She reflected on an experience during a
previous deployment, when Mary was younger. “He didn’t bite her, but he turned and the one
time that he turned, he didn’t bite her, but his tooth knocked into her head, and she had a scratch
and a very small dot of blood, but I mean. Joe was like, “Oh my god, the dog bit her. He
attacked her.” I was like, “He didn’t attack her, I was right there. I saw exactly what happened.”
“Two Worlds”
Woven throughout Agnes’ reflections on the transactions that occurred was the
inescapable reality of the two worlds that they have come to inhabit during deployment. In some
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ways, repeated deployments have made these two worlds more apparent and solidified to Agnes.
She explained, “he misses home, but it’s almost like that’s his home now, because he’s there all
the time. And when he comes home from a deployment, he’s very anxious and you can tell that
he’s not him anymore. Um, that he wants to go back.”
The perception of inhabiting two different worlds had led to differences in understanding
those existences. Agnes concluded that “He doesn’t understand my world, and I don’t
understand his world.” She further explained,
He has his moments. And I go back and remember those moments and I say, “You
know, I try to understand him.” But I don’t think I do. You know, I always think I
do, but I don’t. I think that he and I probably need to do counseling together,
whether it’s marriage counseling or post-traumatic stress counseling. Because it’s
stressful, for me as well. You know, the families can have the same diagnosis even
not being over there.
Agnes reflected on the way she perceived repeated absences have additionally impacted
the way he understands his role in the family when he re-entered the family context that she
experienced as a parent while they were separated during deployment.
I mean, he has never really been around for any of this. He doesn’t really
understand. When he comes home, he will either treat her, and not so much him
because he is still a baby, but he’ll either treat her like she’s his age, because he just
doesn’t get it, or he’ll treat her like she’s a teenager, you can stay up all hours of the
night because it’s no big deal. We’ll fix it tomorrow. He just doesn’t understand.
And I get mad. I get really mad…And he doesn’t understand. Because he’s in his
world, and he really doesn’t—like when he sees them on Skype, he’s like, “Ooooh,
sweetie, don’t do that, you’re going to hurt your brother.” No. Use a different
tone. She’s just going to think that you’re not really being serious when you’re
saying it like that. And he doesn’t get it. And I don’t know how to get him to get
it, because until he’s here, and by the time he’s here full time, they’re going to be in
school or it’s going to be a different situation. So he’s never really going to
understand.
Agnes summarized the ways in which inhabiting two different worlds impacted the
ability to establish common goals for parenting. She explained that they have attempted
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discussions about co-parenting responsibilities that transpired during deployment, noting her
perceived role responsibilities:
We’ve discussed…so many different things. About the kids. About how we want
to be parents. About are we on the same page. Are we doing things the way we
both think we should be doing them. But it always ends up, because we’re in such
different worlds, into this argument. Because I’m in mommy mode. I’m always
momma bear now. He told me when I had Mary, I stepped off the plank and never
came back. I said, “Yeah. Because I’m mommy. Mama bear has kicked in.” And
I’m in a different frame of mind. I just have a different goal in my head, which is
that I want my children to be successful, I want them to be happy and well taken
care of. Your goal is different because you’re…taking care of us, but it’s indirectly
taking care of us by working your butt off, sacrificing your life. Please don’t
sacrifice your life, honestly. But, you have that staring you in the face every single
day. Yes, we get your paycheck, but that’s not where the love is coming from. The
love isn’t coming from that paycheck.
Missed Moments
Despite the perception that Joe was partially able to participate in family life through
Skype and telephone communication, Agnes’ reflections revealed that the bulk of significant
events of the family transpired in the midst of everydayness regardless of his absence. As a
parent, Agnes reported experiencing the developmental events of her family context with
conflicting emotions in her role as parent. On the one hand, she expressed feeling pride and
validation by the investments she perceived that she made in her children’s lives despite the
challenges of “single” parenting. However, she also experienced sadness that Joe was missing
out on so much. As a result, Agnes’ role in this context shifted to incorporate her desire to
preserve and curate important family milestones to share with Joe when he returned home. This
role reorganization reflected Agnes’ future-oriented anticipation of her husband’s physical return
to the family context following deployment.
Regardless of her anticipation of the eventual return of Joe to his role as a parent when he
would be physically present, Agnes experienced ambiguity about role reorganizations,
particularly concerning what she described as the delivery of direct and indirect investments.
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Thus, although Agnes held Joe psychologically present as a member of the family—in the sense
that his return was anticipated—she sensed that investments in the family were made in different
ways. Moreover, she experienced parenting in this sense within an ongoing forward progression,
which she contrasted to Joe’s perception of his family’s development as being frozen in time.
Curating family events became another function of her parenting role, but as she explained, there
were some things that defied transmittal through modes of communication they used during
deployment. The parenting experiences in this sense were thus marked by what Agnes described
as “missed moments.”
All The Little Things
Three of Agnes’ photographs characterized the spontaneous nature of her parenting
experiences during deployment. She explained the significance of these moments to her role as a
parent, particularly in relation to her children’s age.
He’s missing all of these little things. And it’s the little things. When they get
older, it means something, but it doesn’t mean as much in a way because they’re
growing now. When they’re six or seven years old, they’re established already in
school and they come home and there’s a routine, and it’s different. They come
home with projects, and yes, you’re still proud of them and you’re still watching
them grow, but it’s totally different when they’re at these moments.
One such moment Agnes captured in her photograph, “Sweet Feet (Figure 4-15). She
described the moment as “just real sweet and loving and cute.”
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Figure 4-15. “Sweet feet!”
As she watched her infant playing, she could see that he was beginning to explore the use of his
legs and feet. She explained,
He was playing on floor, and I said, “Well, why don’t you come and be big boy and
sit on the sofa?” And he was all excited sitting on the sofa. And then I said, “Well,
here’s a toy”, then he was doing this with his feet, where he’s rolling the block in
his feet. And I said, “How cute would that be.” So I took a shot. And it was just a
normal day of just playing with him and just kind of trying something new.
While Agnes described this photograph, Adam was playing on the floor in front of us. She
looked at her child and considered what she missed most about her husband’s absence during
deployment. “I miss him not being here, I guess. That’s like the biggest thing. Moments like
this.” She concluded sadly, “He misses out on all of it.”
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This sentiment emerged again when Agnes reflected on other moments when she was
present to witness her children doing something for the first time. She expressed pride as she
explained the subject of her photograph, “My Little Artist (Figure 4-16).”
I like that one a lot. She—her new thing, the last couple of months, has been
watercolors. So I’ve been letting her do watercolors…she was all excited and
wanted to paint. So this might have been the first time I let her do it. And this was
her first result, this pretty art. I just liked how the paint strokes went and liked the
colors that she used, the pink with the purple.

Figure 4-16. “My little artist.”
She elaborated on the significance of being able to be present for such moments, remembering
what made it distinct.
But again, it’s another one of those moments that here we go again daddy, you’re
not here to witness her doing something for the first time. I know she’s painted in
school, but it’s usually finger painting. It’s not usually watercolors and all that. It
was fun to watch her actually take the water and watch where the colors go,
because you can spread it around the more water you put on. So that was really fun
to watch her. She was really into it and she was singing.
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She conceded that “It’s just another one of those moments. Daddy’s missing it. And he’ll get to
be there when she does it again. But it’s always just those first moments when you’re watching
her (inaudible) with something.” She reiterated how she understood these moments and labeled
the experience, explaining, “And that’s what it is. It’s a missed moment.”
As she described another photograph (Figure 4-17, “Giddy up!”), the realization emerged
that the experience she had captured added to the catalogue of missed moments.
She loves riding horseys. And another thing that Joe has missed! He’s never been
there—she’s gone on ponies, I don’t know, three or four times. He was there for
the Easter one. But it’s like, you know, all these things, all these little fairs, all
these fun things that we get to do, he’s not here for.

Figure 4-17. “Giddy up!”
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Agnes described other situations, such as driving Mary to school and observing her in the
classroom, which she perceived as missed moments. She explained, “But Joe hasn’t really been
able to drive her to school. He hasn’t been able to do the whole Mary’s in school thing, because
the last place she was in was a literal day care… It would be nice for him to go in and see how
she interacts, because when you walk in to pick her up, she’s in the middle of class and she’s
doing stuff. So it’s nice to see that.”
She summarized how she experienced parenting in these moments, and described the
conflicting emotions she experienced about not being able to share these lived experiences
directly with her husband.
But he hasn’t been here to watch her sit at the table and paint. He hasn’t been here
to you know, come home and get all her projects on a Friday. I mean, it’s a proud
moment—we’ve discussed this too, where you’re a parent and you’re watching
your child grow. And like you said, it’s an investment as a parent. It really is a
lucky thing for me to be able to stay home and do this with them. And it’s sad to
me that Joe isn’t here. And when the whole thing happened with the bombing, or
attack or whatever, um…You know, I’m sitting there in my head thinking, “Well,
he’s not here. And god forbid, he won’t ever be here.”
The sadness Agnes experienced in regard to the missed moments was at times tempered by the
realization that she felt fulfillment in her role as a parent during deployment. She related, “So
for me, I guess it’s just more of the fact that it is absolute pride in knowing that what I’m doing is
something—yeah, it may not be everybody’s way of parenting, but I’m doing something right.
So that makes me happy.”
As she explored the emotional components associated with these experiences, I suggested
that the ways in which she fulfilled her role responsibilities as a parent in this context seemed
like investments that had a purpose. Agnes merged her understanding with my own, saying,
It is an investment. Because as a parent—as a single parent, basically—you do
invest all of your time or as much time as you possibly can give your child, to their
progress. You want them to succeed in life, and this is the first step to succeeding
in life. I want my children to be happy.
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Agnes elaborated further. “It is the investment of my time. It’s a sacrifice upon myself,” she
said. She explained how she understood the differences between the types of investments she
perceived to occur within the family system,
I don’t go out and every week I get my nails done. “I don’t get my tips put on,
honey. I don’t go out and get my eyebrows waxed or threaded, and I don’t get my
hair cut.” Like, I don’t get my hair done. I don’t care. My investment, that is the
best investment I could ever make is my children. He is making an investment in
his own way, it’s an indirect type of investment I suppose…

