NO PLACE LIKE HOME: 
A Qualitative Analysis of Military Brats’ definition of Home
By Lauren Falvey
LITERATURE REVIEW

Third Culture Kids and Military Brats


In the early 1940s, John and Ruth Hill Useem began examining subcultures comprised of American citizens who were, at the time of their initial studies, living outside of the United States due to professional requirements.  Specifically, the Useems (1993a-e) focused on those dependents of overseas workers who were minors or under the age of eighteen they identify as “Third Culture Kids” (TCKs).  “The children who accompany their parents into another society,” particularly in terms of, “the styles of life created, shared, and learned... [while they] are in the process or relating to their societies, or sections thereof, to each other” (Useem and Useem 1993e: 2).  


Researchers such as Werstch (1991), Williams and Mariglia (2002), Ender (2002), and Jordan (2002) have studied TCKs, specifically Adult Third Culture Kids (ATCKs) whose parents were members of the United States Military.  Based on personal interviews Werstch (1991) examines “inside the fortress) where military dependents are raised.  Werstch (1991: xiv-xv) states, “not only does the military constitute a separate and distinctly different subculture from civilian America, it exercises such a powerful shaping influence on its children that for the rest of our lives we continue to bear its stamp.”  Werstch, who grew up in an Army home, examines the masks or fronts worn by all members of a military society, and are never fully removed.  Such pseudo-identities Werstch (1991) argues, lead to issues such as class confusion, alcoholism, commitment problems, and numerous other problems for Military Brats.  


In 1997, Williams and Mariglia surveyed Military Brats in order to answer the question, “Why do adults who were children in military families seek each other out?”  Williams and Mariglia (2002) identified five main areas of adulthood or childhood social formation including: (1) keeping in touch with other Brats in order to remain associated with the past, (2) socializing with Brats to form a “safety net” with those who have had similar experiences, (3) escaping and letting go of the social hierarchy of the military and all of the implications correlated with rank, (4) problems adjusting with civilian adult life and an “unconscious desire to reconnect to a known, structured system” (p. 75), and (5) the influence Military Brats believe their own upbringings had on their current family.  


Ender (2002) explicitly examines Military Brats as adults.  Between 1991 and 1997 Ender collected subjects’ responses to an eleven-page survey through a number of different methods.  Ender (2002: 96) concluded that, “The paradox is the social and psychological weight associated with geographic mobility juxtaposed with the awesome experiences once they have moved to and experienced a new and diverse place and culture.”  Jordan’s research (2002) is built upon the earlier studies of Erickson (1959) in which the identity of a person is based on societal pressures as well as the “historical moment.”  Jordan (2002: 226) asserts that this “third culture society” is never really able to rework itself to fit in with normal civilian life. Jordan (2002: 212) concludes that ATCKs are somewhat permanently caught between “home” and roots.” 

Residential Mobility


For Military Brats, life means frequent moves.  The frequency and number of times a Brat moves has effects on development and socialization of Brats and Third Culture Kids regardless of their parents’ occupations.  According to Werstch (1991: 250-251), Americans are no strangers to mobility for nearly eighteen percent of all U.S. citizens move once per year within one vicinity.  However, the number of annual moves made by civilians is quite small when compared to the number made by average military family throughout the course of a military service career.  According The Associated Press (2005: 1), “Military Brats typically change schools six to nine times before they graduate,” and this itinerant lifestyle alters the conventional definition of home.  Military Brats, Werstch (2002: 252-256) points out, are members of a unique nomadic culture that tends to create adaptable and self-reliant individuals.  Despite the learned flexibility and hardiness of Military Brats, there are consequences associated with each move, assignment, and new school.


