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Abstract
U.S. female military spouses experience a number of challenges in sustaining their
personal employment, career development, and career progression due to frequent
military relocations. Previous studies have revealed that sustained employment provides
individuals with a sense of purpose and identity, which significantly impacts overall well-
being. The purpose of this generic qualitative study was to explore experiences of U.S.
female military spouses seeking employment after multiple relocations due to military
reassignments and their perceived self-esteem post relocation. Self-determination theory
provided the theoretical framework for this study. A generic qualitative approach and
data from 13 participants’ individual interviews were collected and analyzed with content
analysis for this study. Findings from this study support prior research stating that
relocation moves do impact spouses’ employment opportunities and progression, that not
all moves are the same, and military spouses’ self-esteem is negatively impacted by
unemployment and/or underemployment. This study has made a unique qualitative
contribution to positive social change and the literature regarding this phenomenon and
results presented inform administrators of the need for programs and resources that

support U.S. female military spouses in obtaining employment after military relocations.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

This study investigated the experiences of U.S. female military spouses seeking
employment after multiple military relocations and their self-esteem. Past research has
taken a quantitative approach on how relocation affects a military spouse’s earnings from
employment. Also, most of the research previously conducted has been overseas in the
UK and other parts of Europe. Research conducted on the general population in the
United States has also shed light on the positive affects to being employed beyond the
minimal financial stability, like having a sense of purpose and identity (Gribble &
Goodwin et al., 2019) or overall better quality of life (Trewick & Muller, 2014) which
positively impacts self-esteem (Alka & Midha, 2015).

The military has spent a significant number of resources, both financial and
manpower, to implement programs to assist and support dependent spouses with finding
employment. The hope of this study is to first contribute to the literature regarding this
phenomenon of female U.S. military spouses’ experiences seeking employment post
military relocations. Secondly, this study will explore U.S. female military spouses’ view
of their own self-esteem after their experiences in seeking employment post military
relocations. Findings from this study can be used to better serve the needs of this
population.

Background

The term “trailing spouse” has been used in past research to describe a spouse

who follows their significant other and makes professional sacrifices to assist the other in

fulfilling their professional goals (Cangia, 2018). Researchers have claimed that in



making such sacrifices, this type of lifestyle creates a constant state of flux or unstable
environment for the trailing spouse (Biglia & Marti, 2014). Female military spouses fit
the term “trailing spouse” due to the various sacrifices they make to follow their
significant other and share the unique lifestyle that creates a state of continued instability.
U.S. female military spouses experience a number of challenges in sustaining
their personal employment, career development, and career progression due to frequent
military relocations (McBride & Cleymans, 2014; Wang & Pullman, 2019). A seminal
study by Burrell et al. (2006) surveyed 346 military spouses residing overseas and found
a direct correlation between geographic mobility, lower psychological well-being,
physical health, lower marital happiness, and lower retention in the military. This study
also found that differences in culture, language, and living conditions contributed to
lower satisfaction and well-being among military spouses. Lack of employment or
underemployment resulted in decreased feelings of self-worth, feeling loss of
professional role or identity, and feeling subpar contribution to the family (Elliott, 2019).
The well-being of military spouses and families represents an integral component
in making sure that military personnel are mission ready during peacetime and in combat
(Huffman et al., 2019). Previous studies have revealed that sustained employment
provides individuals with a sense of purpose and identity, which significantly impacts
overall well-being. Employment may be one of the many factors in making sure military
spouses have a sense of overall well-being, and in-turn sustain a healthier and reliable

military unit (Gribble et al., 2019).



Problem Statement

Research studies show that employment among military spouses provides the
spouses with structure, sense of purpose, status within a community, and social
connections outside of the military (Gribble et al., 2019). Trewick and Muller (2014)
surveyed 289 Australian military spouses and found that employment and income were
significantly correlated with higher levels of psychological well-being and higher levels
of self-reported quality of life. However, the positive effects of employment may be
overshadowed by frequent relocations and little notice to sufficiently plan for childcare
and housing because of those relocations. As a result of frequent relocations spouses of
active duty service members may in turn experience a number of challenges in sustaining
their employment, career development, and progression (McBride & Cleymans, 2014;
Wang & Pullman, 2019).

Results from a longitudinal study found frequent military relocations negatively
impact the income of female military spouses (Meadows et al., 2016). This study also
revealed that female military spouses worked fifteen hours less per week and earned
approximately $17,000 less than their female civilian counterparts. A survey of military
spouses of active duty members revealed that 22% of military spouses were unemployed
and actively seeking work (Office of People Analytics, 2020). Burke and Miller (2018)
stated that the pay reduction and termination of earnings because of a military relocation
can impact the spouse for up to three years after a move.

Alka and Midha (2015) found that employment and education impacts a female’s

level of confidence and self-esteem, which in-turn promotes a positive and balanced well-



being. Frequent relocations disrupt a spouse’s sense of self and sometimes results in a
loss of personal identity (Cangia, 2017). Employment is a problem for this population
because the sense of purpose and identity from employment significantly impacts a
person’s overall well-being (Gribble et al., 2019). The focus of this study is on female
military spouses since 92% of spouses across all branches of military service are female
(The Council of Economic Advisers, 2018).

Although the aforementioned research regarding the experiences that female
military spouses seeking employment after frequent moves illuminates important
findings, I did not locate any qualitative research that has examined how US female
military spouses perceive their own self-esteem post relocation, which may be a concern
for their career success after all these relocations. Further research is necessary to explore
U.S. female military spouses’ self-esteem post relocation due to military reassignments.
The gap in literature that is covered in this research was more in-depth exploration of
U.S. female military spouses’ perceptions of themselves after their experiences in seeking
employment post military relocation.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this generic qualitative study was to explore the experiences of
U.S. female military spouses seeking employment after military relocation and their self-
esteem. Findings from a quantitative study conducted by Trewick and Muller (2014)
revealed that employed military spouses had higher ratings of positive physical and
psychological well-being when compared to unemployed spouses. The researchers found

that financial income and status were key indicators of the participants’ overall quality of



life (Trewick & Muller, 2014). Alka and Midha (2015) also reported that employment
affects financial stability, and overall well-being, promotes better coping, as well as
enhances physical and psychological health. Many of the studies I located during my
literature review that addressed the topic of employment and outcomes for U.S. military
spouses took a quantitative approach. Additional qualitative research is needed to
examine military spouses perceived self-esteem after experiences of seeking employment
after relocation due to military reassignments.
Research Question

Results from this generic qualitative study was used to answer the question: What
are the experiences of U.S. female military spouses seeking employment after relocation
due to military reassignments and their perceived self-esteem post relocation?

Theoretical Framework for the Study

The theoretical framework used for this study was self-determination theory
(SDT), which is the study of human motivation and personality. SDT originated from the
work of psychologists Edward Deci and Richard Ryan who first introduced their theory
of motivation in their 1985 book ‘Self-Determination and Intrinsic Motivation in Human
Behavior’. SDT suggests that people are motivated not solely by extrinsic motivation or
external rewards, but also by intrinsic or internal sources (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

The study of motivation is not a new concept. For example, in 1957,
Reinforcement theory of motivation was proposed by Burrhus Frederic Skinner which
stated that human motivation is influenced by the external environment, whether positive

or negative. This way of thinking focused on the ability to control people’s behavior
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through reward and punishment systems. SDT not only focuses on external influences but
also looks at internal influences like pleasure, interest, enjoyment, or finding value and
worth in what is being accomplished (Ryan, 2020).

SDT theorizes that there are three psychological needs that are essential to the
growth and integrity of each person. According to Ryan and Deci (2000), the following
three psychological factors are: competence, relatedness, and autonomy. Competence:
Becoming proficient and learning new skills. Feeling effective and capable in activities
engaged in life. Experiencing growth and extending one’s abilities. Relatedness: Having
relationships with others. Feeling connected and belonging in their atmosphere. Feeling
like one matter and having a sense of being cared for and contributing in social groups.
Autonomy: Feeling in control of one’s behavior and goals. Self-organizers of one’s
action.

The three components of SDT, competence, relatedness, and autonomy can be
used to explain how changes in employment for female military spouses could adversely
affect their overall sense of well-being. According to Monteiro et al. (2021), to
understand a person’s sense of well-being is to know their sense of self-esteem. Self-
esteem can either positively correlate with well-being or negatively correlate with well-
being. Depending on one’s level of self-esteem can impact one’s competence,
relatedness, and autonomy when measuring satisfaction of one’s work or life.

Findings from previous research has revealed that employment can provide
individuals with a sense of identity, sense of security, and feeling of stability, purpose,

structure, social support, and financial income (Gribble et al., 2019; Trewick et al., 2014).



Loss of latent benefits (i.e., structure, purpose, social interaction, status, and activity)
have been shown to increase distress levels. Loss of financial stability resulting in
difficulties planning for the future coupled with the former have been theorized to
negatively affect psychological well-being (Trewick et al., 2014).

Some military families relocate every 2 to 3 years, which may make it challenging
for military spouses to secure meaningful employment. This frequent relocation may
make it challenging for military spouses to become proficient in their professional skills,
which may impede the spouses’ sense of competence in the workforce. A military
spouse’s sense of autonomy or control over their own actions and decisions may be
impacted due to postponing personal and professional goals because of frequent
relocations. Forming relationships in personal and professional settings and being able to
relate with others may become difficult for military spouses because the time spent in one
location may not be long enough to form strong bonds with others.

Nature of the Study

A generic qualitative inquiry approach was utilized to conduct this study. The
generic qualitative approach is exploratory in nature, and is frequently used to investigate
the opinions, attitudes, and beliefs regarding the experiences of the population being
studied (Percy et al., 2015). The generic qualitative approach is appropriate for this
proposed study because the goals of the methodology are aligned with the purpose of this
proposed research, which is to explore experiences of U.S. female military spouse’s
seeing employment after relocation due to military reassignments and their perceived

self-esteem post relocation.
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Participants were recruited using purposeful and snowball sampling concurrently.
Purposeful sampling means to specifically select participants who have knowledge about
the phenomenon being studied (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Patton, 2002). The
specific population that was researched in this study are U.S. female military spouses.
Snowball sampling was conducted to assist with generating future participants by asking
current participants for potential recruits. Sometimes this form of sampling is employed
when researchers are trying to investigate ‘hidden’ or hard-to-reach groups (Noy, 2008).
Both of these types of sampling techniques are appropriate for this study due to the
specialized group that will be investigated. The goal of this study was to interview a
sample size of 12 U.S. female military spouses. The participants must be currently
married to U.S. active duty service members and must have completed a minimum of one
PCS move prior to the interview.

A 2019 survey of 605,716 military spouses of U.S. active duty service members
indicated that 81% had experienced at least one PCS move during their active duty
spouse’s military career, 33% within the last 12 months. According to the data collected,
35% of these military spouses stated it took them at least 7 months or more to find
employment after their PCS move. The research conducted from this survey suggested
that a PCS move more than doubles the likelihood that the military spouse will be
unemployed at their next location (Office of People Analytics, 2019).

A small sample size is recommended for this type of study because the goal of
this research is to acquire in-depth data. Sample sizes that are too large would make it

challenging to analyze data from participants. Also, researchers have proposed that data



saturation in qualitative research can be obtained in as few as 12 in-depth interviews
(Boddy, 2016). Twelve semi-structured interviews will be conducted via Zoom/Facetime
platform.

Definitions

Key concepts that will be explored in this generic qualitative study are the
following:

Active duty: Full-time duty in the United States military service (Schading, 2007).

Military relocation or permanent change of station (PCS): Relocates the active
duty service member’s work affiliation from one duty station or unit to another based on
the needs of the branch of service. The service member usually has their family
accompany them on the move (Blaisure et al., 2016).

Military spouse: Spouse of a service member who is enrolled in the Defense
Enrollment and Eligibility Reporting System (DEERS; a system that verifies dependents
that qualify for military-based services and benefits) and is deemed a legal dependent of
the service member (Blaisure et al., 2016).

Trailing spouse: A spouse who follows their significant other and makes
professional sacrifices to assist the other and/or their family (Cangia, 2017).

Well-being: Self measurement on how an individual feels (life satisfaction,
positive affect or lack of negative affect) along with how that individual is functioning
(Martela & Sheldon, 2019).

Self-esteem — one’s perception of their own self-worth (Du et al., 2017).
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Assumptions

One main assumption of this study was that all participants had or currently are
looking for employment after a military relocation and want to be employed. Although
previous research suggests that employment provides better outcomes of psychological
well-being, other role identities may also provide the same outcome (i.e., role as wife
and/or mother).

Another assumption was that all participants are eager to participate in this study
with no bias or hidden agendas associated to their participation. Prior to recruitment for
this study, the participant was informed that participation in this study would not increase
chances of obtaining employment nor would the researcher be able to assist the
participant in finding employment.

As a researcher, my main assumption was that generic qualitative approach is the
best method for this type of study. Historically, there has been much debate regarding
scientific backing of qualitative versus quantitative research methods. For this type of
study, qualitative was chosen as the preferred method of research due to wanting a closer,
more detailed, and in depth investigation into this phenomenon of U.S. female military
spouses’ experiences of seeking employment after a military relocation and their
perceived self-esteem post relocation.

Interpretive framework or set of beliefs and feelings of how the world works and
should be studied can vary by researcher (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The assumption that
the interpretation that | will provide for data collected is accurate and without bias. This

assumption can also be considered a limitation because of my personal knowledge of



11

being a U.S. female military spouse. Other factors that can affect the analysis of data are
researcher culture, ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status, and educational background.
Scope and Delimitations

In this study, I focused on U.S. female military spouses’ experiences with seeking
employment after a military relocation and their perceptions related to overall well-being.
I did not address the experiences of male military spouses. Also, I did not address the
experiences of Veterans or spouses of Veterans. This focus narrows the scope of what is
being researched and may be an issue regarding transferability.

In research, transferability means the degree to which the research study’s
findings can be transferred or be applicable to other contexts, situations, and other
populations. Transferability is the equivalent to generalizability (Anney, 2014). Since this
study focuses on a specific gender, other researchers can argue that the findings will not
be gender neutral. Also, because the population being studied is only spouses of active
duty service members, findings may not be transferable to veterans or their spouses.