Figure 4-18. “Mommy, ABCmouse.com, please!”
An example of how Agnes invests in her children was provided as she described her
photograph “Mommy, ABCmouse.com, please! (Figure 4-18).” Mary can be seen pointing at
the computer screen for an educational site. Agnes explained, “Mary asked to go on her favorite
site. She is pointing at the classroom.” On the corresponding photograph information sheet,
Agnes had recorded, “I hate ABCMouse.com. I love ABCMouse.com.” and “feeling pride in
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how your child and how intelligent she is,” which she had just mentioned during the interview.
Additionally, she noted that “Daddy doesn’t do this with her. She loves it, and she’s great at it.”
She elaborated, “I love it and I hate it. It’s a mixed feeling because it’s ‘Okay, we’ll do it,
alright,’ and because she’s two she can’t do it on her own. So I have to click the mouse for her.”
In this moment, Agnes related how she experienced her daughter’s activity as a parent.
“She…is just very good at it. And you know, if you’re good at something that includes learning,
I’m proud of that. So you know, I make these investments,” she concluded. She contrasted this
to her perceptions about Joe’s absence in these moments, which she connected to his desire to
have another child. She said, “But for these moments…his account is empty. Um…It’s very
hard to…I guess, get him to understand how important these moments are. He may understand
in his own way, but just having another child isn’t—that’s not the right way.”
The accumulated structures of missed moments also impacted the family transactional
patterns when her deployed spouse returned home. Agnes reflected on her struggles to
emphasize the importance of being-there as a physically present parent, in order to avoid missing
out on the moments she considered significant. She related that she explained this to her spouse
when he returned from deployment, telling him, “You’re going to miss him doing things that are
just so damn cute.” She elaborated,
And when he’s home, I’ll tell him—because he likes to tinker, with his toys or he
has cars—“Don’t tinker until they’re napping. Don’t go outside until they’re
asleep. You can do all these things, it’s fine. But when you’re home, and they’re
awake, you need to be a daddy. You need to be with them, because you’re going
to miss all these things. You’ve missed the last two years of Mary’s life. If you
don’t come in this house, you’re going to miss more.
Agnes perceived that the accumulated missed moments have led her husband to want to
enlarge the family system, which she feels he believed would allow him to experience the
parenting role when he would be present. She explained, “He keeps telling me he wants a third
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child because he wants to be there for all those moments, and I said ‘That’s not a reason to have
a third child.’ It’s just not. I don’t want any more. I told him this factory is closed.” She
elaborated and related to how she has experienced her role as a parent during his absence. Agnes
said, “I’ll have some resentment and I know towards him. Because he’s not listening to me. I
don’t want any more children. I’m very happy having two, and I’m the one doing all the work.”
This recognition was further expanded upon as she stated,
I think the fact that he wants a third child just so that he can be there for those
moments is selfish. Because that’s just for your own personal gain, because you
couldn’t be here. If you could be here, then we wouldn’t have these issues. You
know, you don’t have to continuously volunteer to be torn away from your family.
After she had photographed a bird’s nest that she and the children had monitored during
the time of the study, the subject of the picture (Figure 4-19) served to elevate Agnes’ lived
experiences of missed moments to a metaphorical level. Immediately prior to discussing this
photograph, we stepped out onto her patio and she discovered that the nest had fallen out of the
tree. This was emotional for Agnes, and when we returned after some time to the interview, she
introduced the photograph. She said,
Now, as far as the birdie picture goes, that for me—I know this is going to sound
really strange, but out of all the pictures that I’ve taken, the birdie picture for me is
probably the hardest one for Joe to be not home for. Because he’s very into nature,
he’s very into trees, the wildlife… He’s nature guy, he’s Eagle scout, he’s mister
save the world one bug at a time. I mean, he’s got all his junky trees back there and
I hate how they look—but there was a bird’s nest! And to me, that was so amazing.
It was so beautiful to watch this mommy and daddy bird…
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Figure 4-19. “We’re grandparents!”
She explained how prior to the interview, she had attempted to share this with Joe. She
said, “So yeah, that whole thing with the birds, I’m so sad he’s missing that whole thing. I had
videotaped it just for him. And I hate his stupid trees. Hate them. But because it’s held a birds’
nest, I was so proud. But now I have to fix it.”
She explained the title of the photograph, and elaborated on the significance this held for
her understandings about her experiences as a parent during deployment. The following segment
from our interview traced her perceptions.
That’s how I felt. I felt like we were grandparents. I mean, I watched the birds
build the nest. I didn’t know that there were eggs in the nest, and then I got curious
because the birds kept leaving and coming back. And all of a sudden, I said, “What
is that? There’s something moving in there.” And I went and looked, and it was
the babies. That’s what the video was. And I was just so excited, because this is
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your tree that you’ve grown from a little tiny seed, and now we have babies in it.
And now we have no babies in it because of a stupid kitty cat. Bad cat. So now
we’re going to have to go to Lowe’s and we’ll buy a birdhouse and mommy will
try to save the birdies. Because that makes me very sad. That birdie has to live.
That mommy and daddy birdie, they worked so hard, they worked so hard, and it
breaks my heart because they were really diligent. That storm came through, that
mommy bird did not move a muscle. And that daddy bird would come back and
bring worms, go back out, come back, bring worms, go back out. It was the most
beautiful thing. And you learn so much from these wild animals about being a
parent. About how to take care of your kids. And then I’m jealous! And then I’m
like, “Oh, so these birdies get their mommy and daddy. They get to do family
outings on weekends.” I do tease Joe, kind of in a sad way, like, you know I’m
jealous of my friends. I watch them on the weekends pack their bags, get in their
car and go away for the weekend. Or pack their picnic basket and go out for the
day. And I can do that, but it’s alone.
Frozen Understandings
As Agnes shared her lived experiences of parenting during deployment, the dialogue
frequently turned to those moments she has shared alone with her children. In reflections on
these moments, she noted their collective significance in terms of validating her role as a parent
but was saddened that Joe was missing out on such experiences as a parent. Such remarks by
Agnes related to the notion of the psychological family that emphasizes that “whether present or
absent, human beings deeply attached to one another become part of each other’s significant life
experiences. Whatever their physical relationship, they are no longer separate in the
psychological sense” (Boss, 2006, p. 32).
Agnes experienced her role as being present to witness the unfolding development of
their children in this context, but expressed that she felt that Joe’s inability to share these
experiences confused his understanding about his children’s identities and developmental
progress when he returned home from deployment. She explained that it “kills him,” that it’s
“really hard for him to see Mary be two and a half years old.” Boss (2006) stated, “The
psychological family shores up resiliency as long as people are not frozen in place and can move
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forward in their present life setting, interacting with the family members who are physically
present with them now.”
Agnes explained that moments of play that she engaged in with her children, such as that
depicted in Figure 4-20 (“Play time”), allowed her anxieties about things such as injuries to
subside. These kinds of play that Agnes engaged in with the children she perceived to be
rendered “almost kind of foreign to him” when he returns from deployment.

