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Communication
Learning to cooperate can be chal-
lenging because your communication 
skills may be rusty. Service members 
may have to soften their communica-
tion style as they are used to giving 
and receiving orders without much 
discussion.

You’re not used to reading your partners non-verbal 
skills. “What did he mean by that sigh?” “Did she roll her 
eyes when I said that?” Watch for those non-verbal sig-
nals and calmly ask if you’re not sure what is being “said.”

Those at home may have to help their service member 
“catch up” with missed experiences. Sailors may have to 
“clean up” their language and social skills. You may have 
to adjust to different access to privacy than was experi-
enced during deployment.

Cooperation
Each of you has been making daily 
decisions for yourself. Now you’ll 
have to relearn cooperation. What 
television show are you going to 
watch? What do you want for din-
ner? What time are you going to 
get up in the morning?

Responsibilities
Homecoming provides a great opportunity to re-
evaluate and reassign family chores. Who manages the 
money, mows the grass, does laundry and walks the 
dog are the types of daily chores that must be done. 
Discover which family member enjoys doing a particu-
lar chore and fairly divvy up the unpleasant jobs.

Friendships
You both may have made some very good friends 
during the deployment. You may miss the camaraderie 
and daily connection.

New Stresses
Physical, social and psychological 
consequences of combat deploy-
ment may present challenges. The 
birth of a child, a serious illness 
in the family, a possible surge 
deployment, PCS move or other 
significant change can be stressful. 
If you need assistance in dealing 
with stress contact your local Fleet and Family Support
Center, a chaplain, Military OneSource, a psychologist, 
or psychiatrist through your local medical department.

Hints for

Reuniting after a long deployment is fun,  
exciting and one of the best things about Navy 
life. Enjoy homecoming and be prepared to  
renegotiate your relationship as you reconnect.

Tips from Experienced Navy Couples
Be careful not to get caught in the “Who Had It  ■
Worse” game.

Plan time together as a couple. ■
Share your feelings. It’s natural  ■
to have mixed emotions at this 
time — excitement and happiness 
together with nervousness and 
insecurity. 

Be realistic. The perfect reunion  ■
fantasy is just that — a fantasy.

Expect to be more tired than  ■
you think. With all the excitement and prepara-
tions, fatigue is a common homecoming reaction for 
everyone.

Intimacy involves emotional, as well as physical  ■
closeness. Talk about each other’s expectations for 
reconnecting physically.

Communicating openly and honestly with your  ■
partner about your feelings, expectations, needs and 
worries is a sure way to help make this homecoming 
the best it can be!

If homecoming day is also a duty day, plan to make  ■
the best of it. Have dinner together!



Toddlers: Ages 1 to 3
Reactions

May be shy and clingy. ■

May not recognize the returning parent. ■

May have temper tantrums. ■

May regress with toilet training, sleeping in  ■
their own bed, thumb sucking, etc.

Techniques
Don’t force hugs or play. ■

Give them time to warm up; they’ll  ■
be curious and seek out the returning 
parent.

Sit or kneel at their level. ■

Snuggle with your partner; your child  ■
will soon be in the middle.

Do daily child related tasks (change diapers, give juice, help at  ■
the potty chair, etc.).

Preschoolers: Ages 3 to 5
Reactions

Will recognize returning parent but may  ■
need warm-up time.

May need “proof” that returning parent is  ■
real (poking, playing with eye glasses, etc.).

May misbehave to get attention. ■

May be demanding. ■

Techniques
Listen to what they tell you. ■

Accept their feelings. Find out what new things  ■
they are interested in (toys, games, TV shows, etc.).

Ask them to “wait” if they are using attention- ■
getting techniques.

Play together. ■

Do daily child related tasks (put down for nap,  ■
take to preschool, help pick up toys, etc.).

Reinforce your love for your child, even when you don’t love his/ ■
her behavior.

School Age: Ages 5 to 12
Reactions

May run down the pier to meet the return- ■
ing parent.

May be quiet and reserved initially. ■

May feel guilty they weren’t “good enough”  ■
while the returning parent was away.

May dread parent’s return, fearing they will  ■
be disciplined for all the wrongs committed 
during the deployment.

May talk nonstop to bring the returning par- ■
ent up to date.

May boast about the returning parent and  ■
the military.

Techniques
Acknowledge and appreciate what  ■
they’ve accomplished during the 
deployment.