Limitations

The focus of this research was only conducted on U.S. female military spouses.
Since the focus was on one specific gender, this limits the study and excludes male
military spouses. Also, this study focuses only on U.S. spouses who are married to active
duty service members, which excludes spouses outside of the U.S. and spouses of
Veterans who are no longer on active duty status. Another potential limitation is the type
of participant that may be attracted to participate in the study due to the method of

recruitment. Recruitment for this study was using social media (i.e., Facebook, Twitter,
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LinkedIn) and word-of-mouth (i.e., FRG, friends, family, networking) via snowball
sampling. These forms of recruitment may have limited the participants to a certain age
group, race, nationality, and culture due to their beliefs, experiences, and knowledge and
comfort in using social media. These limitations may affect the transferability of the
results.

Also, potential researcher bias may have been a limitation to this study, since | am
also a female military spouse and have prior working knowledge of the topic being
researched. To limit researcher bias, I utilized reflective journaling and bracketing to
closely monitor my own opinions. Reflective journaling and bracketing in research are
used to keep track and examine the researchers’ own personal beliefs, assumptions, and
predisposition or preconceptions throughout the research process (Ortlipp, 2008; Sorsa et
al., 2015). It is used to keep the researcher aware of any personal bias that may arise and
instead have an open mind regarding the phenomenon being researched, without
influencing the participant in any way. This method helps to assist the researcher separate
any personal assumptions from what is being observed during the research process
(Baksh, 2018).

Throughout this study, I utilized reflective journaling and bracketing along with
assistance from peers who have no personal knowledge of the subject matter. Journaling
and bracketing helped me continuously reflect on any personal biases and assumptions |
may bring to the study as a female military spouse. Use of peers at Walden University
that | have previously met through residencies, assisted with reviewing my interpretation

of data that was collected. This ensured that personal bias did not bleed into any
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conclusions drawn, and as a researcher, I am understanding the phenomenon through the
eyes and experience of my participants and not my own. Also, to decrease any bias or
influence | may have on a participant, | made sure I did not select any participants who 1
am acquainted with on a personal or professional level.

Significance

This research has made a unique contribution to the literature regarding U.S.
female military spouses’ experiences of seeking employment after a military relocation
and their perceived self-esteem post relocation. Results from this study presents
information that substantiates the need for programs and resources that support U.S.
female military spouses in obtaining employment after military relocations based off of
feedback from participants.

Key stakeholders such as social workers, family therapists, employment
specialists, Military OneSource, human services providers, and other entities that provide
support to military spouses and families could use information from this study to
advocate for policies and processes to increase employment opportunities for military
spouses. Military programs and their affiliates are not only hiring Licensed Clinical
Social Workers (LCSW) but they are also hiring Licensed Professional Counselors (LPC)
and other Masters level human service providers to assist with supporting this population.
Collaborative efforts by existing programs and organizations can be facilitated through
the common goal of assisting military spouses with the use of these findings, especially

since there is a gap in current research on this particular population.



14

Any findings can help contribute to the work of human service providers in
promoting the overall well-being for U.S. female military spouses because previous
researchers have found a positive correlation between employment and physical and
psychological well-being. This research can contribute to positive social change by
generating discussions and recommendations among key stakeholders regarding the need
to develop policies, procedures, and programs to support military spouses in obtaining
employment after family relocation due to military permanent change of station, with the
hope of improving and encouraging positive self-esteem.

Summary

This chapter identified and briefly discussed the research problem and gap in
literature. This generic qualitative study explored the experiences of US female military
spouses seeking employment after military relocation and their self-esteem. Also, the
theoretical foundation of the study was identified, which is self-determination theory.
Definition of key concepts that will be utilized throughout this study was defined.
Assumptions, scope and delimitations, and limitations of the study were identified along
with the significance of the study.

In Chapter 2, an in-depth literature review of effects of military relocation on U.S.
female military spouses on employment and well-being is presented. Also, a review of
literature analyzing the theoretical foundation and application of self-determination

theory to the research study is provided.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

There are many positive benefits that employment can provide for military
spouses. Previous researchers have revealed that employment for military spouses
provides structure, a sense of purpose, status within a community, and social connections
outside of the military (Gribble et al., 2019). Additionally, employment and earning
income have been found to be related to higher levels of psychological well-being and
higher levels of self-reported quality of life (Trewick et al., 2014). Due to these positive
influences, the U.S. government has made attempts to address employment issues
through programs geared towards military spouses. However, because of frequent
relocations and little notice to sufficiently plan for employment, childcare, and housing,
spouses of active-duty members may experience significant challenges in sustaining their
personal employment, career development, and career progression (McBride &
Cleymans, 2014; Wang & Pullman, 2019). As such, this generic qualitative study will
explore military spouses’ experiences of seeking employment after a military relocation
and perception of their self-esteem post move.

In this chapter, I first cover my literature search strategy and then provide an
examination of the theoretical framework of self-determination theory including research
findings of other researchers who have used this theory in the past. I then discuss research
related to the effects of military relocation on spousal employment. | begin with a
discussion of the general topic of trailing spouses because military spouses are a
subcategory of trailing spouses. | then discuss existing research specific to military

spouses and the negative effects of relocation on military spouses. Last, | provide a brief
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overview of current employment programs provided for military spouses to give
background knowledge of what services are currently offered for this population. I close
with a discussion of the gap in the literature and then summarize the chapter.
Literature Search Strategy

The literature search was conducted through the Walden University Library
online databases. The search engines that I used for the literature review were Academic
Search Complete, Military and Government Collection, Psyclnfo, PsycArticles, Soclndex
with full text, and Social Work Abstracts. Google Scholar was a secondary database
search engine that | used as a secondary means of finding academic journal articles
related to my subject and interest. The following keywords and phrases were used in the
databases: military spouses, employment, military dependents, families of military
personnel, career development, military wife, <or> military wives, military families,
jobs, work, career, female spouse, females, women, military, identity, occupation, spouse,
mother, self-worth, quality, obstacles, barrier, challenges, profession, experiences,
perceptions, identity formation, education <and> challenges, development, self-
determination theory, workplace, self-determination, well-being, psychological well-
being, well-being family relationships, expat wife stigma, relocation, family unit, physical
well-being, career progression, promotion, career advancement, amotivation, motivation,
intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, gender, transition, move, self-esteem, and well-
being mental health. Boolean connectors were used during this search to combine various
key words in order to hone research results. Also, | initially focused on articles that had

been published within 5 years (2016-2021) of my first drafting of the proposal, however



17

older literature was also reviewed for better depth and knowledge of the subject being
researched. Further, | researched the literature for 2022-2023 to ensure | covered new
publications as | revised my review.

Theoretical Foundation: Self-Determination Theory (SDT)

SDT is the theoretical framework used for this study. | used SDT because it will
help guide my study on how U.S. female military spouses perceive their experiences of
seeking employment after a military relocation and how this may affect their overall
well-being. In this section, | cover the creation of SDT and define the core components of
SDT which are autonomy, competence, and relatedness. | then discuss how well-being is
developed and influenced in relation to SDT.

The Origination of SDT

SDT was initially introduced by Deci and Ryan in 1985 through a book they
wrote titled Self-Determination and Intrinsic Motivation in Human Behavior. Before the
introduction of SDT, a behaviorist approach was generally accepted as the means for
explaining human motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2001). As such, theorists either believed
external social environmental factors or internal psychological factors motivated
psychological growth and need fulfillment of individuals (Ryan & Deci, 2004). SDT was
developed to combine both external and internal explanations, and to introduce the idea
that the self’s primary task is to assimilate, coordinate, and regulate from both internal
and external environmental factors (Ryan, 2020). Thus, SDT provides a broader

theoretical framework that can be applied to various programs of study outside the field
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of psychology due to its focus on external and internal forces (Ryan & Deci, 2019) and
has been used in studies of human motivation and personality (Gagne & Deci, 2005).
The basis of SDT is the desire to achieve high levels of three basic psychological
needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Locke & Schattke, 2019). SDT defines
needs as the nutrients for growth (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Specifically, SDT suggests that
the attainment of the three psychological needs can lead to three internal psychological
factors: self-motivation, healthy psychological adjustment, and well-being (see Figure 1;
Coxen et al., 2021; Ryan, 2020). However, SDT theorists also assert that individuals are
impacted by various external forces that can help or hinder their attainment of the three
basic needs (Clark et al., 2013). Therefore, SDT theorists believe it is important for
individuals to have balance in all three psychological factors; an imbalance may result in

an individuals’ poor overall well-being due to unmet basic needs (Church et al., 2012).
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Figure 1

Components of SDT

Autonomy

Competence

Self-motivation, Healthy
Psychological Adjustment, &
Well-being

Note: Above shows the interactions of the three SDT components leading to the three psychological factors
The Three Basic Needs of SDT: Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness

Autonomy refers to the ability to freely make personal choices and for an
individual to have control over their actions (Deci et al., 1985). Individuals who have a
perception of having ownership over what they are attempting to do or accomplish, via
their own choice, are said to have autonomy (Averill et al., 2020; Coxen et al., 2021;
Fradkin-Hayslip, 2021). Therefore, inherent in the concept of autonomy is an individual’s
self-endorsement of their own actions (Ryan & La Guardia, 2000).

Competence refers to the level of skill or proficiency that the individual has to
complete a task (Deci & Ryan, 2000). When a person is competent, the individual has

gained mastery over a particular task and can perform that task confidently (Coxen et al.,

2021). Also, in combination with the construct of autonomy, competence also relates to
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the drive to learn and become proficient in new skills because believing one has
competence can result in an individual feeling capable of engaging in meaningful
activities (Averill & Major, 2020). Thus, when an individual believes they are competent
in their abilities to be successful and efficient in their environment, the individual is
motivated to work towards completing their goals (Averill & Major, 2020).

The component of relatedness refers to an individual making connections with
other people and feeling like they belong to a group and, further, are important to that
group (Deci et al., 1985). According to SDT, relatedness should not be underestimated
because people have an innate need to have relationships with others to experience a
sense of belonging (Ryan et al., 2000). Therefore, relatedness also provides a sense of
being cared for and contributing to social groups and to feel important, valued, and loved
(Ryan & La Guardia, 2000).

All three needs must be met for a person to achieve and maintain psychological
health, mental health, and overall well-being. If any one or all three basic needs are
neglected or hindered in any way, a sense of loss or purpose and decreased well-being
may emerge. Therefore, fulfilling one’s competence, relatedness, and autonomy must
occur on an ongoing basis throughout an individual’s lifespan to experience well-being
and constant growth. Otherwise, an individual will feel decreased happiness and feelings
of loss or fulfillment (Ryan & La Guardia, 2000). Research indicates that these needs are

universal and do not belong to one culture, race, or ethnicity (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
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SDT, External Forces, and Well-being

According to SDT, an individual’s ability to reach high levels of the three
components of autonomy, competence, and relatedness is what contributes to well-being
(Fradkin-Hayslip, 2021). However, various external forces have been found to impact an
individual’s odds in attaining these three components. For example, research has shown
that the external forces of family relationships and employment influence an individual’s
achievement of the three components.

Quality time and positive interaction with family may satisfy an individual’s
psychological needs. For example, Lin et al., (2021) found that when an individual can
decide what activity(s) to engage in with their family, their sense of autonomy grows.
Also, when clear expectations are set in the household or when an individual can meet the
request of another family member, an individual can feel a sense of competence when
accomplishing the request and fulfilling mastery over their environment. Furthermore,
when family members share positive interactions, spend enjoyable time together, and
have open communication this satisfies the need for relatedness (Lin et al., 2021). Thus, a
family structure that supports the fulfillment of the three basic needs, leads to an increase
in three psychological factors of self-motivation, healthy psychological adjustment, and
well-being.

Employment status is also linked to well-being and SDT has been used to explain
the effects of job insecurity on an individual’s three basic psychological needs. For
example, when individuals feel high levels of job insecurity, there is a sense of reduced

autonomy over their job resulting in feelings of helplessness (Shin et al., 2019). However,
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if job stability and satisfaction are present, then fewer health problems and an increase in
well-being have been reported (Gomez-Baya & Lucia-Casademunt, 2018). The financial
insecurity felt by individuals who have insecure employment has been linked to
depression, anxiety, and other mental health issues (Weinstein & Stone, 2018).
Additionally, employment can provide not only identity but also purpose (Hadden &
Smith, 2017), both of which positively impact the three basic needs identified by SDT.

As such, SDT is an appropriate theoretical framework for this research because
findings from this study may provide information on how the loss of employment affects
individuals in terms of the three basic psychological needs of competence, relatedness,
and autonomy and how they relate to well-being. My interview questions and analysis of
data will be based on the fundamentals of SDT. The interview questions will be initially
deductively categorized and coded by the three basic psychological needs. Finally results
from this study will be interpreted with the lens of SDT to provide clarity and answers to
my stated research question: What are the experiences of U.S. female military spouses
seeking employment after a military relocation due to military reassignments and their
perceived self-esteem post relocation?

Literature Review Related to Key Variables and Concepts

To better understand U.S. female military spouse’s experiences seeking
employment after a military relocation and their perceived self-esteem, I first sought to
identify research that had previously been studied on this topic. In this literature review,
first I discuss the research on the concept of trailing spouses. Next, I discuss how military

spouses can be considered a subset of the broader concept of trailing spouses. Then |



23

discuss the negative impacts of military relocation on military spouses. Finally, I discuss
how perception of self-esteem after a relocation.
Trailing Spouses

The phenomenon of one spouse giving up their own employment stability for
another is not new. One term used for this phenomenon is trailing spouse. Trailing
spouses usually leave employment and other aspects of stability behind to keep the
family unit intact when the other spouse starts a new employment endeavor requiring a
move, usually abroad (Slobodin, 2019). While the term is most often used to refer to
spouses who follow their partners to a different country for a professional opportunity
(Cangia, 2018), some academic research also uses the term to refer to domestic
reassignment.