Butler, McAllister, and Kaiser (1973) examined the consequences of chosen and uncontrolled residential mobility as they relate to gender.  Using data from a nationwide questionnaire on residential mobility in the United States, Butler, McAllister, and Kaiser (1973: 219) concluded,

That for both males and females moving, whether voluntary or involuntary, decreases formal organization participation, has little effect upon informal relations either within or outside of the neighborhood of residence, relatively small impact upon how respondents perceive their neighbors, and little effect upon the extent of alienation, unhappiness, suspected mental disturbances, and poor physical health.
The number of moves and the rate of recurrence with which those relocations are made are two of the factors to be considered when studying the socialization of Military Brats.  Werstch (1993: 254) observes that Brats — although they are able to go along with the changes, adapt to their new (and frequent) environments, and endure in spite of the atypical way of life they are forced to live by — must face losses with each and every time they are forced to pack up their houses and say “good-bye” to their friends.


In an examination of the role of residential mobility in the lives of school children, Tucker, Marx and Long (1998) discuss the importance of the structure of the family.  They argue that family structure has a significant impact on performance of school-aged children in their learning environments and within their peer groups.  Based upon data from an 1988 National Health Interview Survey (NHIS), the researchers conclude that, aside from hypermobile children who have moved eight or more times during their lifetimes, children who have been itinerant during the first twelve years of life do not perform significantly lower than those who are less mobile during their formative years.


Schaetti (2002: 110) claims that children who are transferred to a new location due to a parent’s or guardian’s career tend to relate to unfamiliar surroundings in a way that mirrors their attachment figure’s reaction and engagement with that particular environment.  Schaetti notes the importance that mobility plays in the developing social status of children.  She suggests that each parent — the working spouse and the nonsalaried spouse — plays a different role in the social mobility of their children.  


Truscott (1998: 130) states, “The effects of a father’s extended absences from a family accrued, over time, during the long days and nights that elapsed between his departure and his homecoming.”  Children and their mothers/fathers handle the absences in similar, yet noticeably, different ways.  The structure of the military family must change in order to make the necessary adaptations so that they might conform to the rules, regulations, and norms of the military way of life.

Home as a Region

Military journalist Tanya Biank (2006a), a former Army Brat and current Army wife and mother, examines the definition of home.  Biank (2006: 1) asserts, “Home is indeed a place where you are loved unconditionally.  Home is where you feel safe and protected.  Home is where your heart is most happy.”  Biank notes that this statement holds true for civilian children, however, unlike Brats, civilians do not commonly experience homesickness while they are with their families.  


Eckhart (2006) is a current Air Force wife and a thirty-nine year Brat who says that when she and her husband (also an Air Force Brat) decide to retire, they “will not return to [their] home state… [they] will simply end up somewhere and coax a home from that place.”  Eckhart (2006: 1) says that while she was growing up and moving all over the world, she began to recognize a difference in the way she and other Brats define home versus the way civilian children explain it, “The kids in my class whose grandparents showed up at the school play — they all had a Home as a place you could plot on a map.  As a smell.  As a taste.   As a season.  I didn’t.  I knew I didn’t.  It’s a kind of badge of honor for military brats.”


The definitions of home provided by Biank and Eckhart are examples of the “spatially dispersed notions” Terkenli (1996) associates with “nomadic and dispersed people.”  Terkenli (1996: 324) studies “the processes by which place becomes home [as well as] the characteristics of home region that distinguish it from other types of regions.”  Military Brats are exposed to many different places and cultures, thus they view home and “home region” based on a “system of interlinked patterns of habitual association and attachment” which differs greatly from that which is used by their civilian counterparts (Terkenli: 324).  This distinction between the groups’ definitions results from the lack of residential mobility experienced by civilians during crucial stages of socialization and identity formation.


During adolescence people develop a sense of self and self-worth in addition to their individual roles as members of society, and much of this development occurs within school environments where adolescents regularly interact with their peers.  Because Military Brats are constantly moving and switching schools, education oftentimes becomes an overwhelming obstacle that is unique to this nomadic society.  According to The Associated Press (2005) the Military Child Education Coalition (MCEC) was formed to help teachers recognize the different needs of Military Brats and also to restructure the records process, which can be come complicated when students move from school to another.  Education, however, is not the only difficult aspect of nomadic living.