Figure 4-20. “Playtime.”
She shared what she perceived her spouse to have missed as a parent in these moments of play,
and she understood this to have an impact on his role as a parent when he returned from
deployment.
But he…being that he’s not around for that much, when he is around her he’s so
paranoid. Or—I know it’s going to happen when he comes home with Adam, too.
He’s just going to be like this high-strung paranoid, “Oh my gosh something’s
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going to happen to the baby.” And I’m just—if he saw how I was playing with
Adam yesterday, he would have had a heart attack.
A Curated Existence
Throughout our conversations, Agnes reflected on her efforts to preserve those moments
in order to share as much as she could with Joe when he returned from deployment. In some
cases, she was able to share these recorded memories through Skype communication, such as by
showing him videos or displaying his Father’s Day gift. Other preserved moments, such as the
footprints in the patio stone, have been set aside until his return home. Agnes’ images and
descriptions that depicted these experiences recalled Boss’s (2006) contention that “The
psychological family thrives when the only way to stay connected is in the mind’s eye. This can
have negative effects if life is put on hold” (p. 27). It became apparent through Agnes’
reflections the ways her curated memories functioned to preserve her perceptions of her
psychological family.
At times, Agnes was able to capture spontaneous moments in photographs which she then
sent to Joe. She described the moment and what transpired between her and Joe after he received
the photograph.
Sitting in the shopping cart—we went to the grocery store yesterday, and I took a
picture, sitting in the shopping cart all by himself. And being happy. That was
like, (deep inhale/gasp), “This is so cool! You’re missing this!” And I told him
when I spoke to him on the phone afterwards, I said, “You missed it. He sat up all
by himself in the shopping cart.” He goes, “He did?” “Yes, he did.” “Aww, man.”
I said, “Yeah, aww man.”
Other times, memories are preserved in the form of videos. Agnes elaborated, mentioning one
example. She said, “I don’t take snapshots in my head. I take real snapshots. If I don’t have my
camera, which is right there—I always have my phone. Um, Adam was in the bathtub for the
first time, and he was splashing all by himself. And I took a video of it.” She explained why she
felt it was important to record moments such as these for Joe.
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So here I am videoing, and I realized it didn’t go and I had to press it again.
Because I have to video these moments, because he’s missing this. He’s missing
out on so many things and it’s so sad to me because I’ve gotten the joy of being
able to do so many things with them. Going to the zoo, going to the park, going to
the playground, going to the pool. Which, I’m very lucky in that sense, but he
doesn’t get to do it.
Agnes also explained the way in which holidays and observances are celebrated, such as
Father’s Day. She described the gift she had prepared to share with Joe while he was deployed,
but conveyed the difficulties she experienced and the emotions she perceived as she attempted to
include him in the family during deployment.
Next Tuesday we’re doing our Father’s Day shoot for him and it’s all going to be in
his military clothes, like the stuff that he left at home, and….I keep thinking in my
head, “What am I doing?” He’s not going to get it for Father’s Day. When he gets
it, he’s just going to be mad that I took his uniform. What am I doing, you know?
Then I go, but it’s Father’s Day. I have to do something. He’s not here, he won’t
get it for Father’s Day because I have nowhere to ship it to, he doesn’t give me an
address when he goes away, so I don’t get to ship him anything.
The photograph 4-21 below depicted another facet of Agnes’ attempts to preserve
significant memories in tangible forms. She described the subject of the photograph and how she
perceived the connections to her husband:
And of course, for me, it’s [Adam], because of the rock and roll and the stars. And
um…Joe is obviously, likes music with all his jukebox stuff, and I think he’s really
excited that he likes music. And um…so, I think he’ll like it. It makes me proud
just to see their little feet, and the fact that he didn’t squish his feet—because I have
our first one out there, and it’s horrible.
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Figure 4-21. Adam’s footprints preserved in a patio stone.
Agnes explained that she has created similar mementos during previous deployments and
expressed about the patio stone depicted in the photograph, “I was just so excited to do it,
because I wanted it to be at about the same age as Mary’s.” She related, however, “It’s nice to
see that the things that I do, like the stones and the things like that, but Joe—and we’re going to
go back to this--isn’t here to experience things like that with me, he’s not here to watch him put
the feet in there.” She described the way in which she anticipated Joe would be included in
creating family memories when he returned, explaining, “I think we’re going to do a new stone
when he’s here for Mary’s hands maybe, and maybe he can do it with her. He can decorate it
with her, and it will be their little project.”
The moments that Agnes tried to preserve to share with Joe, however, often did not
convey the full experience. She remarked that there were intangible, emotional aspects of such
experiences that she was unable to transmit. “You can’t send the moment. A snapshot is a
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snapshot. But you can’t really understand that moment unless you’re physically there to be there
and really get that joy,” she explained. She elaborated on the specific emotions that she felt she
experienced as a parent in such situations:
I can’t send the joy. The initial joy of actually watching him, my baby, start to
understand his feet are moving the block. It’s knowing that, as a parent, your child
is learning something at that moment, in that moment, and you can’t send that to
him. You can’t send that initial feeling of elation that your child, his motor skills
are getting better, he’s improving…You can’t send that proud sense of worth, like,
I did something right as a parent to make my son able to do this.
Agnes summarized her experiences as a parent in this context, and reflected on all the
photographs we had discussed during this study. She concluded,
And to reflect on the pictures, to sit back and think—If I collectively put them all
together, and actually see the story line of what goes on on a daily basis…it makes
me sad that he—I mean, we’ve been talking about this. But it makes me sad that
he’s not here to be able to say, “Oh yeah. I was there for this moment or that
moment.” And just the moments that he gets are on Skype. And that’s it.
She added,
But…these little moments that make such a difference in a family’s life, and I’m
sad that he’s not here to share them. I’m thrilled to pieces that I get to be here to do
and I don’t have to work, so I’m grateful to him that he works so hard so that we
can do this. So yeah, to sit back and think about all the things that I’ve done in the
past two months that we’ve been doing this, to look back and say, “Oh my gosh,
you were sick then too, huh. Oh my gosh,” you know. All these little things, but
this is life. And life is a beautiful thing.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSIONS
The family system is impacted in a number of ways when a member is deployed for
military service. The context of parenting during deployment is comprised of interactions and
patterns, from which individual roles are derived from past experiences, informed by the present
situation, and extend into expectations about the future. Within this composite of lived
experiences, phenomena such as boundary ambiguity are encountered. According to family
systems theory, roles become reorganized within the family context to accommodate separation
from the deployed member. Perceptions about the absent member’s role within the boundaries
of the family context may become ambiguous for a number of reasons, particularly where
parenting roles are concerned. Yet, little is known about how the non-deployed parent
experiences spouse absence and role reorganization within the context of parenting during
deployment. Previous literature has focused primarily on the stressors of deployment and the
resultant outcomes for children and spouses in military families, but systemic approaches have
begun to explore the interactional connections between parent and child well-being.
The purpose of this study, therefore, was to gain a deeper understanding of the
experiences of a parent within the context of the family system during deployment. This study
employed a Heideggarian hermeneutic phenomenological approach to explore the context of a
military family, within which the phenomenon of boundary ambiguity was encountered. To
address gaps in understanding about parenting during deployment, this study was guided by a
broad question: What is the nature of the lived experience of parenting during deployment, from
the perspective of the non-deployed parent? Derivative of the broad scope of lived experiences
during deployment, two specific sub-questions addressed the context of parenting during
deployment and the phenomenon of boundary ambiguity as it was encountered within this
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particular context. First, to conceptualize the context of parenting during deployment, this study
asked, “How does a non-deployed parent describe her parenting experiences during
deployment?” Considering this context, this study then asked the question, “How does a nondeployed parent experience and understand boundary ambiguity as it relates to the parenting role
during deployment?”
Photographs and photo-elicitation interviews yielded vivid descriptions about the context
of parenting during deployment, and how boundary ambiguity was encountered by the
participant. Role reorganizations within this context were revealed to be in constant flux,
shifting and changing based on perceptions of ambiguity encountered by the non-deployed
parent. Interpretative analysis of the photographs and interviews highlighted layers of
understanding that illustrate three such encounters with boundary ambiguity within the context of
parenting during deployment.
The goal of this chapter is to discuss the findings of this hermeneutic phenomenological
study in relation to previous literature that has investigated the military family during
deployment. The lived experiences of the parent in this study will be compared and contrasted to
findings from other studies. Stressors, outcomes, and interactional patterns that have been the
focus of previous studies are connected to and interpreted through the novel understandings
generated by this study about boundary ambiguity encountered within the context of parenting
during deployment. These expansions of understanding about the lived experiences of parenting
during deployment highlight important implications for policy and clinical practice, and
recommendations and directions for future research are discussed.
Findings and Interpretations
Each of the three layers of understanding portrayed in Chapter 4 contain elements of
parenting during deployment that both resonate with and challenge prior understandings. The
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main findings of this study were: First, ongoing encounters with boundary ambiguity vary in
degrees of uncertainty about how the deployed member is present in the family system,
particularly in relation parenting roles. The three layers of understanding depicted in Chapter 4
(“I’m a parent 24/7,” Through a window, and Missed moments) conveyed the ways in which
Agnes encountered ambiguity during deployment. At times, the role reorganization is clear but
may be overwhelming as the non-deployed parent fulfills both roles. At other times, uncertainty
may result from attempts to establish parenting roles during brief periods of communication, or
when significant moments are missed by the absent parent. Second, each encounter with
boundary ambiguity has implications for role reorganizations. Furthermore, it became apparent
that communication during deployment renders ambiguity bi-directional. Additionally,
perceptions of ambiguity in the military family system shift over the course of deployment.
The increasing trend in multiple deployments endured by military families has led
researchers to investigate whether number of deployments is related to increased stress for the
non-deployed parent. Burrell, Adams, Durand, and Castro (2006) suggested from their findings
that rather than the number of deployments non-deployed parents experienced, it was instead the
perception of those separations that impacted functioning within the context of deployment.
These findings corroborated previous evidence about the role of perception, and are congruent
with Hill's (1949) and Boss's (1980; 1983; 2004) assertions that perception plays an important
role in family stress theory. Specifically, confidence about a deployed spouse’s safety may
stabilize over multiple deployments, and may thus serve to reduce fear and uncertainty about
well-being during separation (Burrell et al., 2006).
Agnes’ reflections on her experiences with repeated separations due to deployment
confirmed the process of normalization of such events discussed by Burrell et al. (2006). As
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with the participants in that study, Agnes related that her perception of deployment was scary at
first, but the separations became normalized within their family system over time. Approached
from an understanding of boundary ambiguity, the role reorganizations that Agnes described
further expand understanding about perception and the process of normalizing the absence of a
family member over repeated deployments. Over time, as Agnes explained, Joe’s departure for
deployment has become equated to “leaving for work.” In turn, her role has become established
as “parent 24/7.” Holding her spouse psychologically present in this way reduces ambiguity
about who is present and how they are present within the family system in this context.
Agnes emphasized that in her role as parent 24/7, she functioned as both “the mommy
and the daddy” and aligned her role within the context of deployment with a single parent
identity. This perceived role reorganization also reflected findings from the Baptist et al. (2011)
study, wherein “female participants with children appeared to have the biggest adjustment, going
from having a co-parent to becoming ‘like a single parent’ during the deployment” (p. 209). The
changes in household routines, roles, and responsibilities reported by all twenty-six respondents
in a Wood et al. (1995) study of families during deployment were similarly noted in Agnes’ lived
experiences of deployment and her perceived role reorganizations.
Results from qualitative interviews with non-deployed caregivers indicated that over half
reported “an increase in household chores primarily because they had to handle tasks the
deployed service member was normally responsible for, such as managing the household
finances” (Lara-Cinisomo et al., 2012, p. 379). Moreover, caregivers reported “an intensified
role of parenting” (p. 379). As one spouse in the study related, “Yes, well, pretty much the main
thing is being responsible for everything. You’re the only person to do the lawn, the meals, child
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caregiving, transportation, pretty much everything” (p. 379). Agnes articulated similar
responsibilities in her role as parent during deployment.
Moreover, the expectation of increased role responsibilities and the adaptation to these
changes during deployment often becomes experienced “resignedly,” with spouses reporting that
there is a knowing that they will have to “manage as best as they [can]” (Wood et al., 1995, p.
222). Agnes echoed this sense of resigned adaptation to fulfilling the responsibilities of both
parents, expressing that “when everything is on your shoulders,” “you gotta do the best you can.”
Redefining the boundary from co-parents to single parent involves establishing new
routines during deployment. Agnes’ depictions of her “typical” day during deployment
underscored the importance of establishing and maintaining routines. However, her reflections
highlighted the way in which caring for young children influenced how these routines were
maintained.
Although the deployed spouse may be held psychologically present during a deployment,
routines that become established at home may not be communicated or clarified until
reunification with the family following the return from deployment. As Faber et al. (2008)
explained, deployments mean living without one another for extended periods of time, and
individuals may become more closed in communicating thoughts and actions about daily
activities and routines (Faber et al., 2008). During such absences, spouses in the study reported
that they “had not needed to communicate the daily activities and to clarify schedules” (p. 226).
However, this may result in adjustment strain when spouses are reunited, where there is a
transition from the closed communication system to an open communication system (Faber et al.,
2008). This was reflected in the findings of an earlier study by Wood et al. (1995), in which
participants noted similar reunification adjustments. Agnes’ reflections about past deployments
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she had experienced corresponded to the adjustment strains noted by spouses in Faber et al.
(2008), specifically related to her own difficulties with adjustments in routines upon
reunification after deployment.
Parents in the Wood et al. (1995) study “recognized that emotional and physical
closeness with the children was a source of strength, and that having responsibility for the
children would keep them from giving in to the most immobilizing aspects of the loneliness.
‘This time I’ve had to learn to control my stress, to stop myself, because of the baby,’ said one
new mother” (p. 222). Yet, the strength found from the responsibilities of parenting may be
compromised when one’s role is perceived as overloaded, as it often was in Agnes’ case. This
may lead to negative perceptions about parenting during deployment. Wood et al. (1995), for
instance, reported that in particular, “young mothers dreaded sole parenting responsibilities,
[and] anticipated the monotony of six months of primary contact with young children (p. 222)”.
Family stress theory posits that the “pile up” of stressors experienced while a family is
adapting and reorganizing to accommodate the absence of a member may impact functioning.
As pertains to roles, overload may be perceived upon the accumulation of stresses related to
carrying out the responsibilities of both parents. One particular stress related to this role
overload that has been reported by spouses concerns making decisions while a spouse is absent
and unavailable for consultation. As noted by Faber et al. (2008), reservists’ spouses took over
their reservists’ roles and responsibilities during deployment, which included having to make
decisions affecting the family. The decision-making responsibility was perceived as “difficult”
by the spouses, because they “speculated about what the reservist would do and how he or she
would react to the decision that had been made” (Faber et al., 2008, p. 225). In another study,
wives’ concerns surrounding reunification included “uncertainty of how husbands would accept