The role of gender in the phenomenon of trailing spouses cannot be
underestimated. The notion of a trailing spouse has typically been associated with a
nonworking dependent wife (Cangia, 2018). Historically, attempting to preserve the
cultural expectation of a heteronormative nuclear family, regardless of the personal
sacrifice of the trailing spouse who is more often the woman or wife, has been a standard
(Roderick, 2012). Many women, who are trailing spouses, experience changes in family
roles and dynamics, finding themselves in the lead caretaker role and suspension or
termination of their work role identity (Rowsen et al., 2021). This suspension in work
identity may be due in part to having the responsibility of being available for family
demands, a task often assigned to wives, since many trailing spouses reside away from

extended family supports (Rowsen et al., 2021).
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There are many challenges associated with being a trailing spouse. For example,
some trailing spouses may experience insecurity, instability, frustration, and uncertainty
regarding their future employment (Cangia, 2018). Further, issues with language
proficiency, work permits, or non-equivalent qualifications, childcare, and community
support are a challenge that trailing spouses may face when their spouse is assigned
outside of the United States (Mutter, 2017; Rowsen et al., 2021). Even after finding
employment after relocation, sometimes trailing spouses report less prestigious,
unappealing, or undesirable working conditions when compared to prior work, and lower
pay (McNulty & Moeller, 2018; Rowsen et al., 2021). Sometimes trailing spouses
attempt to make a dual-career household work. However, these dual-career households
can be a challenge when both individuals have a strong commitment or passion to their
profession (McNulty & Moeller, 2018).

How a trailing spouse responds to their circumstances varies. McNulty and
Moeller (2018) identified four categories of trailing spouses: ready, re-born, resentful,
and resigned. Spouses categorized as ready report feeling empowered, refuse to accept
dual-career defeat, refuse to adopt the trailing spouse lifestyle as their end identity, and
typically work in the same profession as the one back home. Spouses that are considered
reborn can initially be resentful but able to re-establish a new identity after relocation and
were able to find new employment. Those who are resentful may be aggressive, but this
is because they may feel defeated and angry due to the loss of their identity. The resigned
can be passive, defeated, depressed, and accept the trailing spouse lifestyle. McNulty and

Moeller concluded that depending on the attitudes that the trailing spouses have about the



25

relocation, the results of these moves can result in divorce, living apart, or routinely
swapping the lead career role to accommodate for the other spouse.

Some trailing spouses may leave employment purposefully. Slobodin (2019)
suggested that some trailing spouses saw their relocation as a temporary retreat from
reality, which for some may have been demanding and stressful compared to life abroad.
According to McNulty and Moeller (2018), engagement and feeling connected to support
structures other than employment positively influenced the transition to the new culture.
Withdrawing from employment, as a trailing spouse, was found to support the spouses to
reinvent themselves and move past simply functioning (Elliott, 2020). As such, there is
no one overarching experience to relocation.

Military Service Members and Spouses

In many ways, a military spouse could be considered a “trailing spouse” because
of repeated relocation due to their spouse’s assignments, and this affects their ability to
find employment once relocations have occurred (Blakely et al., 2014).

Like trailing spouses, military spouses frequently leave behind stability, whether
that is from employment, extended family, or their own identity when their active-duty
partner is relocated. And the number of individuals who are impacted by military
relocations is substantial. As Table 1 shows, in 2020 there were over 2.9 million family
members (i.e., spouses, children, and adult dependents) of active-duty service members in
the United States. That means 2.9 million family members potentially will or have been
affected by military relocation. There are approximately 1,333,822 United States

Department of Defense active-duty service members (DoD Demographics Report, 2020).
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The majority of these are enlisted personnel (1,099,188) while 234,634 are officers. Of

particular note, across all branches of service, the majority of military spouses are female.

Table 1

2020 Demographic Profile of the United States Military Community: Active-Duty
Families (DoD Demographics Report)

Family Members of Spouses 597,737

Active Duty Children 964,485
Adult 7,619
Dependents

Marital Status Married 665,764
Never Married 602,452
Divorced 63,486
Other 2,119

Gender of Spouses Male 55,315
Female 542,421

Spouse ages? >25 yrs 140,274
26-30y/o 112,535
31-35y/o 132,657
36-40y/o 96,167
41 yrsor older 83,051

Note. Table 1 provides demographic information of United States military service family
members/dependents taken from the 2020 Demographics Profile of the Military Community report

sponsored by the Department of Defense (DoD).

Military Spouse Relocation and Well-being

It is common for military personnel and their partners to relocate to different duty
stations every 2 to 3 years, one-third moving approximately every year (Ribeiro et al.,
2023). If the couple works together as a team and their goals are aligned, these transitions
can make adjustments a bit easier for the military spouse because the military spouse
feels a sense of autonomy. For example, if the motivation to relocate is perceived by the

partner to be their choice, their sense of autonomy is stronger than if they feel they were
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persuaded or coerced (de Araujo, 2021). However, when a partner feels loss of control
over the trajectory of their life, it can make them feel they have loss a sense of autonomy.

Likewise, an individual’s sense of competence can be impacted due to continual
relocation of military spouses. According to de Araujo (2021), for the individuals who
have followed their active-duty military partner due to relocation, some may feel
irrelevant or inadequate as well as feel loss during some point in the relocation. This can
be due to the lack of opportunities or perception thereof, to showcase their capabilities
and skillset (de Araujo, 2021).

With a reduction in autonomy and sense of competence, relocation also impacts
the sense of relatedness, or belonging, a military spouse may have. Having your own
identity separate from your active-duty military partner can provide a military spouse
with a sense of relatedness or belonging. This can be accomplished through connections
or relationships with peers found in employment settings (Gribble et al., 2019).
Conversely, in the study by Slobodin (2019), trailing spouses were able to cope with the
loss of identity by reminding themselves that their situation was temporary, and time was
irrelevant at that moment since they chose to take a break to follow their spouse.

Military relocations do adversely affect the spouses’ professional and personal
sense of competence, relatedness, and autonomy which in turn affects their well-being
(Gribble et al., 2019). First, a military spouse’s sense of autonomy may be impacted by
postponing personal and professional goals due to frequent relocations. Second,
establishing proficiency or competence in the work setting may be a challenge since

frequent relocations change the environment and prevent stability and growth in one
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location or profession. Third, forming relationships in a professional setting may also be
difficult because the time spent in one location may not be long enough for military
spouses to form strong bonds with others in the workplace. Because employment
provides not only financial stability but also offers a sense of pride and achievement
among military spouses, relocation can contribute to a reduction in well-being of military
spouses (see Gribble et al., 2019).
Negative Impacts of Military Relocation for Military Spouses

Military relocation is an occupational demand for all branches of service. But this
demand also extends to families and spouses of military personnel if they want to keep
their family unit intact (Bakhurst et al., 2017). Some areas that military spouses id entify
as negatively impacted by military relocations is their career (Burke & Miller, 2018;
Castaneda & Harrell, 2008; Huffman et al., 2019; Owen & Combs, 2017; Wang &
Pullman, 2019), overall well-being (Gribble et al., 2019), social supports (Borah & Fina,
2017; Mailey et al., 2018; Runge et al., 2014), and family unit (Bakhurst et al., 2017). |
address each of these challenges below.
Career Impacts

Research suggests that a military spouses’ careers are impacted due to military
relocation. After an examination of various studies, the research shows their careers are
impacted in the following ways: through employment disruptions, seniority and career
progression, and career portability overseas.

Employment Disruptions. Military relocation or permanent change of station

(PCS) is a requirement for service members in all branches of the United States military



29

(Blaisure et al., 2016). As such, military relocations are common and 79% of military
spouses reported experiencing at least one military relocation during their spouse’s
military career (Blue Star Families Military Family Lifestyle Survey, 2018). This
experience of relocation, or being a trailing spouse, is approximately three times more
than their civilian counterparts (Park, 2011).

In general, majority of military spouses, both male and female, will relocate at
some point during their active-duty spouses’ career. A survey of 605,716 military spouses
of U.S. active-duty service members indicated that 81% had experienced at least one PCS
move during their active-duty spouse’s military career and 33% within the last 12 months
(Office of People Analytics, 2019). Of the 81%, 35% of these military spouses stated it
took them at least 7 months or more to find employment after their PCS move. According
to this same survey, a PCS move more than doubles the likelihood that the military
spouse will be unemployed at their next location (Office of People Analytics, 2019).

Military spouses who have experienced at least one PCS or relocation are more
likely to be unemployed or underemployed. For example, even after finding employment
after a PCS move, military spouses earn significantly less than spouses who have not
experienced at least one relocation (Wang & Pullman, 2019). In another study,
researchers found that migration among military spouses was associated with a 9%
increase in unemployment, a 10% drop in employment, and a 4-hour decline in hours
worked per week among this population (Cooke & Speirs, 2005).

Overall, multiple relocations significantly impact hours worked and earned

income due to the frequency of moves and all the challenges of starting anew. On
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average, military spouses earn less than their civilian counterparts even if they work the
same number of hours (Meadows et al., 2016). Therefore, Military spouses earn
approximately 14-25% less than civilian spouses (Burke & Miller, 2018). The impact on
earnings decreases over time, however, even after 2 years, military spouses earn
approximately 3% less than their civilian counterparts (Burke & Miller, 2018). This
deficit can add up over time considering, on average, military families relocate every 2-4
years. Furthermore, research shows a larger reduction in pay when the military relocation
is across state lines (Burke & Miller, 2018). Income not only provides economic stability
but also provides an identity for military spouses. Income and status are key factors for
overall well-being and quality of life (Trewick & Muller, 2014). Depending on the level
of financial stress and perceived financial stability will determine well-being and life
satisfaction even when there was social support and work-life balance present (Wang &
Pullman, 2019).

Seniority and Career Progression. In addition to impacting earnings, military
relocation can impede the progression of military spouses in their career development
(Ziff & Garland-Jackson, 2020). Sometimes employment transitions become lateral or
downward moves in terms of career progression (Eby, 2001). Opportunities for
promotions and job advancement for military spouses are sometimes negatively impacted
due to frequent relocation (Eby, 2001). Accordingly, frequent relocation can impact the
trend of upward mobility in a profession.

Not only is finding employment a concern but finding careers in the spouse’s field

of practice may be a challenge. Spouses with careers that are not considered to be in high
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demand may have enhanced challenges with career progression or finding careers related
to their field (Huffman et al., 2019). Further, employers may be hesitant to hire military
spouses due to frequent relocations because of substantiated employer bias, costly
investment in job-specific training, and lengthy learning curves (Hosek & Wadsworth,
2013). Frequent relocations make it challenging for military spouses to progress in their
career goals due to being unable to fulfill time requirements, such as completing a
probationary period. Therefore, specialized fields such as nursing, social work, or
counseling which require supervision or licensure hours, may be challenging for military
spouses to complete due to frequent relocations (Borah & Fina, 2017).

Career Portability Overseas. The type of career may impact the portability and
career success of military spouses, especially when relocating overseas. Foreign or
overseas military relocation can be a challenge for military spouses regarding finding
employment (Elliott, 2020). Not all foreign countries allow for American civilians to
work within their country outside the U.S. installation, remotely, or from home (Elliott,
2019). In some countries, there are agreements between the foreign government and the
U.S. government which permit U.S. civilians to only work on U.S. installations (Elliott,
2019). However, many positions on the installations are sometimes limited and held by
local nationals (Elliott, 2019). National rules and regulations may add to the issue of
military spouse unemployment due to their restrictions (Elliott, 2019).

Impacts to Overall Well-being
Well-being can be analyzed through a psychological lens, or via physical health,

or both. Psychological well-being can be defined by how an individual self-measures
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their life satisfaction, self-efficacy, self-esteem, positive affect, or lack of negative affect
(Martela & Sheldon, 2019; O’Neal, 2020). Physical well-being can be defined by how an
individual self-measures their level of physical functioning (Martela & Sheldon, 2019).
For the purposes of this study, the focus will be on psychological well-being or a
spouse’s self-esteem, experienced through the achievement of basic psychological needs
autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

Although there are many stressors that come with a military lifestyle, many
military families still report overall healthy functioning (Sullivan et al., 2021). Resilience
can be attributed to enduring and managing stress despite the military lifestyle (Wang &
Pullman, 2019)). Family resilience is being able to stay positive on a familial level in the
face of adversity (Sullivan et al., 2021). Communities and social outlets play an important
role in helping families stay resilient (O’Neal, 2020). Research findings have suggested
that military families who are involved or feel a part of their community rate their overall
well-being higher than families who are not involved or do not feel a part of their
community (O’Neal, 2020). The feeling of community can also be found through
employment. Therefore, if relocation can negatively impact employment, then it can
potentially impact well-being.

Psychological Well-being. Prior researchers have linked strong social networks
with spouse adjustment (Copeland & Norrell, 2002) and the importance of social
networks in promoting military spouse adjustment (Wang et al., 2015). As a core source
of social connection, employment has been found to provide military spouses with an

outlet for social connections outside the military setting and provide them with a sense of
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purpose and value (Gribble et al., 2019). Social connections found in work environments
have also been found to be significantly correlated with marital satisfaction,
psychological distress, and overall well-being for military spouses. This not only
promotes positive adjustment for military spouses but also allows service members to
commit to staying in the military (Crouch et al., 2016).

Researchers have suggested that employment contributes to the psychological
well-being and quality of life of military spouses (Trewick & Muller, 2014). Work has
been found to provide a sense of pride and self-esteem, being perceived to hold greater
social value than exclusively being a stay-at-home spouse (Rowsen et al., 2021).
Employed military spouses have been found to have overall higher levels of
psychological health and well-being compared to unemployed military spouses (Trewick
& Muller, 2014). Self-esteem has also been found to be higher in employed women
versus unemployed women (Alka & Midha, 2015). This may be attributed to the quality
of social relationships when employed (Trewick & Muller, 2014). Overall, a healthy
sense of psychological well-being means better perception on quality of life and lower
rates of mental health issues.

