Reducing stress in military families during the holidays
Source: Kerri Ashurst, senior extension specialist
Kentucky has a large number of military families—active duty, Reserve and National Guard, racking up at least one family in every one of Kentucky’s 120 counties. While all families find the holiday season full of different pressures, from time management and gift-giving to travel and relationships, military families can find it particularly stressful. 
Families might have a spouse who is deployed, so the partner at home has to fill that person’s shoes within the family. It can be an overwhelming feeling—the need to do more, alone, and to make the holiday great for the kids while one parent is away. Military families also face great uncertainty, often sustained over several years, several moves and several deployments. Children can also feel the strain at the holidays. They may feel isolated, especially if they are the only child who has a deployed parent. It’s important that they feel like they belong and they are understood. 

Isolation

One way to prevent feelings of isolation is to increase activity with supportive group events. Military families should actively seek fun, supportive activities at the holidays, both with military and non-military families. Local extension offices and other groups throughout the state provide events throughout the year, such as family fun days, which usually coincide with the holidays and provide a way for military families to get together. Often, other military families lend a sense of immediate community, but any holiday event that brings families together is valuable in counteracting feelings of isolation. Church, school and civic events, such as ice skating, caroling, holiday performances and special worship services, can also add comfort and community.
Thoughtful gift-giving

Choosing emotionally meaningful gifts is a powerful way to connect with loved ones who are far away.  Photographs, for instance, are tangible reminders that connect the recipient to home, family and events. University of Kentucky extension offers a mobile technology lab that is loaned out for military events during the year, and it sees the highest number of requests during holidays. The mobile lab specializes in providing children with constructive activities, many of which translate perfectly into holiday gifts for deployed family members. Photo gifts are just one example of the lab’s end products, proving that the most important gifts are not always the most costly.
Travel

Holiday travel is highly stressful for any family, but for military families, the issues are compounded. They may be separated from extended family by distance; they may have trouble organizing travel alone; or they might not be able to afford lengthy or expensive travel. In these cases, military families may end up being alone, which can exacerbate feelings of isolation, stress and worry. 
If travel is impossible, one way to ease this situation is to choose an activity entirely different than the family tradition. Try going out to dinner, taking in a movie or spending the day with close neighbors so travel isn’t needed. Moving away from family traditions opens the opportunity to enjoy new things and prevents a close comparison to years past.
Transitions

It’s important to keep in mind that a military person’s presence at home does not automatically indicate that everything is okay. Military personnel may be wounded, suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, or waiting for the next deployment. Coming home, or preparing to leave, can be a very difficult transition for all family members. 
The holidays can be very trying, but it can make things easier if a support system is in place, including friends, family, neighbors, colleagues, as well as other military families. Remaining flexible—about plans, traditions, expectations—will help everyone in the family enjoy the season. Last, this holiday might be different, but it can offer a chance for your family to show love toward one another. 
 For more information, please visit http://www.militaryonesource.mil/MOS/f?p=MOS:HOME:0 or
 contact the (YOUR COUNTY) Cooperative Extension Service.
Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, sex, religion, disability or national origin. 
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