Spend time reviewing school work,  ■
pictures, family scrapbooks, etc.

Try not to criticize past negative behaviors ( poor grades at  ■
school, picking on their sibling, etc.).

Eager to “show off” the returning parent at school or to friends. ■

Play together. ■

Do chores together. ■

Homecoming is an exciting time, yet can also be very 

confusing for kids. The following reactions are often 

observed in children when a parent returns from 

deployment. Remember, each child is unique. Your child 

may react differently.
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Teenagers: Ages 12 to 18
Reactions

May exhibit excitement if parent/teen rela- ■
tionship was strong prior to deployment.

May feel guilty for not living up to  ■
“standards.”

May be concerned about rules and responsi- ■
bilities changing.

May have changed physically. ■

May feel “too old” to meet the returning  ■
parent.

Techniques
Listen with undivided attention. ■

Have respect for their privacy and  ■
friends.

Encourage them to share what has  ■
happened in their personal life – be 
careful not to criticize.

Ask them for updates about current  ■
trends, music fashion, etc.

Ease Back Into Family Life
Be Patient

Go slowly. Don’t change rules or routines  ■
initially.

Don’t take it personally if your child goes to  ■
the parent who did not deploy.

Discipline
Approach discipline as a team with your  ■
child’s other parent.

Don’t punish for behaviors that took place  ■
during the deployment.

Don’t give into your child’s demands be- ■
cause you feel guilty about being away.

Get Involved
Play with your child as it is easier for many  ■
children to talk while they are engaged in an 
activity.

Help with caretaking. Insist that you can  ■
change diapers, drive to ballet practice or 
help a child get dressed.

Communicate
Tell children “thank you” for sending letters, cards, packages  ■
or drawings, doing extra chores in your absence, doing well in 
school, cooperating with their parent.

Give lots of hugs — even to your teenagers! ■

Tell your family how much you love them and how happy you  ■
are to be home.

Get Help
If you have concerns about your family’s adjustment: ■

Talk to a guidance counselor at your child’s school. ■

Contact your child’s pediatrician. ■

Call your local Fleet and Family Support Center. ■



If you’re a single parent in the military, you may experience some unique concerns about 
reuniting with your children. Consider: 

Reunion is an exciting time, but also can be confusing for children. Remember:

Go slowly. Give yourself and your children time to  ■
readjust.

Be realistic. Expect that your children have grown  ■
physically, emotionally, and socially.

Be flexible. Expect things to have changed.  ■

Communicate! Discuss your feel- ■
ings, thoughts, and concerns.

Readjustment can take four to  ■
six weeks. Each child is unique 
and manages stress and change 
differently. If you have con-
cerns, seek professional help.

If you’re a single parent in the military, you may experience some unique concerns about reuniting with your 
children. Consider: 

If you’re a custodial parent,  ■
then your children probably 
have been living with some-
one else for several months. 
To the extent this has been 
a satisfying relationship, 
the bond between this 
caregiver and your children 
has strengthened. Your 
children’s increased loyalty 
to their caregiver may be 
painful for you. You may ini-
tially feel unneeded or even 
jealous. Remember that this attachment is positive. It 
allowed your children to grow and thrive. 

Involve the caretaker in the transition. Forcing your  ■
child, especially a young one, to suddenly separate 
can be traumatic. Your children need to maintain 
their ties to the caregiver.

Recognize that you and your children will need to  ■
adapt to living with each other again. Give yourself 
and your children adequate time to “shift gears.” The 
adjustment period, which may take several weeks, 
can at times be awkward.

Focus on communicating both with the caregiver and  ■
your children. Learn about how things were done 
while you were gone. 

Ask your child about his or her feelings. Allow him/ ■
her to have input in decisions. Children need to feel 
that they have some control over their lives.

Your children had different rules and procedures.  ■
Take time to compare these rules to the rules of 
your home. As you’re doing this, seek your children’s 
input. They need to feel included in the process of 
re-establishing the structure and spirit of your home 
environment. This will help your children ease back 
into your rules and schedule.

If you are a non-custodial parent, your children’s  ■
living situation was probably not impacted by your 
deployment. Your visits with your children have, 
however, been curtailed. As you re-establish these 
visits, remember you and your children have grown 
and you will need to take time to get reacquainted. 

Returning to Children 
Strategies for Single Parents
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