Active-duty spouses are aware of the impacts relocation has on their spouses.
Huffman et al. (2019) reported that service members believed the military lifestyle does
hurt their spouses’ career progression and well-being and that many service members saw
employment as an identity that their spouse can have outside of being a military spouse.

According to Rowsen et al. (2021), some supportive spouses understand the importance
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of redeveloping work identity but identify that work activities still must fit around their
spouse’s role of primary caretaker and/or homemaker (2021).

Identity and purpose, which both can be found through employment, play a role in
overall well-being. That is, having a sense of identity and overall well-being could
combat boredom, feeling incomplete and unrecognizable, and potentially end cycles of
marital discord (Huffman et al., 2019; Rowsen et al., 2021). Employment may also
provide self-fulfillment and a sense of personal achievement (Huffman et al., 2019).
Researchers also found that employment can contribute to military spouses’ formulation
of independent identity through a professional setting (Gribble et al., 2019).

Having a good social support system is also essential to overall well-being.
However, support systems found through employment and local networks are displaced
after relocation causing social and emotional disruption for a spouse, according to
research by Gudmundsdottir et al. (2018). Social support or experiencing connections
may be important in determining the likelihood of general adjustment and the overall
psychological well-being of a spouse. Living overseas can also lead to lower
psychological well-being due to differences in culture, living conditions, and language.
International moves or even out-of-state moves are challenging to the whole family
considering everyone must reestablish social networks and identify new community
resources (Spencer et al., 2016). As a result, this was found to lead to lower rates of
marital satisfaction, lower retention of military personnel, and lower rates of physical
health (Burrell et al., 2006). A decline in psychological well-being can lead to depression,

anxiety, sleep disorders, and other various mental health issues (Padden & Posey, 2013).
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A study conducted by Ribeiro, Renshaw & Allen (2023) also found that frequent

military relocation can contribute to a spouse’s psychological distress. In this study,
psychological distress was measured by assessing the spouse’s level of self-esteem using
the Single-Item Self Esteem measure (SISE). Researchers found that there was greater
psychological distress among spouses due to military moves versus length of separation
from their military spouse due to deployments. This increased spouses’ risk of depressive
symptoms and stress. The frequent moves also impacted continuity of care which made
significant negative impacts for spouses already dealing with mental health concerns.

Physical Well-being. Employment for military spouses is not only important for
psychological well-being. Research shows that employed military spouses have better
physical health and well-being compared to unemployed military spouses (Trewick &
Muller, 2014). Researchers have found amongst the population of full-time employees,
their perceived health and physical functioning was at a slower decline versus the
unemployed population (Trewick & Muller, 2014). Unfortunately, a decline in physical
well-being can lead to sleep disturbance, fatigue, headaches, changes in appetite, and
weight changes (Padden & Posey, 2013).

In addition to physical health more generally, frequent military relocation can
significantly impact healthcare for military families. Frequent moves can cause poor
continuity of care and difficulty creating good patient-provider relationships (Gleason &
Beck, 2017). Along with this, some moves are to remote locations that have reduced

access to care. Sometimes care is sought out in communities where providers lack the
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knowledge or military cultural competency to be able to fully support the military family
(Borah & Fina, 2017).

Strong communication and flexibility within a family unit is important for
familial resilience (O’Neal et al., 2016). Being flexible with familial roles, having regular
family interactions, and engendering a supportive atmosphere build family cohesion,
which in turn provide overall well-being for the family and service member (O’Neal et
al., 2016). Because, as noted above, trailing spouses are more often women and are more
likely to be tasked with familial duties, a stressful impact to the family can also increase
the stress to the military spouse.

Support Programs for Military Spouses

The use of employment support programs by military spouses have been found to
positively impact military retention of active-duty service members (Webber & Vogel,
2019). Feelings of recognition and value by the military and feeling like their career
sacrifices were acknowledged and appreciated by the military, can develop feelings of
connection and support not only for the spouses but the service members as well (Godier-
McBard et al., 2020). The military can benefit from mimicking programs designed for
expatriate or trailing spouses to assist with better supporting a smoother transition for
spouses of service members. For example, information sessions discussing cultural
differences can help to better prepare for potential cross-cultural adjustment issues for
military spouses (Webber & Vogel, 2019). Additionally, advance or sufficient notice was

found to be important for the trailing spouses to be able to investigate what potential
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career options there may be, along with employment counseling to include education
enhancement and work permit assistance (Webber & Vogel, 2019).

Five programs, created by the DoD, to assist military spouses with either finding
employment or education advancement are the Military Spouse Center Advancement
Accounts (MyCAA) tuition assistance program, the Military Spouse Employment
Partnership (MSEP), and the Military Spouse Career Center. The creation of the
noncompetitive hiring process and Military Spouse Preference Program (MSP) was also
created to assist and support military spouses with finding and obtaining employment.
However, even after the implementation of numerous government initiatives, spousal
employment is still considered to be a problem among military spouses (Blue Star
Families Military Family Lifestyle Survey, 2020).

Military Spouse Center Advancement Accounts (MyCAA)

The MyCAA was created in 2007 as a demonstration project to assist military
spouses with advancing their education and providing for better opportunities to find
portable employment (United States Government Accountability Office Report to
Congressional Committees, 2012). To start the process of enrollment, a spouse must
identify the course of study, create an educational plan, and apply for tuition assistance
(United States Government Accountability Office Report to Congressional Committees,
2012). However, not all fields of study qualify for tuition assistance. The DoD and
Department of Labor define which education or training they consider being portable and
likely to have job openings close to military installations (United States Government

Accountability Office Report to Congressional Committees, 2012). In its early inception,
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MyCAA offered up to $6,000 in tuition funds to include certificates, licenses, bachelor’s,
and advanced degrees to spouses of active-duty service members (United States
Government Accountability Office Report to Congressional Committees, 2012). Several
changes have been made since 2009 to include eligibility criteria targeting spouses of
junior service members, reduction of benefits to $4,000, and funds only used for
certificates and licenses, excluding bachelors and advanced degrees (United States
Government Accountability Office Report to Congressional Committees, 2012). Funds
have declined while access to funds have become more challenging.

Military Spouse Employment Partnership (MSEP)

The MSEP was established in 2011 to connect military spouses with over 420
companies and organizations that are committed specifically to hiring military spouses
(Congressional Research Service, 2020). The jobs that are offered through this
partnership are reportedly transferable and portable (GAO-19-320R: My Career
Advancement Account, 2019). MSEP is a web-based portal that is accessed by military
spouses upon requesting registration with MSEP. The portal houses a search engine that
shows current job openings with participating employers and assists with resume building
(GAO-13-60: Military Spouse Employment Programs, 2012).

Military Spouse Career Center

The main purpose of the Military Spouse Career Center is to help military spouses
achieve their educational and career goals through coaching and job search assistance
(GAO-21-193: Military Spouse Employment, 2021). The Career Center is comprised of a

call center, houses employment counselors, and has a website that provides information
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about career options, resume building, interviewing tips, and job search engines. The
counselors at the Career Center also provide information on how to navigate other
employment programs offered through the DoD (GAO-13-60: Military Spouse
Employment Programs, 2012).
Noncompetitive Appointment Authority for Military Spouses

Through the noncompetitive authority, federal agencies like the DoD, Department
of Veteran Affairs (VA), Social Security Administration (SSA), and Department of
Homeland Security (DHS) can hire eligible and qualified military spouses without going
through the competitive hiring process (GA0O-13-60: Military Spouse Employment
Programs, 2012). Three main eligibility criteria for military spouses are: (a) a spouse of a
service member on active-duty orders, (b) spouse of a retired, separated, or discharged
service member with a 100% service-connected disability, or (c) spouse of a service
member who died while on active-duty orders and who has not remarried (Congressional
Research Service, 2020). This unique program can provide a much needed advantage for
military spouses who may be at a disadvantage due to frequent relocations.
DoD’s Military Spouse Preference (MSP) program

The MSP provides eligible military spouses priority selection for certain federal
jobs (GAO-13-60: Military Spouse Employment Programs, 2012). Military spouses
under this must be determined to be the best qualified, however cannot be selected
against another candidate with veterans’ preference. The MSP can only be used once at
each duty station and resets after each PCS move. Eligibility criteria for the MSP

program are: (@) must have relocated with an active-duty service member to a new duty
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station via PCS, (b) must be married to the service member on or before the date of the
service member’s order getting authorized for the PCS move, and (c) must be determined
to be the best qualified for the position (Congressional Research Service, 2020).

Efficacy of DOD Programs

MyCAA was found to be nominally successful but as time progressed, fewer
spouses were using it. From the fiscal year 2011 to 2017, data gathered from the DoD
suggest a 40% decline in military spouse tuition assistance (GA0-19-320R: My Career
Advancement Account, 2019). In the fiscal year 2011, about 38,000 spouses received
assistance whereas in 2017 about 21,000 spouses received tuition assistance (GAO-19-
320R: My Career Advancement Account, 2019). DoD officials have stated various
reasons for the decline in assistance, including improved labor markets or because of
personal reasons like family obligations (GAO-19-320R: My Career Advancement
Account, 2019). However, DoD also found the decline may have been due to lack of
awareness of the assistance program, inaccurate information listed on the outreach
material, and technical difficulties accessing the MyCAA website (GAO-19-320R: My
Career Advancement Account, 2019).

Many efforts by DoD and nonprofit organizations continue to work on decreasing
the rate of unemployed or underemployed military spouses by creating new initiatives
and programs to help educate or employ these spouses. However, according to a recent
report by the National Military Spouse Network (NMSN), the government continues to
spend an abundance of money creating programs that they do not actively oversee

through data collection to see if the programs are in fact helping to support their mission
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(2023). It is recommended that standardized reporting requirements be created by the
government and overseen on a state level and the data be made visible and transparent to
all parties involved.

Summary and Conclusion

Chapter 2 provided literature on the background of SDT and how this theoretical
foundation can be used to understand the effects of military relocation on female military
spouses’ employment, their self-esteem and their overall well-being. Exploration of the
effects of employment and military relocation on physical and psychological well-being
was addressed in this chapter, along with how service members are affected by spousal
employment and well-being. This chapter also provided background information on
various military employment programs that are currently available to assist military
Spouses.

In Chapter 3, in-depth information regarding the research design and
methodology of this study will be provided. Discussion of instrumentation and the
method of collecting data will be provided. The rationale of how the targeted population
was chosen and the method of recruiting participants will be discussed. Last, ethical

considerations, researcher bias, and evidence of trustworthiness will be provided.
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Chapter 3: Research Method

This generic qualitative study will explore U.S. female military spouses’
experiences of seeking employment after relocation due to military reassignments and
their perceived self-esteem post relocation. In this chapter, | will restate the research
questions and elaborate on the research design chosen for this study. Also, | will discuss
the rationale behind the chosen research tradition. Finally, I will discuss my role as the
researcher and identify any issues with trustworthiness.

Research Design and Rationale

This generic qualitative study was guided by the following research question:
What are U.S. female military spouses’ experiences seeking employment after military
relocation and their perceived self-esteem post relocation? Due to the disruptive nature of
a relocation, |1 sought to explore spouses’ perceptions of themselves after their
experiences in seeking employment after military relocation.

The central concepts of this research study are military relocation of spouses and
self-esteem. The first concept; military relocation, or permanent change of station (PCS),
is when the active duty service member relocates (usually accompanied by their family)
from one duty station to another based on the needs of the branch of service (Blaisure et
al., 2016). If married, the active duty service member’s spouse, or military spouse, IS
enrolled in the Defense Enrollment and Eligibility Reporting System (DEERS; a system
that verifies dependents that qualify for military-based services and benefits) and is
deemed a legal dependent of the service member (Blaisure et al., 2016). The second

concept, well-being or more closely identified as self-esteem, is the self-measurement on
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how an individual feels (life satisfaction, positive affect, or lack of negative affect) along
with how that individual is functioning (Martela & Sheldon, 2019). One key study that
tied both concepts together was a qualitative study conducted by Gribble et al. (2019)
which reported that military relocation does adversely affect military spouses’
professional and personal sense of competence, relatedness, and autonomy, which in turn
affects their well-being. However, what is not known is whether US female military
spouses would have the same outcome as the UK spouses in the Gribble study.

To fully examine the experiences of my research population, a qualitative method
is the best fit for this study. A qualitative research method will allow me to investigate
the phenomenon of study in-depth using semistructured interviews to help provide data
that would not easily be able to be translated into numbers (see Anderson, 2010). By
using the qualitative method, I will further provide meaning to the phenomenon being
studied, helping to offer insight into the perspective of the population being studied: the
military spouses who are affected by a PCS (see Danford, 2023).

The design that best suits this type of research exploration is the generic design.
According to Percy et al. (2015), researchers seeking a population’s subjective “take” on
actual external happenings and events should consider generic qualitative inquiry as their
approach. This type of design investigates individual’s reports of their subjective
opinions, attitudes, beliefs, or reflections on their experiences and allows for full rich
description of the phenomenon of study from the participants’ perspective. Using my
study topic as an example, research has shown that 81% of military spouses had relocated

at least once and potentially may need to find new employment (Office of People



44

Analytics, 2019). However, there is no research indicating how these spouses think and
feel about relocation or how those feelings and ideas influence their well-being. As such,
it is first important to identify what participants think and feel about this topic. Thus, I
will use the generic design for my study.
Role of the Researcher

How I address and mitigate my personal lens/worldview during data collection
and analysis is a key component for the study. According to Fusch (2015), hearing and
understanding the perspective of others may be one of the most difficult dilemmas that a
researcher faces. A way to combat this dilemma is to be able to recognize personal view
of the world and discern the presence of a personal lens to better hear and interpret the
behavior and reflections of others and represent them in the data that is collected (Dibley,
2011; Fields & Kafai, 2009). Therefore, it is important that a novice researcher
recognizes their own personal role in the study and mitigates any concerns during data
collection (Chenail, 2011). Furthermore, part of the discussion should address how this is
demonstrated through understanding when the data is saturated by mitigating the use of
one’s personal lens during the data collection process of the study (Dibley, 2011). Hence,
a researcher's cultural and experiential background will contain biases, values, and
ideologies (Chenail, 2011) that can affect when the data is indeed saturated (Bernard,
2012).