187

changes the women had made in their lives” (Wood et al., 1995, p. 225). As Agnes reflected on
previous deployments, she related similar difficulties. Although she felt confident in her ability
to function independently in the decision-making capacity during deployment, she also recalled
the ways in which decisions she made during her husband’s absence pertaining to parenting
choices and family routine sometimes became sources of strain as the family adjusted to his
return.
Although a higher incidence of illness or health problems has been frequently observed
among spouses during deployment, few studies have explored the way in which health problems
may be closely connected to the stresses resulting from role overload. One exception was
located in Wood et al. (1995), who reported from their findings that “although it is not clear
whether illness was a precursor to or consequence of separation anxiety, we found that, as
expected, the presence of illness or health problems was associated with low adjustment [to
separation]” (p. 230). Such “low adjustment to separation,” conceptualized within a systemic
view of the family, can be attributed to role overload and the tenacity with which spouses “just
make it through” deployment. As Agnes’ lived experiences revealed, spouses tasked with dual
role responsibilities as a parent during deployment often take care of others before they take care
of themselves, and role overload leads to the inability to find time to address personal health
needs. In Agnes’ case, illness was an ongoing issue throughout the time of this study and her
own health needs were often neglected as she attempted to care for her children’s illnesses in
addition to her other responsibilities. This study, in contrast to previous survey-based studies,
benefited from the exploration of Agnes’ lived experiences, which revealed that such stresses
resulted from lack of personal time and the lack of understanding from those outside the family
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system. This is particularly salient for younger families, where infants and toddlers require
vigilant parental care.
As interacting members of the family system, children also adapt and respond to changes
in other members, such as parents. Responses observed in the literature have presented an array
of behavioral and psychological symptoms, and also illustrated the way in which children may
become emotional partners to the non-deployed parent or fearful for the safety of the deployed
parent. Symptoms reported among children of deployed military personnel have included
depression, acting out or negative behavioral adjustment, poor academic performance, and
increased irritability and impulsiveness; tearfulness, increased discipline problems at home, and
increased demands for attention (Grass, 2007).
Agnes’ perceptions of her young children’s responses to deployment did not reflect the
negative behavioral and psychological symptoms survey data has reported in other studies. This
may be explained by age—the majority of studies have used samples of children older than five
years old. As Chartrand et al. (2008) were the first to note, “children aged between 1 ½ and 3
years appear to react differently to parental deployments than children aged 3 to 5 years,” which
were reflected in significantly lower reports of externalized [behavioral and psychological]
symptoms (p. 1013). The authors hypothesized that attachment phases in these different
developmental ages may attribute to the differences, in that older children may be more aware of
the absence of their other parent. Agnes did note, however, that her two year old daughter
detected her exhaustion at times, as when she was constantly yawning and Mary began saying,
“caffeine, mommy.” Although this was the only time Agnes indicated the way in which her
children respond to the stresses she experienced, previous studies have discussed the ways in
which children may become “emotional partners of their home caregiver,” which “placed undue
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burden on [the children’s] lives” (Chandra et al., 2009, p. 221). Thus, children are impacted by
these emotional changes that may occur in the family system during deployment: In one study,
school staff noted that students with a deployed parent “shared their anxieties about supporting
their caregiver when their mother or father is deployed” (Chandra et al., 2009, p. 221). This was
particularly the case where caregivers reported or exhibited symptoms of depression (Chandra et
al., 2009) or decreased coping with perceived stressors such as fear for her spouse’s safety.
Wood et al. (1995) reported that although spouses “took pride and satisfaction in
handling the day-to-day problems alone…they were looking forward to having husbands around
to take back some of the responsibility” (p. 225). As Agnes indicated, she looked forward to
having her husband to “tag team” on the responsibilities of parenting that she encountered alone
during deployment. She expressed thinking about her husband’s return as she carried out her
daily routines, but noted the way in which news about his extended deployment disrupted this
anticipation.
Spouses who report feeling overwhelmed and other stressful emotions related to changes
in household responsibilities may turn to others outside the context for social support, the most
commonly cited coping strategy in one study (Lara-Cinisomo et al., 2010). Participants cited
calling family and friends, by making use of instrumental support offered by family, friends, and
neighbors, or using multiple strategies simultaneously to cope with the stresses associated with
deployment (Lara-Cinisomo et al., 2010). At other times, coping involved relying on “wit and
endurance, and by being self-sufficient…One [caregiver] said she just ‘sucks it up’ and does the
work needed during deployments” (p. 379). Like the spouses in Lara-Cinisomo et al. (2010),
Agnes reached out to family members and friends during deployment when endurance and selfsufficiency were strained in her role as single parent during deployment.
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The importance of having access to a social support system during deployment has been
highlighted by a number of studies. Westhuis et al. (2006) found that among a sample of
spouses with children, “the more likely someone has someone to listen to them at their current
location, the higher their daily coping”—as assessed on a Daily Coping Scale assessment that
included items related to role and household responsibilities (p. 594). Merolla (2010) found that
“support received from family, friends, and community figures (e.g., church members) helps
many women maintain a positive outlook on the deployment” and having a “co-constructional
support process” wherein deployment can be openly discussed “makes stressful experiences
seem more normative” (p. 16).
The Wood et al. (1995) study suggested that new-found independence during times of
separation from deployed spouses actually allowed the freedom to find new friends, and FSGs
were frequently cited as sites of new friendships. Spouses even reported that they were
concerned that they would lose these friendships when husbands returned from deployment.
However, Allen et al. (2011) reported that “[spouses] with more stress did identify a need for
more support,” but sensed that help was not available. “Thus, individuals with more stress may
not be aware of resources that are available to them and/or may feel these resources are
inadequate” (p. 244).Agnes’ experiences paint a different picture, which may offer a third
explanation: that support might perhaps be available and adequate, but the ability to access them
while caring for two young children is exceedingly difficult.
The second theme encompassed the processes of communication between family
members that occurs during deployment and its impact on perceptions of boundary ambiguity.
Wood et al. (1995) reported that adjustments to separation “were tempered by discovery of the
surprising ease with which women could communicate with their husbands” (p. 223) during
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deployment. Communication with absent husbands “seemed to ease loneliness, made the time
go faster, and generally helped the women to feel that the deployment was ‘not as bad as
imagined’” (p. 223).
Frequent communication between spouses may serve to “help sort out shaky relations or
give a young couple an opportunity to think about each other…It enabled them to iron out
problems, involve the children with fathers, share physical and emotional loneliness and, in most
cases, draw families closer together” (Wood et al., 1995, p. 223). The effect of communication
on parental role reorganization in Agnes’ context rendered unclear how parenting responsibilities
were to be shared. In this family during deployment, enactment of roles was met with directives
and frustration. In a young family, there is much learning about how to be a parent—Agnes
noted that it would be ideal to learn together, but that it was unlikely to happen when one spouse
was physically absent and only intermittently psychologically present. The intermittent presence
that led to ambiguity in Agnes’ context reflected attempts noted in previous studies to keep the
deployed spouse engaged in his or her roles during deployment. The Faber et al. (2008)
qualitative study of reservists’ spouses experiences with boundary ambiguity around role
reorganization reported that spouses attempted to keep the deployed member “partially engaged
in his or her roles, particularly when the situation entailed making decisions” (p. 225). However,
spouses reported that disappointment and confusion resulted from the reservists’ delaying of
decision-making to “when I get home” (p. 225) rather than communicating about how to deal
with problems the spouses encountered. Spouses reported that if they made decisions without
input from their reservist, they consequently became preoccupied with “whether the military
member would accept or be disappointed in the decisions once he or she had returned” (p. 225).
However, the wives in the Wood et al. (1995) study “felt that keeping husbands informed so
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frequently about everyday events meant that the husbands were intimately involved with life at
home and consulting in household decision-making” (p. 224). Lara-Cinisomo et al. (2010) noted
however that “most [caregivers] who reported sharing ‘some’ hassles said that they initially told
the deployed service member everything, but as deployments became more frequent, they either
learned to cope with hassles on their own, felt that the service member was either unable or not
interested in helping solve the hassles, or did not want to ‘burden’ the service member during
deployment” (p. 380).
Agnes reflections on her experiences during deployment revealed not only her own
perceptions of ambiguity, but perceptions about how her spouse experienced his own unknowns
related to the family during deployment. This finding underscores the complexity of boundary
ambiguity and the systemic nature of the family. Allen et al. (2011) assessed stress among
couples who had experienced a deployment, and reported that couples “had the highest stress
regarding issues related to combat, death, physical or psychological injury, loneliness, and
effects on the children.” Moreover, the civilian wives “reported significantly more stress
regarding these issues than their active duty husbands who had been deployed.” The authors
describe explain this within the context of a “dyadic stress situation” (p. 243), in which those
who feel and have less perceived control experience more stress. Agnes spoke in similar terms
about dual stresses, as she explained that she perceives that “the ambiguity goes both ways”
during deployment.
Spouses in the Faber et al. (2008) study reported that “during deployment, they thought
about their reservist constantly and worried about his or her safety” (p. 225). Boundary
ambiguity generated stress that became exacerbated by hearing of bombings or attacks, and lack
of information regarding their reservist. Unknowns and lack of control were reported by the
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spouses in the study to be the biggest stressor for spouses in regard to safety. One spouse
explained that boundary ambiguity was perceived as “fear of the unknown…that you have no
control over the situation, number one, and then you’re kept in the dark by not knowing what’s
going on. It’s far away, and there isn’t constant communication, so you just simply don’t know
what’s going on” (quoted in Faber et al., 2008, p. 225). Agnes similarly reported that concern
for Joe’s safety has decreased over time but remains on her mind, and this fear became
heightened when she found out his base had been attacked. Like the spouses in Faber et al.
(2008), she identified the unknowns that result from lack of communication as exacerbations to
this fear.
Agnes’ lived experiences of intermittent communication and fear are more closely
aligned with the “regular cycle of fear” described by spouses in a Davis et al. (2011) study. As
with spouses in that study, fears about her husband’s safety subsided and then surged throughout
Agnes’ lived experiences of deployment, depending on the ability to communicate with her
husband when she perceived his safety threatened by combat exposure.
These encounters with fear and uncertainty about a spouse’s safety were also noted in
Davis et al. (2011). It was reported that fear for safety was constantly present in the back of the
wives’ minds. The study, which included civilians in the discussion of spouse’s experiences
during deployment, also explained that this fear was more acute for military spouses than their
civilian counterparts. Communication was an important contributor to this fear, which escalated
dramatically when communication was cut off. The spouses experienced it as a “regular cycle of
fear.”
When concerns for safety arise, contact with a deployed military member may be
infrequent. In order to reduce stress and manage perceptions about boundary ambiguity, spouses
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may seek information from the media or by using family support groups (Faber et al., 2008). As
Faber et al. (2008) reported, however, “the constant availability of information from the news
seems to have created a bind for many families, in which they sought information to reduce their
ambiguity and stress, but too much information actually created additional worry and stress” (p.
226). When there is communication, military members may be guarded in the information that is
provided to the spouse, perhaps to protect them from worrying (Faber et al., 2008). Limiting
communication with families in this way has been observed elsewhere (Durham, 2010). These
findings were echoed in Agnes’ reflections on the variability in her ability to communicate with
her spouse during deployment. Her extended descriptions about how she perceived the two
different “worlds” that she and her spouse inhabited during deployment revealed the complexity
of communication in this context.
Additionally, Agnes’ lived experiences challenge the stage model of deployment (Pincus
et al., 2001): The five stages in a military deployment are listed as: predeployment, deployment,
sustainment, redeployment, and postdeployment. The deployment phase describes the onemonth time span that begins with the spouse’s departure, and may involve initial adjustments to
altered routines and family responsibilities. The next phase, sustainment, unfolds until the last
month of deployment. During this time, new routines may be established. Although this
heuristic suggests that deployment proceeds from an early period of adjustment that leads to
establishment of new routines, the fluctuations in ambiguity encountered by spouses is
experienced more like “a rollercoaster” (Davis et al., 2011). “Established” routines may become
overloaded as the parent attempts to function as a “single parent”, or disrupted through
communication events during deployment (such as being unclear about how to share parenting
responsibilities while on Skype/telephone, or changes in frequency of communication).
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Receiving unexpected news about a deployment extension is also not discussed in this model,
although this occurs with increasing frequency for military families, and occurred for Agnes
during the course of this study.
This study took place over three interviews with Agnes during her spouse’s sixth
deployment. But within that time, it was difficult to pinpoint which “stage” of deployment could
be mapped onto her experiences when one considers boundary ambiguity and the impact of
communication. There were periods of calm, routineness, and predictability with the
anticipation of her husband’s eventual return home; however, there were also periods of panic,
overload, and uncertainty around role reorganization. Rather than linear, boundary ambiguity
was experienced with a degree of tension between stasis and uncertainty that did not follow a
straight trajectory. Rather, it was a composite of the complex interactions that unfolded for