As the interviewer, | will be the main instrument for this study. As such, | must be
aware of my personal preconceived notions and knowledge of the phenomenon of study

and not allow it to interfere with my relationship as interviewer (see Bengtsson, 2016). |
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currently am a US female military spouse of an active-duty service member. | also have
experience relocating every 2-3 years due to military relocations. It has been a challenge
and sometimes a struggle for me to find employment, which in turn | have found to affect
my overall well-being. Due to these experiences, | must be careful not to place my
personal biases or coerce in any way the outcome of this research study. Additionally,
since | have prior knowledge of the phenomenon of study, I must be vigilant in not
allowing personal biases to interfere with the research process (see Yilmaz, 2013).

To keep my biases in check, I will be mindful of my own experiences by keeping
a reflective journal, share my journal periodically with my Chair, engage in bracketing,
and utilize the interviewing the investigator approach. Keeping and using reflective
journals will enable me to make my experiences, opinions, thoughts, and feelings visible
and an acknowledged part of the research design, data generation, analysis, and
interpretation process. Ongoing journalling during research can make the messiness of
the research process visible to the researcher who can then address it overtly in discussion
of the method and thus avoid producing, reproducing, and circulating the discourse of
research as a neat and linear process (Ortlipp, 2008).

The purpose of journaling is to practice bracketing. Bracketing is an approach that
helps a researcher control personal bias. Bracketing means to become more aware of my
personal experiences, feelings, and emotions related to the topic of study (see Baksh,
2018). Bracketing allows a researcher to acknowledge their personal history,
epistemological position, and ontological perspective. The theoretical framework reflects

the qualitative theory guiding the researcher in the specific study (Sorsa et al., 2015).
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According to Chenail (2011), interviewing the investigator approach is when
either the researcher takes the role of interviewee and recruits a colleague to play the role
of interviewer, or the researcher can play both interviewee and interviewer. This is a
helpful approach to check the quality of the interview protocol and check for any
potential researcher bias. It is an effective approach especially if the researcher has a
strong affinity to the population being studied or is also a member of the population,
which is true in my case (see Chenail, 2011).

In addition to bias, | also must be mindful of power differentials when I conduct
my research (see Ortlipp, 2008). A potential ethical issue in my research is the possibility
of dual relationships. Since | work on the military installation and reside within the
military community outside the installation, | run the risk of recruiting a participant who |
either am familiar with on a personal or professional level. To address this, | will only
recruit and include participants who | have no prior relationship outside this research
study.

Methodology
Participant Selection Logic

The specific targeted population for this study is U.S. female military spouses
who relocated at least once with their active-duty spouse. Participants will be recruited
using purposeful and snowball sampling concurrently. Purposeful sampling refers to
specifically recruiting participants who have knowledge about the phenomenon being
studied (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Patton, 2002;). | intend to recruit participants

from social media groups (i.e., Facebook) targeted specifically for military spouse
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members. Additionally, I will use snowball sampling, which is a type of recruitment that
asks current participants for potential recruits that have similar characteristics as them
(Palinkas et al., 2015). This process is, by necessity, repetitive: informants refer the
researcher to other informants, who are contacted by the researcher and then refer them to
yet other informants, and so on. Snowball sampling is arguably the most widely
employed method of sampling in qualitative research in various disciplines across the
social sciences (Noy, 2008).

The inclusion criteria include the following elements. First, participants must be
women who are currently married to active-duty service members. There is no preference
in rank (i.e., junior enlisted, noncommissioned officer, senior NCO, officers). Second, the
participants must have completed a minimum of one PCS move prior to the interview.
Participants may potentially be chosen from various installations nationwide. There will
be no specific branch of service selected for this study. Instead, there is a possibility that
military spouses from all military branches can be selected for this study.

Social media (i.e., Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn) and word-of-mouth (i.e., Family
Readiness Group, friends, family, networking) will be used for recruitment for this study.
An email account will be created specifically for this study. This email account will be
provided along with a brief description of what the study is about and what is expected of
a participant. This information will be handed out (i.e., FRG, friends, family) on a flyer
and posted online (i.e., Facebook groups, Twitter, LinkedIn). People who are interested in
becoming participants will be invited to email me with their contact information so | can

screen them and set up an interview.
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Potential participants will be screened by phone to ensure they meet the criterion
above prior to scheduling an interview date and time. Once | have determined they meet
the inclusion criteria, I will email them the consent form and ask them to reply “I
consent” prior to the interview. Interviews will be conducted through Zoom according to
their schedule and preference. The goal of this study will be to interview a sample size of
8-12 US female military spouses who have experienced on PCS.

According to Fusch et al., (2015) data saturation is reached when there is enough
information to replicate the study, when the ability to obtain additional new information
has been attained, and when further coding is no longer feasible. Sample size and data
saturation will be determined when no new data is being provided by the participants or
that the data being provided is not adding anything of quality to the study (Mason, 2010).
As such, I have set a range of participants from 8-12 (see Fusch et al., 2015).
Instrumentation

In this study, use of a semistructured interview will be the key instrument in
receiving and collecting the data through interviewing participants using open-ended
questions (Jacob et al., 2012). An audio-tape device will be used as an instrument to
record the interviews in addition to recording the interview on Zoom. After every
interview is completed, the external audio will be uploaded and saved on my password
protected laptop. The audio will then be deleted.

An interview protocol that | produced and is specific to this study will be used. As
mentioned by Jacob et al. (2012), the interview protocol and questions will ensure the

interview is conducted the same every time and help mitigate any bias. It will provide a
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script for before and after the interview and will also provide a prompt to discuss consent.
The interview protocol will serve as a procedural guide for the study. The interview
questions will be written using information from the literature review and theory. The
interview protocol and questions will be reviewed by my committee and peers for clarity.
See Appendix A for the full interview protocol.

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection

Data will be gathered by me through interviews collected from 8-12 female
military spouses. One on one interviews will be scheduled with participants at a time and
date of their choosing that works for their schedule. The interviews will last
approximately 45min long, excluding explanation of consent form (5min) and debrief
(10min) at the end of the interview for an anticipated total of 60min. The data
(interviews) will be recorded by using an audio recorder and on Zoom and labeled
Participant 1 through Participant 12 (P1-P12). A follow-up plan, if recruitment results are
too few, is to utilize the Walden participant pool.

After the end of the interview a debrief will take place. An explanation will be
provided to the participants of what the data will be used for and contribution of the
research to the phenomenon being studied. To maintain trustworthiness of the data,
participants will be sent a copy of their transcript so they can review and clarify if
needed. Member checking helps control potential researcher bias and further provides
credibility to the research study (Anney, 2014). The research-specific email will be used

to share results with each participant once the study is complete.
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My interview questions are based off my research question and phenomenon of
interest. The initial four questions are ‘ice breakers’ to get the participant to share
personal data, build rapport, and get comfortable with me. Questions 5-7 inquire as to
how many relocations the interviewee has experienced and what their experience was
like. Questions 8-10 inquire as to what the interviewee’s employment experience is and if
the interviewee has ever utilized a program specifically to help military spouses find
employment. Questions 11-15 touch upon the theoretical foundation of this study, which
is SDT and its relationship to overall well-being of military spouses. The interview
questions can be found in Appendix D.

Data Analysis Plan

I plan to utilize Yin’s five step process (2013) which is compile, disassemble,
reassemble, interpret, and conclude to analyze and interpret the data collected. First, |
plan to compile data by coding similar ideas into groups. | intend to take data from all
interviews and my journaling (reflective journal) and start grouping similar ideas.

Next, | plan to disassemble coded groups of words to create broader categories
and assign names to the segments and combine like codes into broader groupings. |
intend to utilize predetermined apriori codes that | have identified from the theory | have
chosen to use for this research study, which is SDT. Also, I intend to utilize codes that |
have identified from my literature review.

Then, | plan to look for patterns among the codes, reassemble broader groups into
categories and name the categories. | will then examine the common message in the

category and analyze the commonality to determine themes, eliminate the redundancies,
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and summarize the final themes that emerged from the analysis. After summarizing the
themes, | intend to compare patterns found within the coding, interpret the themes, and
summarize the data into narratives to provide a comprehensive review. Finally, 1 will
conclude the analysis and compare with existing theories and studies according to Yin’s
five step process.
Issues of Trustworthiness

There are four key elements to a trustworthy study. Researchers need to account
for the credibility, transferability, dependability, and the confirmability of a study. In this
next section, | define each concept and discuss how | will attend to each in my study.
Credibility

Anney (2014) defines credibility as being able to show confidence in the research
findings through plausible information from data collected. Credibility is achieved when
the data is correctly interpreted to show the participant’s original viewpoint (Anney,
2014).

Peer review is a strategy utilized for credibility. According to, McMahon &
Winch (2018), peer review or debriefing is when the researcher or lead interviews
whomever collected the data after the collection process. McMahon et al., state the reason
for the debriefing step is to identify strengths and weaknesses of the interviewer to make
sure quality data is collected, but also identify any potential gaps in data (i.e., non-verbal
information, triangulate data, build theory). Lincoln et al. (1985) defines peer review as a
‘devil’s advocate’ to the researcher or someone who will keep the researcher unbiased

through questioning, fact checking, and holding them accountable with their standards of
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methodology. Peer debriefing sessions are also used as a tool to keep track of written
accounts of sessions between researcher and reviewer. Accordingly, | will seek guidance
from my chair and my second committee member on both the creation of the study and
my analysis.

Another tool used to show credibility in a study is achieving data saturation. Data
saturation is achieved when enough data is obtained to be able to replicate the study and
no further information can provide new insight into what is being studied (Fusch et al.,
2015). This occurs when similar information is being provided among participants and
these participants may recommend other participants that the researcher has already
collected data from (Alam, 2019). Data saturation can affect the credibility and validity
of my study, so if data saturation is not accomplished within the planned 12 interviews, |
plan to continue recruiting more participants and collecting data until this is
accomplished.

Transferability

According to Polit & Beck (2010), transferability is the ability to transfer
information from the study to other settings and populations because of how detailed the
description of the findings are and shared characteristics. Including action verbs, quotes,
and contextual description can be helpful in providing thick description. Adding thick,
rich description via verbatim to the interview transcripts can help determine whether a
study is transferable to another setting. In making sure my research can be utilized in

other settings, I intend to provide thick, rich description in interview transcripts, but also
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provide adequate details regarding field notes like how the data was collected which will
be noted in my reflective journaling.
Dependability

According to Lincoln et al. (1985) and Creswell et al. (2016), dependability in
qualitative research means that the research findings are consistent and repeatable. If the
study is replicated the new study would result in similar findings. Dependability is
established through an audit trail or triangulation. According to Anney (2016), an audit
trail is a detailed account of how data was collected. Documents that are used for cross
checking, or triangulation, are raw data, interview and observation notes, records
collected from the field, and test scores. Triangulation can be established through
comparing interview notes with field notes, and any other data collected during the
member checking process.
Confirmability

Confirmability is the degree to which data results are accurately interpreted from
the data collected from participants (Elo et al., 2014). Reflective journaling is a tool,
along with keeping an audit trail and triangulation, that | plan to utilize in this study to
accomplish confirmability along with dependability and transferability. According to
Ortlipp (2008), reflective journals are critical self-reflections used to write down
experiences, thoughts, feelings, and opinions throughout the research process.

Ethical Procedures
In order to minimize any risk to participants of this study, I will consider and

construct important safeguards and standards for ethical procedures. In keeping with the
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standards of the Belmont Report (1979), the three basic ethical principles (beneficence,
respect for others, and justice) are managed through precise procedures. First, proper
approval from Walden University’s IRB will be obtained. Then approval from the
various Facebook groups that I plan to post flyers on will be acquired. Initial consent of
the participant will be received via email, and they will be asked to read an IRB approved
informed consent from, and reply “I consent” to the form, prior to taking part in the
interview. Correspondence of a scheduled date and time of their interview will follow.
Verbal consent will also be obtained from the participant on the day of the interview prior
to moving forward with the interview questions.

Second, every effort to ensure the privacy of all participants will be achieved by
making sure no identifiable information is used within the data presented. Results will be
anonymous, and transcripts will be kept confidential. Data and identifying demographic
information obtained from participants will be stored on a password protected laptop
owned solely by me. Only I will have access to the data though some quotes will be
included in the dissertation, these quotes will be reviewed for privacy such that no
identifying information will be shared. No names will be used in the transcripts, but
instead a numbering system will be applied. Transcripts will be destroyed upon the
guidance of the IRB (5 years after study completion). A Zoom platform will be utilized
Versus in-person interviews to minimize the risk of a violation of the participant’s
privacy. This is due to logistical issues like the area being rural and remote and there not
being many options for private interview settings. Also, due to continued COVID

concerns and restrictions, some participants may be hesitant to participate in-person.
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Last, conflict of interest will be mitigated by thoroughly screening participants.
The initial screening process will ensure that participants meet the inclusion criterion.
Once participants pass the initial screening and provide consent to participate, then they
will be screened further to find out how they found out about the interview. If the
potential participant works at the hospital on the military installation where I am
employed, and/or if the participants currently utilize behavioral health services or have
ever been involved with Family Advocacy Program on the base where | am employed,
they will not be interviewed for the study. Since I currently am employed by the hospital
on the military installation and work as a social worker for the Family Advocacy Program
under the umbrella of behavioral health, all participants who fall under these categories
will be excluded from the study.

Summary

Chapter 3 identified and discussed the research design and rationale of the study,
which was a generic qualitative approach used to explore the personal opinions, beliefs,
and experiences of the phenomenon being studied, which are US female military spouses.
The identification of participant criterion and rationale for selection for this study was
discussed, along with specific procedures of recruitment. Details describing
instrumentation and data analysis plan were further elaborated. This chapter concluded
with potential issues of trustworthiness and ethical procedures.

In Chapter 4, results from the research study will be presented. This chapter will
include further discussion of how data was collected and analyzed, and the specific

setting and demographic information of the participants will be discussed. Further



discussion of trustworthiness will be presented before | then present the results of the

study.
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Chapter 4: Results

The purpose of this generic qualitative study was to explore U.S. female military
spouses’ experiences seeking employment after military relocation and their self-esteem.
This study answered the research question: What are the experiences of U.S. female
military spouses seeking employment after relocation due to military reassignments and
their perceived self-esteem post relocation? In this chapter, I will discuss the conditions
that may have influenced the results of the study. Also, I will discuss the demographics of
the research participants. Furthermore, | will discuss how the data was collected and
analyzed. Then | will discuss the evidence of trustworthiness. Finally, I will discuss the
results of my research study.

Setting

While interviewing the research participants, | was located at my personal
residence, in the basement of my home. | was able to keep confidentiality by making sure
no one was in the basement at the time of the interviews. The participants were at their
personal residence, excluding one who was in her personal vehicle. Neither the
participants nor | were located on any military installation at the time of the interviews.

Demographics

The participants for this research study were 13 females spouses currently married
to U.S. active duty service members. Years married ranged from 1 to 23 years. Education
ranged from 15 year undergraduate to completing a master’s degree. All participants had
completed at a minimum 1 PCS move prior to participation in this research study. Table 2

provides a numerical snapshot of the participant demographics.
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Table 2

Participant Demographics

Years Married  Highest Grade Employment Number PCS

Completed Status Moves
Number of 1-3yrs -3 HS Diploma -  Employed 1 move — 2
Participants 4-6yrs — 4 1 fulltime — 7 2 moves — 6
7-9yrs — 3 Associates—2  Employed 3 moves — 1
10+yrs — 3 Bachelor’s —3  parttime — 1 4 moves -1
Master’s —7 Unemployed —2 5 moves — 1
School/Internship 6+ moves - 2
-3

Note. Demographic information collected from participants during interviews.

Data Collection

There were 13 participants in total for this study that participated in individual
semi-structured interviews. The participants were recruited through a Facebook group
called Career Military Spouses, which is not affiliated with any Department of Defense or
federal agency. Snowball sampling was also used as a recruitment tool. Screening of
participants was conducted via email using the designated email address created
specifically for this study. The interview protocol was used for every interview.

All interviews were conducted using the Zoom platform. The interviews were
conducted in my home (in the United States) on a locked personal laptop, using the Zoom
platform that only I had access to, and all interviews were conducted in a private setting.
All interviews were 45-60 minutes in duration and were recorded using the recording and
transcription feature on Zoom.

The only variations in data collection from the plan presented in Chapter 3 was

that no external recording device was used during the interviews. Also, no participants
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from the Walden Participant Pool were used since there were enough participants who
volunteered to participate and met the inclusion criteria. Participants were only
interviewed once, with the exception of one participant. Her interview was divided into
two sessions as she was unable to complete the first interview due to a time constraint.
Participants were assigned numbers and their responses to questions 1 through 19 were
logged into an excel spreadsheet.

Data Analysis

Yin’s (2013) 5 step process was used to analyze the collected data from the 13
interviews along with data from my reflective journal. Data was compiled, disassembled,
reassembled, and interpreted, which resulted in analysis and interpretation of data. While
participants were interviewed, | journaled main points for each response and used this
along with transcripts for my data collection. | then compiled the data collected into one
excel spreadsheet from all the participants. Responses from the interviewees were
summarized and placed according to the question answered, and if the question did not
apply to the participant an ‘N/A’ was placed. Words used to describe responses from
participants were descriptive in nature, focusing on keeping the main points provided by
each participant while concentrating on verbs and adjectives.

I then cut the data into sections, disassembling the responses and creating
subheadings. The following subheadings were used to group questions 1 through 19: ice
breaker/build rapport (questions 1-6), relocations and experience (questions 7-9),
employment and program experience (questions 10-12), and SDT and self-esteem

(questions 13-19). To stay aligned with my research question, | focused on responses
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from questions 7-19, taking note of participants’ experiences with relocation and
employment after each move, and their self-reflection on how they are currently doing or
feeling on a personal and professional level. In reassembling the data, I then took direct
quotes or words from the participants’ responses, using in-vivo coding to categorize
similar ideas into groups. 1 tallied how many times a certain descriptive word was used in
responses. For example, if the word ‘frustrated” was used to describe how a participant
felt about not being able to find employment after a move, | counted how many
participants used this word in their response for each question. These groups then became
categories whose names came from the theory SDT and the literature review using a
priori coding.

Hence, competence, relatedness, and autonomy were used as the first set of
categories to interpret the data, which derived from components of SDT. Answers from
the participants were further broken down by either a positive or negative response.
Motivation, broken down by internal motivation and external motivation responses was
also used since SDT was developed to introduce the idea that the self’s primary task is to
assimilate, coordinate, and regulate from both internal and external environmental factors
(Ryan, 2020), giving meaning to human motivation. Also, self-esteem was a category
since my research was to explore the participants perceived self-esteem post relocation,
which was also broken down by a positive or negative response. Finally, challenges were
the last category used, broken down by responses related to pay or etcetera (etc.) for other

responses.
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Table 3 shows compiled responses from participants describing their relocation
experiences. Participants focused on how their personal and professional lives were
affected by their PCS moves. Responses were a mix of both positive and negative
experiences, with participants acknowledging that not all PCS moves were the same.
Some participants took the experience as an opportunity to re-invent themselves and
change their career paths, while some were forced to change their profession out of
necessity and go back to school or take extra courses. Other participants were not able to
work due to childcare issues, lack of employment opportunities, or licensing issues. Some
participants had issues with reimbursement post PCS moves either due to lack of
knowledge and/or assistance from the gaining installation. One participant discussed
issues of racism in the small town she moved to during one PCS move. She stated “I
didn’t really have people who connected with me. I did experience some racism there.”
But overall, after leaving this small town she did state that she missed the area and

looking back, “the experience was a lot better than what I anticipated.”
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Table 3

Relocations & Experience

Relocations & Experience

Participant 1

Participant 2

Participant 3

Participant 4

Participant 5

Participant 6

Participant 7

Participant 8

Participant 9

Participant 10

Participant 11

Participant 12

Participant 13

Great experience, easier to move when no kids, 2" PCS took couple
months to adjust since no support and had 15t child, no childcare, huge
transition-move, mom, COVID

Re-evaluate career, not challenged with job found, decided to go back
to school

Was separate from spouse for 3 months, felt confusing and
overwhelmed, used 2 days of PTO to move

Loved weather & area, connected at church, had friends, unemployed
cause was overqualified, found job after few months, transfer
positions when PCS, frustrated with lack of opportunities, COVID
was stressful since put in limbo

Didn’t know what to expect, paid out of pocket for move, no
reimbursement, so much traveling, brought to little towns

Lost transfer (PCS) paperwork, miscommunicated expectations, not
reimbursed for move, housing delayed

Had contract work, took 7 months find job, new baby overseas, no
work, voluntold duties as spouse, professional gap, less pay

Better location for her and spouse, moved selves over weekend with
no time-off from work, not everything reimbursed

Couldn’t find work, childcare expensive, tried to stay back but hard
on child

Not thrilled to PCS, step out of comfort zone, grow as person, get
comfortable with self, forced get to know people and be alone, racism

Crap situation, installations are around lower socioeconomic areas
Hard, underpaid, housing and childcare issues, had newborn, 6
months until found job, licensing issues (requirements/setup)

New chapter, rediscovery of self, military spouses also have
responsibility, be okay with being scared
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Table 4 shows compiled responses from participants describing their current
employment experience, approximately how long it took to find employment after the
last PCS move and how that compares to other moves, and the different programs utilized
post PCS moves to assist with finding employment. The programs were both on and off
post, run by either government, non-profit organizations, or for-profit organizations.
Participants who stated they currently are working in a remote position or had previously
worked in one had easier moves when it came to employment since the position is
portable versus others who worked or currently work in-person jobs. Other participants
talked about having to switch occupations and go back to school and/or apprenticeships
and obtain certificates or degrees so they could work these coveted remote jobs. In regard
to programs used, almost half used some form of social media and there was a mix of
programs offered on the installations and non-profit or state funded organizations off-

post.
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Table 4

Employment & Program Experience

Employment & Program Experience

Participant 1

Participant 2

Participant 3

Participant 4

Participant 5

Participant 6

Participant 7

Participant 8
Participant 9
Participant 10
Participant 11

Participant 12

Participant 13

Work remote job, few years compared to 4 months, used social media
group (non-military/government affiliated)

Work remote job, first job post PCS not challenging, obtained license in
new field and started working remotely, no programs used

Laid off from remote job, looking for another remote job and getting
ready to PCS again, used social media group (non-military/government
affiliated)

Work in-person job on-post full-time, unemployed 1 year by choice,
previously worked in field that was transferable but didn’t like other
location transferred to, used ACS and spousal preference program
Work in higher education in-person, had big employment gap, 8
months, used social media group (non-military/government affiliated),
Military Spouse Employment CASY,, Hiring Our Heroes, American
Corp Partnership (ACP)

Work in-person job off-post, 2.5 months until found job, constant
interviewing and applying, used Fleet & Family Center, job fairs on-
post

In apprenticeship program different from degree, 15t move took 7
months until found job, 2"d-51" PCS moves didn’t work, worked outside
degree 6M-7t" PCS move, rehired to old job, had to leave doctoral
program, used Hiring Our Heroes, ACP, Military Family Support
Center

Unemployed, interview for internship found of Facebook group, used
My SECO, 020

In-person job turned into remote after she inquired, used LinkedIn,
USO, Pathfinder Transitions Program

Taking practice tests for HR certificate, in school, used 020, ACP,
Hiring Our Heroes

Online Student/courses, no programs used for employment but have
used AER, ACS, WIC, VBS

Contract worker, took 4 months to find job during one PCS, took 6
months to find current job during recent PCS move, used National
Military Family Association Scholarship towards licensure

Work remote part-time job, had job prior to PCS, used FRG, Military
Recruit, ACS
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Table 5 shows compiled responses from participants describing what they are
satisfied and dissatisfied with in their current job, through the lens of SDT. The responses
are further analyzed using the 3 basic needs of SDT, competence, relatedness, and
autonomy, and grouped into either positive or negative responses. After reassembling the
data, | tallied the number of responses used multiple times by different participants and
placed those tallies next to their designated words and/or phrases. The flexibility and/or
portability of a job, which usually came in the form of a remote position, was important
to some participants. However, the downside to a remote position was the challenge of
networking, not having coworkers (for some, not having any at all, while others
logistically were not close to their coworkers), or not having updated information. Some
participants felt that relationships with coworkers and/or the culture, environment, or
population they are working with was important. Some participants discussed how
feeling challenged was important to them while others stated having an interesting job or
enjoying the job was important. However, sometimes the expectations or workload did

not equal the monetary compensation provided.
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Positives and Negatives of SDT: Competence, Relatedness, Autonomy
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Competence Relatedness Autonomy
Positives Challenged e Support/voice Flexibility (2x)
Enjoy job for military Work/life
Offered year families (2x) balance
training e Like coworkers Portability
Interesting (2x) Remote work
e Politics (of (2x)
higher ed)
e Culture/
Environment /
population
fantastic (3x)
e Job understands
military lifestyle
Negatives Have to prove e Hard to make Lack support
self-worth friends Primary
Work load not e Isolating parent/caretaker
equal to e Outof sight / out Spouse always
compensation of mind gone

Not challenged
Expectations

Hard to network
Hard to stay
updated

Only woman in
leadership

No grace or
empathy from
employer

No coworkers
Politics in work
environment

Employer not
empathetic

Although motivation was not part of the research question, it was important to

share the responses related to what motivates the participants since SDT has been used in

studies of human motivation (intrinsically and extrinsically). Table 6 shows the responses
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related to what has motivated participants, internally and externally, to seek employment
after a PCS move. After reassembling the data in this section, | also tallied the number of
responses used multiple times by different participants and placed those tallies next to
their designated words and/or phrases. Having an identity or being identified as more
than just a mom or spouse was just as important as having financial freedom or their own
money.

Table 6

SDT: Internal and External Motivation

certain occupation
Enjoy supporting
military
families/clients
(2x)

Build relationships
Distraction (while
spouse is gone)
Longing for
something
more/having a
purpose

Independence/work

for self
Hobby

Motivation
Internal External
e Fills my bucket e Worked hard for
Identity/more than license/degree
a mom or spouse e Financial
(4x) freedom/pay (5x)
Love it/drawn to e Run

program/leadership
position
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Table 7 shows compiled codes from participants showing their perceived self-
esteem post relocation, broken down by positive and negative responses. Again, after
reassembling the data, | tallied the number of responses used multiple times by different
participants and placed those tallies next to their designated words and/or phrases. In this
section, participants were asked about how they currently felt about their personal
achievements and goals. Many participants discussed how they were proud of their
academic accomplishments, some being the first to obtain an undergraduate and/or
graduate degree in their family of origin. Also, participants were proud of their family
unit and relationships with their spouses despite the many unique obstacles they had to
face as military families. Some participants discussed being proud of their growth as an
individual and having good mental health. However, many described the continuous and
multiple relocation experiences as being frustrating and stressful, sometimes feeling that
this was the cause of their stagnant progression occupationally. Many of the participants
feel like they are the forgotten population that is taken for granted, underappreciated and
stereotyped. One participant stated that even though her employer knows she is a military
spouse she does not feel understood and just asks for a little grace. “I could put up with
being paid the little that I’'m getting paid cause I do it...but it’s like I support your brother
in uniform literally and he could not complete his mission. | hate to say it this way, but he
cannot complete his mission without me supporting him completing his mission. And |
know that you all don’t give me any grace for that or any understanding for that and

that’s really tough, it really beats down your morale.”
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Table 7

Positive and Negative Responses Regarding Self-esteem

Self-Esteem
Positives Negatives
e Proud of e Beatsdownon
degree/education morale
(7X) e Not many
e Proud of being a achievements
mom, family, e Trusting ended up
relationship with where I’'m
spouse (5x) supposed to be
e Proud of mental e Frustrated/stressful
health or self- (3x)
growth (4x) e Feel never enough
e Jack of all trades (2x)

o Rediscovery of self | ¢ Start over a lot

e Demeaning

e No career
development

e Moving around
prevented me from
doing more

e Forgotten
population

e Taken for granted

e Underappreciated

e Stereotyped

Table 8 shows the responses related to challenges that participants faced post
relocation regarding employment. Many participants discussed the challenges regarding
pay, while others also discussed daycare and medical/healthcare issues. Participants
brought up issues with being underpaid, not compensated for their workload, or not
obtaining the best pay. One participant stated “my resume looks a little choppy

sometimes, and then that, you know, plays a role in how much they are willing to pay
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you.” But another participant summed up the challenge by stating military spouses
“might be conditioned not to negotiate salary”. She herself had never negotiated her pay
at any of her jobs not because she did not think she was worth it, but because she feels
that some employers may be “predatory in nature” and take advantage of the fact that she
is a military spouse and that she “should be grateful” to have a job. Also, she pointed out
that employers may believe that this particular population do not need healthcare or a job
since their spouse is in the military, but some families may need dual incomes since
service members do not make as much as people perceive them to be earning.