Agnes over the course of the deployment, cycling through the past, present, and anticipation of
the future.
Spouses in the Davis et al. (2011) study described their experiences during deployment as
“an emotional rollercoaster,” with intense contradictory emotions (p. 51). All of the wives in the
study “described experiencing many different ‘phases’ concurrently: they had new routines, had
developed new sources of support, and felt more in control, independent, and confident in their
abilities to succeed even as they experienced irritability, anger, sadness, and despair. Agnes’
reflections on her experiences of boundary ambiguity expand this notion further: the emotional
rollercoaster can be explained in terms of different ways boundary ambiguity is encountered
within the context of parenting during deployment.
Agnes’ lived experiences of parenting during deployment illuminated a facet of parenting
that has seldom been explored in the literature. In addition to experiencing the role
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reorganizations around fulfilling both parenting roles and negotiating the blurred boundaries that
emerge while communicating with her deployed spouse, Agnes revealed that her role as parent
during deployment also involved making “investments” in her children’s lives and watching her
children’s development. She reported feeling pride in her role in this context, but also expressed
that she felt sadness that her husband was missing out on the spontaneous moments of joy that
occurred during deployment. Such perceptions appeared in one study, wherein Wood et al.
(1995) briefly mentioned that parents reported “regretted the time that fathers would lose in the
children’s lives” (p. 222). Agnes’ reflections on her lived experiences of parenting and
encounters with boundary ambiguity suggest that this perception occurs more frequently than
previous studies reveal.
Recommendations
In this discussion of recommendations, I highlight some of the critical factors associated
with parenting during deployment and boundary ambiguity that were revealed through Agnes’
lived experiences. There are no priorities assigned to these factors as each has implications for
policy and clinical practice.
There is no denying that the non-deployed parent adjusts to additional role
responsibilities when one’s partner in parenting is physically absent from the family during
deployment. Substantial literature has reported on these role adjustments, and this study
expanded on previous findings. Role overload, however, impacts adjustment to separation. The
importance of external support outside the family becomes apparent as the non-deployed parent
seeks assistance with managing his or her role responsibilities. As Wood et al. (1995) reported,
factors such as having a social support network of friends and family, and participating in family
support groups can be important to spouses who successfully adjust to separation. As Agnes
explained, family members and friends are reached out to for specific purposes, depending on
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her needs. Remaining connected to family and friends for support during deployment, therefore,
is an important predictor of the success of adjustment to separation from a co-parent. The ability
to do so, however, may be challenging for parents of young children and particularly for families
who reside off base. Thus, policies directed at enhancing support for military families might
incorporate extended family members and other social supports into the conceptualization of
support systems that are critical to family coping and adjustment during deployment.
In recent years, sequestration has resulted in severe funding cuts to services that were
previously available to military families during deployment. Recent data suggests that in 2013,
three-quarters of all military families indicated being impacted by spending cuts (First
Command, 2013). Services impacted by sequestration include family readiness centers (Fleet
and Family Support Center, Soldier and Family Assistance Center, and Airman and Family
Readiness Center, Marine Corps Community Service Centers), sexual assault prevention and
response programs, and substance abuse programs (www.military.com). The availability of such
services, however, ensures assistance for families who are adjusting to and coping with the
experiences of deployment. Restoring funding to such services is a cost that should not be
spared, if we want to ensure the well-being of our troops and their families.
At times, support is sourced from on-base services or through family support groups that
exist within the community. However, these resources are not always available to families who
may live far from a military base or in a community where other military families may not be
present, and thus no FSGs available. This was reflected Agnes’ situation, and impacted how she
experienced role overload. Where military FSGs are not available for support during
deployment, civilian family groups that exist in communities could be encouraged to reach out to
and incorporate military families. This form of support is important, considering that family
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adjustments to separation “have important implications not only for soldier and family wellbeing, but also for soldier retention,” and family separation is reported to be one of the most
important reason military personnel leave service (Wood, Scarville, & Gravino, 1995, p. 219).
The authors concluded in their study that if a spouse perceived “having a functioning relationship
with her husband and children, and if the husband was not distracted by family matters from his
soldiering duties, then the woman, her husband, and the army would all be satisfied” (p. 230).
In addition to policy recommendations, this research also can also inform clinical practice
in a number of ways. The ideas formulated through this study can have significant impact on
policy development as well as how family therapists approach the military family system as it
exists during deployment. One major point that emerged from this study was that stress resulting
from role overload is closely connected to an increased occurrence of loneliness and symptoms
of depression. As previous research has indicated, depression and loneliness have been noted
among those spouses who struggle with the separation of deployment (Wood et al., 1995).
Therefore, addressing the experience of separation with spouses during deployment is an
important task for family therapists who work with spouses in the midst of a deployment.
Furthermore, research has indicated that marital stability is associated with easier
adjustment to separation (Wood et al., 1995). As a family therapist, it is important to recognize
the role that communication plays in the experiences of spouses during deployment. As Agnes
discussed her lived experiences, she described the way in which communication functioned as a
means to stay connected but also as a window into the two worlds that she and her husband
inhabited during deployment. Family therapists should consider the way in which
communication during deployment can be a source of connection, but may also contribute to
stress in the marital relationship. As one previous study noted, “the stronger the relationship and
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marital communication, the lower the stress for military couples” (Allen et al., 2011, p. 244).
Areas of intervention with military couples may include assisting them with coping with the
challenges of military life and deployment that are transmitted through communicative events.
The findings from this study also suggest a re-thinking about physical illness and
psychological symptoms as outcomes related to role overload within the family system during
deployment. Caretakers whose responsibilities shift to accommodate the changes to the family
system during deployment may neglect to attend to personal health needs. Areas of intervention
may include assisting non-deployed spouses with adjustment to increased role responsibilities.
Additionally, the barriers to accessing services when the non-deployed parent is responsible for
young children include identification of viable childcare options. A possible solution for
overcoming this barrier to accessing services may be the development of targeted in-home
family therapy services that would address the parent’s needs while minimizing the
inconvenience of locating child care.
Suggestions for Further Research
The military family has become a subject of interest for researchers seeking to understand
the processes of adaptation and adjustment that occurs during deployment, as well as the
psychological outcomes of these changes for individual members. As this study has
demonstrated, the lived experiences of parenting during deployment contain rich information
about the context of deployment and the role reorganizations that occur as family members
respond to perceptions of ambiguity. Explored in this way, Agnes’ experiences of parenting
during deployment produced findings that open new questions about boundary ambiguity and its
connections to the processes and outcomes of the family system during deployment. While the
findings of this study generate discussion about boundary ambiguity and the role reorganizations
that occur in the military family during deployment, they also serve as a foundation for a more
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general discussion about future research and approaches to understanding how the parenting role
is experienced by the non-deployed parent during deployment. It should be understood that
Agnes’ encounters with boundary ambiguity in this context are only representative of her own
lived experiences, and there is little guarantee of observing the same encounters with boundary
ambiguity during future deployments. There is also little guarantee of another parent
experiencing boundary ambiguity and role reorganizations in the ways described by Agnes
during this study.
Often discussed in the literature (as reviewed in Chapter 2) are the stresses and outcomes
related to deployment as reported by children and spouses of deployed military personnel. Such
findings have demonstrated the impact of deployment on individuals and suggest systemic
connections among stresses and outcomes. However, less is known about the nature of the lived
experiences of parenting during deployment and the way in which boundary ambiguity is
perceived within these experiences as they are lived by the parent in such contexts. While the
results of my work begin to illuminate how boundary ambiguity is encountered and resultant role
reorganizations are experienced by the non-deployed parent, this study is not enough. My study
is limited to one parent’s lived experiences in one context and to the analysis of photographs and
reflections that emerged from that context. With regard to Agnes’ encounters with boundary
ambiguity, there is still much to be learned about perceptions of role reorganizations and their
impact on the family system during deployment. The following are some questions that arise
from my study: In regard to the lived experiences of the non-deployed parent, what are other
ways in which boundary ambiguity is encountered during deployment, and how might such
encounters influence role reorganization in the military family? What other circumstances
within the context of deployment might contribute to shifts in perceptions about ambiguity
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experienced by the non-deployed parent? Where boundary ambiguity is understood to be
experienced bi-directionally as spouses interact during deployment, what is the nature of the dual
perceptions that arise through such transactions? How are role reorganizations thus experienced
and understood through these dual perceptions? How does the deployed spouse understand and
experience his or her role in regard to missed parenting experiences, the preserved moments that
are transmitted during deployment, and those that are shared upon reunification?
Immediacy and proximity to lived experiences are critical to investigations that seek to
understand perceptions about boundary ambiguity and the resultant role reorganizations that
occur in military families during deployment. However, the bulk of studies that have reported on
the military family have been informed by retrospective accounts of life during deployment. For
instance, the Burrell et al. (2006) study of the impact of military lifestyle demands on spouses
collected data from a sample that included only a few participants actually in the midst of a
deployment at the time of the study. Similarly, sources of stress that were attributed to
deployment-related separations among military couples were assessed after the couples had been
reunited in an Allen et al. (2011) study. In my study, however, Agnes’ photographs and
reflections reveled that perceptions about ambiguity were constantly in flux, which had
important implications for how she experienced and understood role reorganizations during
deployment.
The transactional patterns that unfold during deployment clearly influence perceptions
about who is present in the family system. As explored through the lived experiences of one
family member, in this case the non-deployed parent, the impact of communication on the
perception of ambiguity became apparent. Although Agnes shared what she understood her
husband’s perceptions to be, these empathetic extensions are only proximal to the reality
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experienced by the other spouse. Thus, a question is raised about how the deployed member
experiences and understands ambiguity within the context of deployment. A more complete
picture of the phenomenon of boundary ambiguity within the context of deployment should
therefore consider lived experiences from multiple perspectives within the family system. This
would yield a deeper systemic understanding about the transactional processes that unfold as
ambiguity is encountered. Findings from such studies would inform clinical practices that seek
to address the functioning of the family system during deployment and the well-being of its
members.
Applied communications research, naturally, has supplied nascent findings about the
transactional processes between spouses that unfold during deployment, particularly as concern
relational maintenance. Although the focus of the Merolla (2010) study was to understand how
both partners maintained relationships during deployment, the findings indicated that perceptions
about boundary ambiguity play a role within these dynamics. Future studies modeled after this
template which consider multiple perspectives would expand what is known about encounters
with boundary ambiguity in the family system during deployment.
The majority of studies to date have focused almost exclusively on the perspectives of
wives who experience separation from husbands who deploy for military service. Yet, there is a
need for additional research into the lived experiences of men who fulfill the dual parenting roles
when wives deploy for military service. There is rich information in these stories, in the opinion
of the researcher, that would benefit an updated military family research agenda.
Another area that surfaced within this study that captured the interest of the researcher
was the dynamic nature of the lived experiences of parenting over the course of a deployment.
This study benefited from data that was collected over several months during a deployment,
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which revealed the shifts in perspectives about ambiguity that occurred over time. It is hoped
that future research will consider longitudinal approaches to exploring how boundary ambiguity
is experienced, as this would expand understandings about the processes of role reorganizations
that appear to be constantly in flux during deployment.
As this study was developed and implemented, many other ideas for how to alter the
design came to mind. One obvious design alternative would incorporate multiple perspectives of
parenting during deployment. The initial design of this study included learning about the lived
experiences of up to fifteen participants, but due to unforeseen barriers encountered in the
recruitment of participants, this study employed a single case design. Future research using
different recruitment strategies would benefit from multiple perspectives of parenting during
deployment.
As I encountered difficulties related to recruitment of participants, and later reflected on
the purpose of this study in relation to what I learned from Agnes’ lived experiences, I
considered possible reasons why non-deployed parents, and in particular those whose children
are under the age of five, might choose not to participate in research of this nature. One thought
is that parents who are tasked with the responsibilities of parenting young children alone during
deployment may be consumed with the role responsibilities that are encountered in their
contexts. Potential future research might therefore consider the barriers faced by parents of
young children in the context of deployment.
Researcher Reflections