Table 8

Pay and Other Various Challenges that Participants Faced Post Relocation

Challenges
Pay Etc.
e Not greatest pay e Employers are
e Have to pay for predatory in
parking at work nature
e Workload not e Can’t keep
equal to employment
compensation e Choppy resume
e Paid 30% less than | ¢ Daycare (lack
people out of of or
college expensive)
e Underpaid e Need more
e Conditioned not to remote
negotiate pay opportunities
e Healthcare
issues
e COVID
e Locality pay
cut
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Evidence of Trustworthiness

To have a trustworthy study, 4 key elements need to be present, that is credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. In this research study, there is evidence
of trustworthiness since all 4 elements were attended to in the study using the strategies
initially identified in Chapter 3.
Credibility

Credibility is achieved when data is correctly interpreted to show the participant’s
original viewpoint (Anney, 2014), hence in vivo coding was used to stay as close to the
original thought of the participants. By using this type of coding, | was able to highlight
the voices of my participants in their words (Manning, 2017), their experiences of
seeking employment after relocation and their perceived self-esteem. Debriefing sessions
were also used after each interview as a tool to keep track of the accuracy of data taken
from the session with each participant. Accordingly, I also sought guidance from my
chair and my second committee member on both the creation of the study and my
analysis. Data saturation was also achieved after 13 participants were interviewed since
similar information was being provided and enough data was obtained to be able to
replicate the study (Fusch et al., 2015; Alam, 2019).
Transferability

In making sure my research can be utilized in other settings, hence making it
transferable, | provided thick, rich descriptions in my interview transcripts by using open
ended questions to acquire this type of data. Transcripts from each interview were saved

using the transcription feature in the Zoom application. | also wrote detailed field notes in
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my reflective journal regarding how the data was collected and any discrepancies that |
encountered and how this was managed. My reflective journal was also used to keep
track of my thoughts, feelings, personal biases and opinions during the interview process.
Dependability

Dependability was accomplished in this study by establishing an audit trail or
triangulation. Documents used for cross checking were the interview transcripts, video
footage of the interviews, raw data collected, and my reflective journal with field notes. |
am confident that the research findings are consistent and repeatable, resulting in similar
findings if replicated.
Confirmability

To achieve confirmability there must be a level of accuracy in interpreting the
data collected from participants (Elo et al., 2014). Therefore in vivo coding was used,
taking the words directly from the participants, in turn directly from the raw data. Also,
reflective journaling was used to provide dependability and transferability of the study.
Since the Zoom application had a transcription and video recording feature, this was used
as a tool as part of establishing an audit trail. Permission from all participants were
obtained to video record their interview prior to starting the recording and transcription
process.

Results

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of U.S. female military

spouses seeking employment after military relocation and their self-esteem. Using the

lens of SDT as my theoretical foundation, | was able to provide clarity and answer my
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research question: What are the experiences of U.S. female military spouses seeking
employment after relocation due to military reassignments and their perceived self-
esteem post relocation? Below | share findings from this study broken down according to
the 3 basic needs of SDT: competence, relatedness, and autonomy. Furthermore, | discuss
findings regarding other identified challenges by the participants, their perceived self-
esteem post relocation, and discrepant cases.

SDT: Competence

Competence related to SDT is the level of skill or proficiency that an individual
must complete a task (Deci & Ryan, 2000). It is also the drive to want more, learn new
skills, and work towards achieving goals (Averill & Major, 2020). When an individual
feels confident in performing a task and has gained mastery over the task, competence
has been achieved (Coxen et al., 2021).

One participant stated her first job postgraduate and prior to her first PCS move
was working for a top consulting firm where she “thought with a computer science
degree I’d be able to do it from anywhere and maybe consulting programming things like
that. So that was the initial plan”. Unfortunately, the recruiter who had hired her did not
know that the team she was hired to was “100% in residence in Atlanta, so no travel”.
After her first move, she obtained a job working as a nanny. “That was, that was tough.
You know, I had my computer degree. | was, you know hired by one of the top 4
consulting firms, and then, you know, I went to something that didn’t require my
education experience or something I didn’t really want to do. I just kind of fell into it as

something to do.” Fast forward a few more moves, she stated she obtained a job working
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as a contract worker doing programming. “So that was fine. [ mean, lucky. It’s lucky to
have a job. You know, I’d had a yearlong employment gap.” Then after moving overseas
and having their first child, she decided not to join the workforce, but did get interested in
switching careers to occupational therapy due to the needs of their child and after another
PCS, ended up taking prerequisites classes towards an occupational therapy degree. “So,
I had to look at all the potential bases where we could go and find schools that had that
program. And it actually worked out”. She was then accepted into the university at their
next duty station and started her doctoral program for occupational therapy, but
unexpectedly had to PCS again after completing 1 of 3 years of this program, “so that
was tough”. After going through 11 PCS moves, this participant was offered a year of
training at her current position, is now paid double a general schedule (GS) pay scale
salary, is compensated more now than at any other previous job, is challenged, and is in
an interesting line of work. “It’s not perfect but it’s the best job I’ve ever had by far.”
SDT: Relatedness

Through the lens of SDT relatedness means the need to have relationships with
others and experience a sense of belonging (Ryan et al., 2000) and being a part of and
important to that group (Deci et al., 1985). Relatedness provides a sense of being cared
for and feeling valued and loved (Ryan & La Guardia, 2000).

One participant stated that not only does she “enjoy the job”, but also “I like my
coworkers.” She stated that she also likes that her employer understands the military
lifestyle. “I don’t feel bad if I say, hey my spouse has this, and I want to go cause they get

it.” She feels that she is also supporting other military families where she works. “This
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has been the best move.” It also helps that she already had made connections with others
in the community from when she was previously stationed there. Prior to this job,
although she was paid better, she did not feel supported, which she equated to her
employers not understanding the military lifestyle. This caused a lot of stress for her and
her “mental health was not good.” The only downside to her current position is that “it’s
not the greatest paying job.”
SDT: Autonomy

Autonomy related to SDT refers to having control over one’s actions (Deci et al.,
1985) or perception of having their own choice over what they are attempting to do or
accomplish (Averill et al., 2020; Coxen et al., 2021). One participant stated the reason
why she is satisfied with her current position is because of the flexibility of the schedule.
She is able to “hop off to base if I need to. The hours are really good. It allows me to
spend more time with my family, which I’ve obviously missed out on for the last 3 years.
It's allowed me to continue searching for other opportunities within school or higher
education.” She also states that her employer is understanding of the military lifestyle, so
she is able to leave to take care of things if needed. The only drawback to her current
position is that the expectation of the workload is not equal to the compensation.
Employment Status

Out of the 13 interviewed spouses, 7 are currently employed fulltime, 1 is
employed parttime, 2 are unemployed, and 3 are either in school, an internship, or an
apprenticeship. Of the 8 employed participants, 4 currently have remote positions, and

the other 4 have in-person positions. For the participants who have remote jobs, they
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report not worrying about having to change or quit their jobs due to portability. One
participant attempted to stay behind with her child after her spouse relocated. However, it
turned out to be exceedingly difficult for both her and her child, so she had a discussion
with her employer who advised her on how to request special permission to have her
position changed to a remote job. Not only did she get approval for a remote position, but
she received a promotion, locality pay, training, and has since received 3 other major
promotions that have led her to a director position.

The 4 participants who have in-person positions have not had the same luck as the
remote workers. These participants have had significant employment gaps ranging from a
few months to a few years. One participant had an in-person job that was transferable, but
decided to quit because she did not like the other location. Another participant stated she
was constantly applying, making calls, and going through interviews. One of the
participants reported she had applied for 60 federal (GS level) jobs and ended up taking a
contract job because that’s what was offered.
Other Challenges

Other identified employment challenges post military relocation were issues with
pay, poor employment history, childcare issues, medical issues, and locality pay issues.
Three participants specifically mentioned pay being an issue at least once post relocation.
One stated although she enjoys her current position, the pay is not the greatest. Another
participant stated in some positions, she knew she was being paid 30% less than people
out of college. Additionally, one participant voiced her concerns regarding some

employers being predatory in nature, taking advantage of military spouses. She continued
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to say she believes that some employers are bias in thinking that they (military spouses)
do not need healthcare (because they have Tricare as a dependent) or a job (because their
spouse is active duty), therefore the compensation may not always match up with the job
expectations. Since some spouses may have breaks in employment, choppy resumes, or
jump around a lot, they may not feel they have a say when it comes to negotiation, hence
being conditioned not to negotiate salary. One spouse labeled this population as the
“forgotten population” who are “underappreciated or stereotyped.”

The lack of and expense of daycare was also identified as a challenge. The
spouses who identified having school age and/or young children still living in their
household stated childcare was an issue at least during one PCS move. Since many of
them identified themselves as the primary caretaker due to their spouses’ rigid schedules,
it was up to them to figure out a “work life balance” if they wanted to work but had to be
the primary parent. These participants reported not having support, zero flexibility,
feeling “super isolating,” were frustrated because they “can’t see next steps,” and felt like
“moving around prevented me from doing more”.

Perceived Self-Esteem Post Relocation

When participants were asked to describe their thoughts and feelings about their
personal goals and achievements, they started to reflect on where they currently are at,
what they have accomplished thus far, and how this has shaped their self-esteem. Many
discussed how they were proud of their education, especially being the first in their
families to have a bachelor’s or master’s degree. Some discussed how they were proud of

being a mom, having a family, and their relationship with their spouse. Others reported
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being proud of their self-growth and rediscovery of themselves due to all the moving
around.

But participants also discussed the missed opportunities because of having to
“start over a lot.” Some participants felt like they are the “forgotten population” that is
“taken for granted” and seems to be “underappreciated” and “stereotyped,” which is
“demeaning to self-esteem.” Many voiced their frustration, and one specifically felt this
type of lifestyle “beats down on morale.” Three participants discussed their
disappointment of not completing higher education due to military relocations. One
dropped out of a specialty school, while the other two dropped out of doctoral programs.
Some stated they felt like they were “never enough,” that it is “really hard to have a
career” and there is “no plan for career development” and “moving around prevented me
from doing more”.
Discrepant cases

An identified issue that was not necessarily due to military relocation but more so
because of where the military installation was located was lack of medical and behavioral
health resources. Since some installations are in remote or rural areas far from cities or
towns, it can be a challenge to find providers to work at these installations along with
find healthcare professionals off-post in the community that do not have long waitlists.
Past research has reported on the significant negative impact on military spouses’
healthcare due to frequent moves that cause poor continuity of care and patient-provider

relationships (Gleason & Beck, 2017).
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Another identified issue is making the choice to stay behind and be
geographically separated from the service member. One participant stated she currently
resides with her child and is geographically separated from her spouse due to their child’s
medical needs. The service member spouse relocated to another installation which is
called unaccompanied orders. This means the service member is not accompanied by his
or her family members to the next duty station.

Lack of Healthcare Availability

I came across one participant who reported having issues with obtaining medical
and behavioral health appointments due to the location of where she and her family were
stationed and the lack of providers on the military installation. Due to the lack of
available resources for the installation, she reported being referred to the community (off
post). Her wait time has been significant, which has caused poor patient care, and she has
had to manage her post-partum on her own. She reported because of her current
undertreated state, she is not able to maintain employment even though she misses
working and would like to be part of the workforce again. This participant’s report
coincides with prior research stating some moves are to remote locations that have
reduced access to care, and if sent out to the community, sometimes providers are ill-
equipped to support this population due to lack of military competency (Borah & Fina,
2017).

Staying Behind
Another participant discussed how it was like not residing with her military

spouse due to taking an unaccompanied assignment and the family deciding to stay at
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their last known residence. She described her situation as a “crap situation” but has been
able to fill the void by focusing on helping others in her community. She reported often
she feels she must be “jack of all trades” because she has no choice since her spouse is
always gone. She is the primary caretaker to their child and head of household due to her
spouse receiving orders and relocating unaccompanied. She reported how it has been a
challenge to find employment after losing her previous position (had resigned due to
initially thinking the whole family would move) and not have support from her spouse.
However, she did state that this experience has made her stronger and resourceful.
Summary

Chapter 4 provided a thorough examination of the data that was collected from
the 13 interviews conducted. The setting was discussed regarding where the interviews
were conducted, and demographics of the interviewed participants were shared.
Information regarding steps of the data collection was provided along with the process of
data analysis. Discussion of the evidence of trustworthiness was afforded, giving a
description of the credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability of the
study. Finally, results of the research study were shared, using the basis of SDT to answer
the posed research question: What are the experiences of U.S. female military spouses
seeking employment after relocation due to military reassignments and their perceived
self-esteem post relocation?