My role as a researcher in this hermeneutic phenomenological study was integral to the
design, implementation, and interpretations. My positionality in relation to the understandings
that emerged as a result of this study was divided into my prior experiences as a clinician and
more broadly as a civilian. My professional identity as a marriage and family therapist guided
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my understandings about the systemic nature of the family, through which interpretations about
boundary ambiguity and role reorganizations were conceptualized in this study. Moreover, my
preferred theoretical approach as a clinician—narrative therapy, which is a postmodern approach
that emphasizes the subjectivity inherent in the way we describe and understand our lived
experiences—appeared as an added dimension to my approaches to gathering and interpreting
Agnes’ experiences of parenting during deployment.
These facets of my professional identity arose in interesting and unanticipated, though
useful, ways as I functioned in the role of researcher in this study. This became particularly
evident during the photo-elicitation interviews. The narrative approach to therapy is founded
upon collaborative dialogue, through which client “problems” are contextualized, deconstructed,
and reconstructed by attending to language. Similar to Heidegger’s notions of being and time,
narrative therapy takes into consideration the ways in which the past, present, and future are
constituted in the “stories” we construct to describe our understandings of lived experiences. As
a narrative therapist would conduct a clinical dialogue, I attended to language during the
interviews in this study as pivots upon which conversations turned from past, present, and future.
This was vital for the deepening understandings that were explored about how Agnes
experienced boundary ambiguity in her context.
Access to a clinical training background assisted my role as a researcher, but at times I
recognized that more generic clinical habits also appeared throughout the process, which
influenced choices I made about what to pursue when conversations treaded into emotional
territory outside the scope of research. Although basic therapeutic skills such as active listening
and reflective processes elicited detailed information, I recognized times during our
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conversations when it was necessary to temper my training as a clinician with my present role as
researcher in this study in order to ensure that these two roles remained distinct.
Secondly, my position as a civilian conducting research that explored a facet of the
military family life often brought into awareness the sense of the gap that exists between these
two domains. As I dialogued with Agnes about her lived experiences, she was patient with my
naïve inquiries and clarified military abbreviations or language that was unfamiliar to me. But,
as we explored details about her lived experiences that involved her interactions with others
outside her family system, I frequently heard echoes of my own lack of awareness about the
situation that military families encounter during deployment.
As my writing this document neared its end, the civil war in Syria and uncertainty about
the U.S. military involvement unfolded. I couldn’t help but wonder when military families will
get a break. In the media, the President was often quoted as saying about the conflict, “limited in
duration in scope,” and “not an open-ended mission.” To the American people, President Barack
Obama declared, “I know well that we are weary of war.” It was impossible not to recall Agnes’
experiences of deployment as the media reported on this newest conflict.
Summary
The questions raised through the discussion of the findings of this study are difficult to
answer, yet the situation remains hopeful. This inquiry into the lived experiences of parenting
during deployment offers new understandings about parenting in this context, as well as how
boundary ambiguity emerges as a phenomenon within this context that has significant influence
on the experiences and understandings about role reorganizations that occur in the military
family. This research, which expands upon the prior works of Hill (1949) and Boss (1980), has
forged new understandings about the family system during deployment that warrants further
research. Specifically, this new terrain is defined by the following questions: what are other
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ways in which boundary ambiguity is encountered during deployment, and how might such
encounters influence role reorganization in the military family? What other circumstances
within the context of deployment might contribute to shifts in perceptions about ambiguity
experienced by the non-deployed parent? Where boundary ambiguity is understood to be
experienced bi-directionally as spouses interact during deployment, what is the nature of the dual
perceptions that arise through such transactions? How are role reorganizations thus experienced
and understood through these dual perceptions? How does the deployed spouse understand and
experience his or her role in regard to missed parenting experiences, the preserved moments that
are transmitted during deployment, and those that are shared upon reunification?
The impetus for undertaking this hermeneutic phenomenological inquiry into the lived
experiences of the non-deployed parent during deployment was to seek answers to the following
question and subquestions: What is the nature of the lived experiences of parenting during
deployment? How does a non-deployed parent describe her parenting experiences during
deployment? How does a non-deployed parent experience and understand boundary ambiguity
as it relates to the parenting role during deployment?
Through Agnes’ photographs and photo-elicited reflections on parenting during
deployment these questions were addressed, and the multi-faceted and dynamic nature of the
lived experiences of the non-deployed parent were revealed. In-depth explorations of those lived
experiences elicited descriptions that were at times congruent with reports from previous studies,
but at other times contrasted with conceptualizations about the context of the military family
during deployment. Furthermore, based on the data analyzed, boundary ambiguity and it’s
relation to the parenting role during deployment were illustrated by the three encounters outlined
in Chapter 4: “I’m a parent 24/7,” “Through the Window,” and “Missed Moments.”
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Finally, the analysis of the data yielded the findings that suggest that ongoing encounters
with boundary ambiguity vary in degrees of uncertainty about how the deployed member is
present in the family system, particularly in relation parenting roles. As discussed, at times the
role reorganization within the family system may be clear yet still overwhelming as the nondeployed parent fulfills both roles. At other times, uncertainty may result from attempts to
establish parenting roles during brief periods of communication, or when significant moments
are missed by the absent parent. Additionally, each encounter with boundary ambiguity has
implications for role reorganizations. Furthermore, it became apparent that communication
during deployment renders ambiguity bi-directional. Finally, perceptions of ambiguity in the
military family system shift over the course of deployment.
The work of this study contributes a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of
parenting during deployment, particularly as boundary ambiguity is encountered and role
reorganizations are experienced and understood by the non-deployed parent. Through the
findings presented by this study, policymakers, clinicians, and family researchers are empowered
to find solutions to the challenges faced by military families.
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APPENDIX A
INFORMED CONSENT
Protocol Title: Boundary Ambiguity and the Experiences of the Non-deployed Parent
Please read this consent document carefully before you decide to participate in this study.
Purpose of the research study: The purpose of this research is to qualitatively explore how a
group of non-deployed parents experience and understand their parenting role within the context
of deployment, to understand what being a parent during deployment means to them.
What you will be asked to do in the study:
1) Orientation: Participants will be introduced to the purpose of the study in an orientation
session, during which time the principle investigator (PI hereafter) will discuss the goals
of the study, provide guidelines and ethical considerations pertaining to the use of
cameras, and answer any questions participants might have related to the study.
Participants will have the opportunity to use their personal cameras for the study, or will
have a single-use, disposable camera provided to them by the PI. In the event that the PI
provides a participant with a single-use, disposable camera, the PI will explain the
technical use of the camera to the participant (i.e., how and when to use flash, how to
wind the film, etc.).
2) Participant photography: Participants will document their experiences as parents during
deployment through photographs taken during a one-week period following the
orientation session. Take a minimum of 5 photographs that will visually depict the
prompt: “My life as a parent during deployment.” (2-4 hours). You MUST NOT take
pictures of other people or of anything that could identify others in order to guard the
confidentiality of you and others. You also MUST NOT engage in or depict illegal
activity or activity that is dangerous to yourself or others in your photographs. If you do,
you will not be allowed to continue in the study, and the researcher will have to report
illegal activity to the proper authorities. Your photographs should address the prompt.
Participants will submit electronic copies of their photographs to the PI at the conclusion
of the one-week period, and the PI will develop photographs within twenty-four (24)
hours.
1) Interview: Participants will select five (5) photographs that they feel most significantly
represent their experiences, upload to a shared database, and meet individually with the
PI. Participants will participate in an open-ended interview with additional probing
questions, conducted by the PI using the interview guide (copy attached). Interviews will
be audio-recorded and transcribed by the PI.
2) Follow up: Participants will meet with the PI after data has been analyzed, during which
time participants will member-check data presentation and suggest changes or omissions.
Photographs used in the study will remain the property of the participants, and will be
returned to participants at the conclusion of the study.
Time Required:
Risks and Benefits: No more than minimal risk. Participants will gain insight into their
experiences as parents during deployment. Participants’ experiences that are shared as findings
may inform clinicians and policymakers. Learning about the experiences of participating parents
will be valuable not only to those involved in the study, but potentially to all military families
nationally.
Compensation: There is no compensation for participating in the study.
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Confidentiality: Your identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law. You will
never be referred to using your real name. You will only be referred to using a pseudonym that
you choose. Your pseudonym and any identifying information will be stored on a key, which
will be stored in a locked box accessible only to the research team. As soon as all the data have
been transcribed and coded, this key will be destroyed. Interview transcripts will be stored
electronically on a password- protected computer and will be accessible only to the research
team. A printed copy of each transcript used for analysis will be stored in a locked box accessible
only to the research team. Printed copies of photographs and photograph information sheets will
be stored in a in a locked box accessible only to the research team. The shared database used to
upload electronic copies of photographs and photograph information sheets will be secured by
password, and will be accessible only by the participant and the research team. Some of your
photographs may be published in the researcher’s dissertation and may be used for future print
publication in scholarly articles or academic presentations, however, any references to these
photographs will be identified only by the pseudonym you choose. Copies of the photographs
will be kept for one year following the study, stored in a locked box in the researcher’s office,
and then all photographs will be destroyed. The records of this study will be kept private. In any
published articles or presentations, we will not include any information that will make it possible
to identify you as a participant. You will be identified only by the pseudonym that you chose at
the beginning of the research study.
Voluntary Participation: Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. There is no
penalty for not participating.
Right to withdraw from the study: You have the right to withdraw from the study at any time
without consequence. You do not have to answer any questions that you do not want to answer.
Whom to contact if you have questions about the study:
Emily L. Diehl, M.S.W., Ed.S., College of Education, University of Florida, Gainesville,
FL 32611
Whom to contact about your rights as a research participant in the study:
UFIRB Office, Box 112250, University of Florida, Gainesville, FL 32611-2250; ph. 3920433.
I have read the procedure outlined above. I voluntarily agree to participate in this study
and have received a copy of this description.
Participant’s signature and date
Principle investigator’s signature and date
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APPENDIX B
RECRUITMENT ADVERTISEMENT
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APPENDIX C
LETTER OF INVITATION (FOR SNOWBALL SAMPLING)
Address
Phone Number: 000-000-000
Name of Contact
Position
Name of Organization
E-mail address
Dear (Name of Contact),
My name is Emily Diehl and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of Florida. I am
contacting you because ____ recommended you for participation in my research study which is
required for the Ph.D. degree I am pursuing. I am very excited to begin this phase of my
education.
My research topic is “Boundary Ambiguity and the Experiences of the Non-Deployed Parent: A
Qualitative Exploration” as experienced by spouses who are experiencing parenting during
deployment separations.
The purpose of my research study is to better understand how parenting is experienced during
deployment, from the perspective of the non-deployed parent. My research questions will ask
each participant to describe their experiences of parenting during deployment. What is the
nature of the lived experience of parenting during deployment, from the perspective of the nondeployed parent? How does the non-deployed parent experience and understand boundary
ambiguity as it relates to the parenting role during deployment? How do non-deployed parents
describe their parenting experiences during deployment?
The experiences of non-deployed parents may help key stakeholders identify essential concerns
and assist in the development of effective military family policies and supportive programs.
Insights from findings may also enhance clinical competency among practitioners who may
encounter military families in mental health settings. This study may also be significant in
improving the lives of non-deployed parents and their families who experience the unique
context of deployment.
This is a qualitative study. You will be asked to take photographs that illustrate the prompt “My
life as a parent during deployment.” Then, I will conduct one semi-structured interview session
lasting approximately 60 minutes, during which you will have the opportunity to discuss how
your photographs represent experiences of parenting during deployment. The interview will be
audiotaped to ensure accuracy of the discussion.
One follow-up contact will follow. I will ask you to verify the accuracy of the transcribed
interview and offer you the opportunity to provide additional information if desired. The follow-
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up contact is not an interview. The single interview session and one follow-up contact will take
place within a timeframe of two weeks. There is no travel involved except for this researcher.
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact the principal investigator, Emily Diehl at
(000) 000-0000 (Eastern Time Zone). You may also contact the faculty supervisor of this project,
Dr. Silvia Echevarria-Doan at (000) 000-0000 (Eastern Time Zone). If you have questions
concerning your rights as a participant, you may contact the University of Florida Institutional
Review Board through the Research Office at (000) 000-0000 (Eastern Time Zone).
I look forward to us working together.
Sincerely,
Emily Diehl
Doctoral Candidate
(000) 000-0000 (Eastern Time Zone)
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APPENDIX D
RECRUITMENT LETTER
Dear