The overall answer to this research question is that no one experience is the same
between participants or even with the same participant. Every PCS move is different from

the next and should be treated as such. There are certain factors that do help make the
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transition of moving a bit easier for military spouses. One being remote versus in-person
jobs. Participants who had remote jobs had the luxury of not having to worry about
finding employment at their next duty station since their job was portable. A common
theme among the participants was wanting a bit more grace, understanding, and empathy
from employers regarding their situation as a military family (i.e., issues that go along
with being sole caretaker of household). These spouses have also sacrificed their
aspirations on a personal and professional level. One participant commented that she
feels “frustrated” and is “trusting that I’ve ended up where [’'m supposed to be.” She
stated at one point she had to make a choice, either “be with my spouse or give up my
job.”

In chapter 5, | will further discuss the interpretation of the data collected and how
this relates to the literature that was highlighted in chapter 2. Further examination
regarding the implications for this population and social change will be discussed.

Recommendations for key stakeholders and future studies will also be presented.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations

The purpose of this generic qualitative study was to explore the experiences of
U.S. female military spouses seeking employment after relocations due to military
reassignments and their perceived self-esteem post relocation. This study was conducted
to contribute to existing literature regarding this phenomenon and to explore U.S. female
military spouses’ views of their self-esteem post relocation. The study of military spouses
is not a new one. However, the gap in literature that was further explored in this research
study was the exploration of U.S. female military spouses’ self-esteem post relocation.

Interpretation of the Findings

Not All PCS Moves are the Same

Findings from this study show there is no one overarching experience when it
comes to military relocations for spouses. A spouse may have no issues during one PCS
move but have a horrible experience during another move. There are so many factors that
play a role in what type of experience each spouse will have. For instance, moving with
just your spouse versus moving with your spouse and children or moving across state
lines versus moving across the country. Other issues that were brought up were childcare,
lack of support system, lack of opportunities due to location, COVID, and racism.

Portability and flexibility of a job and person are important key factors in
determining the likelihood of whether a spouse will be employed at their next duty station
or how long it may take to find employment. Many of the participants reported feeling
frustrated and hoping that the end result is where they are supposed to be. This coincides

with prior research by Rowsen et al. (2021) and Roderick (2012) related to trailing
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spouses. As previously discussed, trailing spouses are predominantly women or the wives
of the house, who sacrifice their personal and professional goals to follow their spouse to
keep their nuclear family intact. They usually find themselves becoming the primary
caretaker of the family while placing their identities outside of being spouse and parent
on hold. Many participants in this study discussed the importance of having an identity
outside of just being a mom, spouse, or even a military spouse/dependent. This was one
of the reasons provided as motivation to continue searching for employment post PCS
move.

Although many spouses discussed the sacrifices (both professional and personal)
they have had to make due to military relocation, they have all looked at the experiences
through a positive lens and have made the best out of their circumstances. In previous
research, McNulty and Moeller (2018) had identified 4 categories of a trailing spouse:
ready, re-born, resentful, and resigned. Many of the participants in this study were either
ready or re-born. The ready participants refused to allow a PCS move to defeat their will
to move forward with their personal and/or professional goals, whether that meant
continuing courses for a graduate degree or working in an occupation that they really
enjoyed. The re-born participants reinvented themselves (i.e., obtain new degree or
certification; find internship or apprenticeship in new occupational field) post relocation
and were creative enough to position themselves to be successful.

It is Hard Finding Employment Post Relocation
Results from this research study supported findings from Burke and Miller’s

study (2018), which stated that pay reduction and termination of earnings due to military
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relocation can impact a spouse for up to 3 years after a move. Data taken from the Office
of People Analytics (2019) state that 35% of military spouses took at least 7 months or
more to find employment after a PCS. A common theme among all the spouses
interviewed was their struggle to find employment during at least 1 of their PCS moves.
Participants ranged from 2.5 months to 1 year of searching and interviewing for jobs post
relocation. Some stayed unemployed and became stay at home moms, while others were
fortunate enough to find remote positions. One participant had a 15 year professional gap
before finding a remote position. Her persistence and perseverance maneuvering through
various obstacles (i.e., switching degrees and employment field) was the reason for her
success, like many other spouses that were interviewed.
Using SDT to Explain How Loss of Employment Affects Military Spouses in Terms
of the Three Basic Psychological Needs

Achievements and reported successes by these participants can be further
explained using the lens of SDT. According to SDT, the universal need that crosses all
races, cultures, and ethnicities (Ryan & Deci, 2000) is the need to feel competence,
relatedness, and autonomy on an ongoing basis to achieve well-being (Ryan & La
Guardia, 2000). According to Gribble et al. (2019), employment among military spouses
provides structure, a sense of purpose, status within the community, and social
connections outside of the military. Findings from this study support this theoretical
foundation since many participants discussed their jobs being a source of their identity,
having autonomy over their program (place of work), having independence, having

financial freedom, and feeling connected with others (within military community and
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other populations) by supporting them in a professional capacity. This was the driving
force for the spouses to either continue working or seek employment post relocation.
Perceived Self-Esteem Post Relocation

According to Alka and Midha (2015), employment and education impacts a
female’s level of confidence and self-esteem, which in-turn promotes positive and
balanced well-being. Findings from this study corroborate this statement since all
participants reported leaning on employment, education, or both at some point during
their spouse’s military career not necessarily for financial support but more so for a
morale boost. Many of the spouses that participated in this study are highly educated
women who stated they worked hard for their degrees and professional license. Many
participants stated feeling frustrated regarding where their career is currently at and felt
that their current state or status was demeaning to their self-esteem.

Some spouses stated they feel like a forgotten population, which are
underappreciated or stereotyped. Due to relocating every few years, all spouses stated
oftentimes they must start over, and sometimes this makes them feel that they are not
enough or doing enough. Some stated they are trusting that they ended up where they are
supposed to be. While others stated they had to make a choice of whether they wanted to
be married or have a career. But in the end, all participants discussed how proud they are
of themselves and their spouses. They point out that through these challenges they have

personally grown and become stronger as a family unit.
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Limitations of the Study

Participants for this study were U.S. female military spouses. This excluded male
military spouses, spouses of veterans, reservists, and national guard. Also, the
participants had to be currently married to U.S. active duty service members, so this
excluded spouses outside the U.S. and significant others who are not married to the
service member. It is arguable that the data from this study is not gender neutral since the
focus is specific to females, and not transferable to other populations like spouses of
veterans. Also, all the spouses were heterosexual couples, which was by chance and was
not preset.

The method of recruitment for this study can also be considered a limitation since
it may have unintentionally targeted a specific type of population. Social media (i.e.,
Career Military Spouses Facebook group) and word-of-mouth (i.e., friends, family,
networking) via snowball sampling were the specific methodology used to recruit
participants. All the participants ended up being educated, career oriented (at least at
some point in their life) individuals, which may affect the transferability of the results
due to potential skewing of responses.

Also, potential researcher bias may have influenced how participants responded to
the interview questions. Having knowledge of the subject matter being studied may have
biased interpretation of data collected. As the researcher, | may have missed nonverbal
cues due to conducting all interviews via Zoom, which is an online platform versus in-

person interviews. Having to rely on transcripts from the Zoom platform is not always
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reliable. However, coupled with video recordings and my reflective journal, it provides
better chances of being as accurate as possible.
Recommendations

Further recommendations for future studies regarding this subject matter are to
extend the population being studied. For example, to male spouses, spouses residing
outside the U.S., significant others not married to active duty service members, same-sex
couples, spouses of veterans, reservists, and national guard. Also, provide in-person
interviews versus utilizing an online platform to provide a more personable and accurate
account regarding making notation of the nonverbal cues.

Also, it would be beneficial to further examine what options are available
regarding portable and flexible jobs since this was mentioned as being an important
factor in finding employment by many participants. With advances in technology and the
push to move school curriculums and jobs online (due to COVID, cost efficiency, etc.),
looking into how to connect military spouses with remote positions and/or programs that
will help support them in finding these types of jobs would be valuable. Along with this,
being more transparent regarding actual utilization by military spouses of existing
programs on and off post, non-profit and government funded organizations, would help
determine what is over and underutilized. There were a few participants who made
comments related to either not knowing what programs were offered or not feeling that
the resource was helpful overall.

Additional research related to military spouses and how military relocation affects

all aspects of their life is needed since much of the historical research is either outdated,
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geared towards the civilian population (i.e., trailing spouses), are not specific to the U.S.
military branches, or quantitative in nature. This study is a good starting point for future
researchers. However, more data is needed to better understand the needs of this unique
population, which will improve the focus of current and future programs for military
Spouses.
Implications for Social Change

This study has the potential impact for positive social change at both the macro
and micro level. First, the hope is that this study will help generate discussions and
recommendations among key stakeholders regarding the need to further develop policies,
procedures, and programs to support military spouses in obtaining employment after a
military relocation. The hope is to improve and encourage positive self-esteem among
military spouses with the potential of positively impacting retention among active duty
service members. Identified key stakeholders would be government officials within and
outside of the DoD to local non-profits whose mission statement is to help the military
population. Also, to further examine existing programs that are geared towards helping
military spouses and create standardized reporting requirements that would make data
collection and results more visible and transparent to all involved. Lastly, to provide
quality and accurate support to military spouses, focusing on what matters to them and
their needs, enhancing their overall quality of life.

Conclusion
This study confirms findings from prior research suggesting that military

relocation does negatively impact military spouses’ careers. Whether it is through
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disruption of employment or loss of employment, and lack of career progression or
obtaining senior status, it does make a significant impact especially over time and
multiple relocations. Previous literature has stated that employment provides spouses
with a sense of pride and accomplishment, surpassing the monetary value of a job. This
study confirms past literature in that majority of participants discussed the benefits of
employment being more than just financial stability but also having a sense of purpose,
following personal passions, and having an identity outside of just a spouse.

The military is not just a job, but it is a lifestyle. It not only affects the service
member, but the whole family unit. Military spouses are the backbones of this unit. They
are the ones who not only support their service member spouses, but also are the primary
caretakers of the children and their household. These spouses are what one participant
described as “jack of all trades.” But military spouses want to be known for more than
just being a spouse, they also want to have an identity outside of the military. They too
had a life filled with dreams and ambitions prior to joining the military with their active
duty spouses. Unfortunately, many of these dreams have had to be placed on hold or
completely abandoned as a whole.

New active duty service members reporting to their first duty station are usually
provided a sponsor so why not have a service like this for the military spouses. This
would be beneficial especially for new military spouses coming into the lifestyle not
having any prior knowledge or for spouses going overseas for the first time. Also, having
an embedded program within each installation that is focused on supporting military

spouses find employment specifically at their next duty station would be beneficial and
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help reduce the stress and anxiety that naturally comes with each PCS move. Extending
an invitation for spouses to participate in the in-processing procedure at each gaining
installation would also be helpful not just because it would provide information about
programs and resources available but also to help spouses feel included, cared for, and
important to the military. These are all suggestions, speaking from experience, to

hopefully better the overall health and wellbeing for the whole military family unit.
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Appendix A: Recruitment Flyer
Interview study seeks US Female Military Spouses

There is a new study called “US Female Military Spouses’ Experiences of Careers and
Self-Esteem After Frequent Military Relocations” seeking to explore US female military
spouses’ experiences of seeking employment after military relocation and their perceived
self-esteem. For this study, you are invited to describe your experiences looking for
employment after a military reassignment.

Are you:
A woman married to an active-duty military service person?
Have you relocated at least once due to your partner’s military transfer or assignment?

This research is part of the doctoral study for Jennifer Gonzalez, a Ph.D. student at
Walden University. Walden University’s approval number for this study is 10-30-23-
0736717.

You are invited to:
e Participate in a 45-minute interview via Zoom in a private location of your choice
(non-military setting).
e Interviews will be recorded via Zoom video conferencing tool recording feature.
e The interviews are confidential, and your name or identity will not be included in
the study.

To volunteer, please email the researcher
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Appendix B: Criteria Form

Criteria Questions
1. What is your gender?
2. Are you currently married to an active duty service member in the U.S. military?
3. Have you gone through at least one PCS (permanent change of station) move

while married to an active duty service member?
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol
Introduce myself in a way that will build rapport.
Verify receipt and understanding of consent to participate in the study and answer
any questions or concerns to build rapport and trust.
Get confirmation and acknowledgement that the interview will be recorded.
Briefly state the purpose of the study and interview.
Start the interview with question number one and follow through to the final
question.

On the participant’s request, paraphrase the interview questions as needed.
Ask follow-up probing questions as needed.

End the interview and thank the participant for participating in the study.
Confirm the participant has contact information for follow-up questions and/or

concerns.

Interview Questions
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. How long have you been married?

. Branch of service?

. Highest grade completed?

. What were you doing for work when you met your current spouse?

. What did you want to do for a career before you met your spouse?

. Do any other individuals live with you? What is your household size?
. How many PCS moves have you been involved with your spouse?

. How many PCS moves has your spouse done?
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11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.
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Tell me a little bit about each move; the positives and negatives of the move. Did you
like moving from X to Y? What was difficult about the move, if any?

Tell me a little bit about what you do now?

If employed, how long did it take you to find employment after this last PCS? How
does this compare to other PCS moves?

What has been your experience working with any military related
programs/assistance that help military spouses find employment? If so, was it
helpful? If not used, why not? What other programs are you aware of?

What are some things you are satisfied with in your current employment? What is
your desired field of work?

What are some things, if any, you are dissatisfied with in your current employment?
If employed, what motivates you to continue working?

If not employed outside the home or working part time what is satisfying for you
about this?

Tell me a little about your personal goals?

Can you tell me about how you feel about your own achievements?

Is there anything else you feel I should know about you, or you think would be

beneficial for me to know regarding the research I’'m conducting?
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Appendix D: Debrief Discussion Post-Interview
Thank you for your participation in our study! Your participation is greatly appreciated.

Purpose of the Study:

| previously informed you that the purpose of this study is to gather data to explore
experiences of US female military spouses’ seeking employment after relocation due to
military reassignments and perceived self-esteem post relocation.

Final Report:

If you would like to receive a summary of the findings when it is completed, | can send it
to your email address. Would you like to see the findings?

Useful Contact Information:
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study, its purpose, or procedures, or
if you have a research-related problem, please feel free to contact me

If you have any questions concerning your rights as a research subject, you may contact
Walden University’s Research Participant Advocate at 612-312-1210.
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