,

My name is Emily Diehl, and I am a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Florida. As a family
researcher, I am reaching out to military families to learn firsthand what it is like to be a parent
while a spouse is deployed. It is my hope that what I learn from parents can be used to inform
family mental health professionals and improve services received by our military families during
deployment.
To be eligible to participate, parents need to meet the following criteria: 1) Be married or in a
domestic relationship with a member of the military (active duty Army, Navy, Air Force, or
Marines); 2) Spouse or partner currently deployed or will deploy during the study; 3) Have
children in the household, between the ages of 0-17; and 4) Live off base. Additionally, as this
study is unfunded, researcher travel for interviews is geographically limited to the southeastern
United States. I am therefore seeking up to 15 eligible volunteers from North Carolina (western
and central regions), South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama (northern region), and Florida (northern
and central regions). If a volunteer is unsure about eligibility for this study, contact me at
ediehl@ufl.edu.
As a volunteer in this study, parents will use cameras to take a minimum of five photographs that
illustrate the phrase, “My life as a parent during deployment.” Clear, easy to follow instructions
will be provided. A one-hour interview with the researcher will conclude participation. Total
time commitment for volunteers will not exceed two hours, and volunteer identity will remain
confidential (real names will not be used).
The advertisement flier for this study is attached to this message. Please pass this advertisement
along to parents who meet the volunteer criteria listed above and who may be interested in
sharing their parenting experiences through photography. Or if you prefer, the flier can be
printed and posted. Interested volunteers are invited to contact me via the email address printed
on the flier. If you have any questions or would like additional information, please feel free to
contact me at ediehl@ufl.edu. Thank you for your time.
Respectfully,
Emily L. Diehl, MSW, Ed.S.
University of Florida
Study title: “Boundary ambiguity and the non-deployed parent: A qualitative study”
Study number: U-325-2013
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APPENDIX E
PARTICIPANT PACKET: WELCOME LETTER
Thank you for responding to the advertisement for my dissertation research study.
My name is Emily Diehl, and I am a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Florida. As a family
researcher, I am reaching out to military families to learn firsthand what it is like to be a parent
while a spouse is deployed. It is my hope that what I learn from parents can be used to inform
family mental health professionals and improve services received by our military families during
deployment.
To be eligible for participation in this study, volunteers need to meet the following criteria: 1)
Be married or in a domestic relationship with a member of the military; 2) Spouse or
partner currently deployed or will deploy during the study; 3) Have children in the
household, between the ages of 0-17; and 4) Live off base. Additionally, as this study is
unfunded, researcher travel for interviews is geographically limited to the southeastern United
States. I am therefore seeking up to 15 eligible volunteers from North Carolina (western and
central regions), South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama (northern region), and Florida (northern and
central regions). If you are unsure about your eligibility for this study, contact me at
ediehl@ufl.edu.
This packet provides an overview of the study and instructions for your tasks as a participant.
Please review the materials, and if you have any additional questions please feel free to ask. If
you decide to volunteer at this time, please review and sign the Informed Consent form and
the Demographic Questionnaire and return them to me in the stamped envelope I have
included. These forms will be accessible only to me, and your identity will remain confidential.
You may begin taking photographs as soon as you like, and I will contact you when I have
received your Informed Consent and Demographic Questionnaire. We will then schedule a time
for us to meet for our interview. This study is intended as an opportunity to share and reflect
upon what it is like to be a parent in a military family, and I look forward to what we will explore
together. Thank you for volunteering.
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APPENDIX F
PARTICIPANT PACKET: OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY METHODS
Study Overview
This brief overview will provide you with an explanation of the methods of this research
study. “Methods” refers to the way in which data is collected. This research will employ photoelicitation methods, which are described in the following sections. This information is provided
for your reference and will clarify the tasks you will complete during participation in this study.
If you have any additional questions related to the study methods, please contact me at
ediehl@ufl.edu.
What is “photo-elicitation”?
“Photo-elicitation” is any creative form that tells a story prompted by photographs or that uses
photography as a medium for a story.
In a photo-elicitation project, the participant is given a camera and asked to take pictures of
his/her life in order to give an accurate account and perception of what is actually going on. The
photographs are then used to describe and discuss the focus of the study (in this case, parenting
during deployment). By combining photographs and interview, a detailed description of a life
experience emerges.
Having technical photography skills is not required to achieve a desirable result in a photoelicitation project. Photos that don’t have as much technical composition, like being out of focus
or blurred, are often the most compelling.
The main component of a photo-elicitation project is that somehow a story is created--either a
photograph prompts a story or a personal life experience is told and shared through photos.
Why photographs?
Photographs can identify, represent, and enhance your experiences and your community.
The immediacy of the visual image and accompanying stories furnish evidence and promote an
effective, participatory means of sharing expertise about the subject being explored.
Historically, we have given primacy to the verbal over the visual. Photographs access another
mode of communication: the brain processes visual information differently than verbal
information.
Photographs that are taken by participants allow access to experiences that are not observable by
the researcher. This allows participants to offer deeper insight into their experiences and
meanings than can be elicited by surveys or interviews alone.
The process of carrying a camera with us everywhere causes us to continually reflect on our
surroundings and reconsider the common and sometimes ignored objects and events that
surround our daily lives.
Taking photographs
No experience needed! Owning a camera or having experience taking photographs is not
necessary. If you do not have a camera, one will be supplied to you for the duration of this study.
Photo quality is not important. Photo-elicitation is not about the quality of your photographs. It
is about taking pictures that mean something to you as a teaching assistant.
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Keep notes. It is helpful to write down information about photos when they are taken. Keep
notes about why you took a picture. Write your thoughts as if you were talking to someone else
about your photos. Speak from your heart. For this study, you will complete a Photograph
Information Sheet (included in this packet) for each photograph you take. Instructions are
provided on the form.
This study aims to learn more about the experiences of .
You might be wondering, “What should I photograph?” The subjects and content of your
photographs are entirely your choice, but it might be helpful to think about this prompt as you
are taking your photographs: “My life as a parent during deployment.”
Remember, the point is not to take pictures that are of high technical quality. You do not need to
know anything about photography to be able to take pictures that are meaningful to you. The
pictures you take should tell your story.
What should I photograph?
There are different ways that you might choose to represent your experiences in your
photographs: spontaneously or staged.
“Spontaneous” photographs document things “as they are.” This photograph of a park is an
example of a spontaneous photograph:

“Staged” photographs document something that has been created to represent something that is
not immediately available to photograph. Examples of staged photographs:
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Ethical considerations
You are free to be as creative as you like when taking your photographs.
For the purposes of this study and to abide by IRB ethical guidelines, please do not take
photographs of people. You may take photographs of crowds or where people are present in the
distance (as in the example below), but photographs cannot contain individuals who are
identifiable. If you would like to somehow include the idea of people in your photographs,
consider using staged photographs to convey your experiences.

The photographs you take for the purposes of this study remain your property.
You may withdraw photographs from the study at any time.
All printed copies of photographs will be returned to you at the end of the study.
Photographs may be used by the researcher for publication in professional journals or conference
presentations. Participant's identification will remain confidential at all times.
Instructions for your tasks as a participant in this study are provided in the next section.
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APPENDIX G
DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION SHEET
This is a confidential survey protected by the full extent of the law. The survey will be used only
for the purpose of this dissertation agreed to by this researcher and the participant in the
informed consent. The information gathered from this sheet will inform the writing of the
participant profile section of the dissertation. Participants will be referred to only by the
pseudonym provided. Please return this form along with the Informed Consent form to the
researcher in the provided stamped envelope.
All categories are important. Please answer all categories. Do not omit any questions.
1. Gender (Please circle): Female or Male
2. Age: (Please state) ____________
3. Age(s) of Child/Children? (Please state)______________________________
4. State of residence? (Please state) __________________________
5. Length of marriage: (Please circle)
(1) Less than 1 year (5) 9 to 10 years
(2) 1 to 3 years
(3) 4 to 6 years
(4) 6 to 8 years
(5) 9 to 10 years
(6) More than 10 years
16. Highest grade completed (please circle)
(1) High School diploma
(3) Bachelors degree
(2) Did not complete high school
(4) Masters degree or higher
11. Do you work? (Please circle) Yes or No
12. What branch of military service does your family represent? (Please circle)
(1) Army
(2) Navy
(3) Air Force
(4) Marines
13. Is this your first deployment-related separation from your spouse or partner? (Please circle)
Yes or No
14. If no, how many times have you been separated in the past due to deployment? (Please
circle)
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(1) 1 to 2 times

(2) 3 to 4 times

(3) 5 to 6 times

15. What is the longest time you have been separated from your spouse due to deployment?
(Please circle)
(1) 1 month or less
(3) 5 to 7 months
(5) 10 to 11 months
(2) 2 to 4 months
(4) 8 to 9 months
(6) 12 months and above
16. Do you communicate with your husband during deployment? (Please circle) Yes or No
17. If yes, how often are you able to communicate with your husband? (Please circle)
(1) Daily
(2) Weekly
(3) Monthly
18. Are you aware of available support services in your area? (Please circle) Yes or No
19. What types of family support services do you utilize while your spouse is deployed?
_______________________________________

Contact Information: Please provide an email address that you use regularly. I will use this
email address to send correspondence throughout the study.
Email address: _______________________________________
Psedonym: Please select a pseudonym. The name you select will keep your identity confidential
throughout the study. Only a first name is required for a pseudonym (e.g., “Mary”). Leave
blank if you would prefer a researcher-assigned pseudonym.
Psedonym: ___________________________________________

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact the principal investigator, Emily Diehl at
(352) 215-1530. You may also contact the faculty supervisor of this project, Dr. Silvia
Echevarria-Doan at silvia@coe.ufl.edu. If you have questions concerning your rights as a
participant, you may contact the Institutional Review Board through the University of Florida
Office of Research at (352) 392-0433.
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APPENDIX H
PHOTOGRAPHY INFORMATION SHEET
The purpose of this activity is to use a camera to document your experiences. The pictures that I
would like you to take should illustrate the statement: “My life as a parent during deployment.”
When you are taking your pictures, I would like you to keep the following in mind:


You may take pictures of objects that represent your life as a parent during deployment.
You may refer to the interview guide to get ideas about what to photograph. You MUST
NOT take pictures of other people or of anything that would identify who you are. This is
so I can help guard the confidentiality of you and other people. Any photos that include
people or identifying information cannot be used in the research and will be destroyed.
Also, you MUST NOT engage in or depict illegal activity or activity that is dangerous to
yourself or others in your photographs. If you do, you will not be allowed to continue in
the study, and the researcher will have to report illegal activity to the proper authorities.



Take at least 5 photographs that illustrate the statement: “My life as a parent during
deployment.” You may take more if you want. Save electronic copies of photographs on
a removable hard drive.



Complete a photograph information sheet (typed or handwritten) as soon as possible after
each photograph is taken.



When you have finished taking your pictures, please select 5 photographs that depict your
experiences as a parent during deployment. Send your photographs as attachments to
ediehl@ufl.edu. I will also need to see the corresponding Photograph Information Sheet
for each photograph you send prior to our interview. Please return these sheets in the
envelope provided, or scan and attach them in an email.



Once you have emailed your 5 pictures, we can schedule a time to meet for the photoelicitation interview when we will talk about your photographs. This interview will take
place within one week of submitting photographs. You will have the opportunity to
describe what each photograph represents or means to you, and we will explore
additional facets of your experience through questions from the Interview Guide. I have
provided a copy of the Interview Guide for your review.



Our conversation will be recorded so that I can have an accurate record of what we talk
about.



All the photos that you take will be stored safely, and I will not share them with anyone.



I will refer to the pictures you take and what you say about them using the pseudonym
that you chose.
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If you have any questions about this part of the research, please call or e-mail me at 352215-1530 or ediehl@ufl.edu.
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APPENDIX I
PHOTOGRAPH INFORMATION SHEET
Please complete the following questions as soon as possible after taking each photograph. This
will help you recall information about the photograph during the photo-elicitation interview.
You will receive ten copies of this sheet, but please contact me if you need additional sheets.
You may use the bottom or back of this sheet to record additional notes, if needed.
Be sure to label photographs in a way that will make it easy to determine the corresponding
photograph information sheet. Use “name” or “brief description” to identify photograph.

Please select a name or brief title for this
photograph:

When was this photograph taken:

Where was this photograph taken:

What was happening when this photograph
was taken:

What were you thinking and feeling when you
took this photograph:

What words do you associate with this
photograph:

Additional comments:
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APPENDIX J
INTERVIEW GUIDE
The following list of open-ended questions will be used to guide the photo-elicitation
interviews. The questions are representative of the potential questions and topics that will be
addressed while discussing participant photographs that respond to the prompt “My life as a
parent during deployment.”
 Tell me briefly about how this photograph illustrates the phrase, “My life as a parent
during deployment.” Participant notes on the corresponding Photo Information sheet
may be used to prompt participant.
 How do you understand deployment?
 What feelings are evoked when you think about deployment?
 Could you describe a typical day in your home during deployment?
 How do you make sense of family boundaries when your spouse is deployed?
 What do you notice most about your spouse’s absence during deployment?
 What kinds of things do you notice about family dynamics during deployment?
 How do you make sense of member absence in your family during deployment?
 How do you understand your role as parent during deployment?
 What happens to your parenting responsibilities during deployment?
 How does your family relate to you as a parent during deployment?
 What feelings are evoked when you think about your parenting role during deployment?
 What do you think it means to be a parent during deployment?
 How do you understand your spouse’s parenting responsibilities during deployment?
 What do you notice about your relationship with your children during deployment?
Final questions
 Are there other thoughts you have about your experiences as a parent during
deployment?
 Are there photographs that you wanted to take but didn’t?
 Do you recommend or suggest I talk to anyone else, who might have insights about
what it is like to be a parent during deployment?
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APPENDIX K
INTERVIEW MEMO PROTOCOL
Participant pseudonym:
Date of interview:
Start Time:
Topics discussed:

End Time:

Initial reactions:

Comments:

Emerging questions:
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APPENDIX L
DATA COLLECTION PROCESS
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