When describing her own children, one military mom points out, “They’re [adolescents] changing and trying to figure out who they are naturally.  And then we take ‘em out and put them in another school—in [most cases] a whole other culture” (The Associated Press 2005: 2).  The constant changes in locale play a significant role in how Military Brats are socialized to define home.  Terkenli 1996 (325) describes the concept of home by saying that,

Humans occupy space and use symbols to transform it into place; they are creatures of habit who appreciate place and context as home.  The idea of home is broad and profoundly symbolic, a parameter that infiltrates every relationship between humans and environments as they reach out to the unknown and return to the known.

For the majority of Military Brats there is not a chance to “return to the known” that Terkenli refers.  This impacts Military Brats’ socialization by teaching them, at an accelerated rate, to become independent and self-reliant individuals much earlier than civilians.  


Terkenli (1996: 330) states that, “A child’s first home is its mother.”  Furthermore, the author ascertains that regardless of military influence people form other relationships and they eventually “expand into new horizons [which] drives the young adult[s] to create new homes and to claim the whole world as [their] own” (Terkenli 1996: 330).  The process by which people associate with places, society, and time is a lifelong procedure and it is very much influenced by individuals’ familial relationships and connections.  Using her own experiences as a Military Brat as well as information gathered during her career as a journalist, Biak (2006b) claims that grandparents connect people to their childhoods and family legacies.  Biank’s (2006b) grandparents where a huge part of her upbringing and she hopes that the same will be true for her own children.  In an article discussing this “transgenerational” relationship she says, “It is a priceless relationship for all children, especially military brats, whose sense of grounding, place, and belonging can be uncertain” (Biank 2006b: 1).  


It is a heightened level of residential mobility that disturbs the “sense of community that exists in traditional places” and causes Military Brats to define home differently than civilian children (Terkenli 1996: 332).  Terkenli (1996) suggests that Brats value finding a stable sense of home because, by and large, the military way of life does not provide its members and residential permanence.  Terkenli (1996: 331) suggests that a “dialectical relationship” between the amount and magnitude of home transpires over time and the fixation of transient people to previously held definitions of home.   Effectually, Military Brats define home as a “state of being” rather than as a physical place and such definitions are rooted in individuals’ experiences and situations encountered during the process of socialization.  

ATTACHMENT THEORY


According the Bretherton (1992: 759), “attachment theory” was greatly “influenced by Freud and other psychoanalytic thinkers.”  Aber and Allen (1987: 406) state that the basic idea behind attachment theory holds that,

Insensitive, unresponsive, and rejecting parenting during the first year of life results in an insecure attachment between an infant and his or her parents.  In turn, an insecure attachment relationship has been found to predict later impairments in a number of stage-specific child tasks and competencies, such as interacting with friendly but unfamiliar adults, exploring the nonpersonal object world, and developing symbolic play and cognitive problem-solving abilities.

Such deficiencies in “problem-solving abilities” may become apparent in Military Brats whose parents may or may not be around during the critical years of infantile development.  When the caregiver-child bonding has not been satisfied, the ability for children to cope with and adapt to the difficulties associated with the military way of life is likely to be impaired.


Bowlby (1973: 84) says, “Definitions which attempt to describe ‘normal home life’ in terms of family structure are seen to be inadequate.”  Theorists suggest that in order for any child to meet his full potential he must be brought up in an environment that is both secure and full of affection (see Bowlby 1973; Bradley 1998; Egeland and Erickson 1999; Malerstein 2005; Oppenheim 2006).  Bowlby’s theory (1973: 85) notes that when a family lives as a functioning unit in one location, a child is provided with “a social insurance system of great value.”  However, when a family is unable to remain in such an intimate environment due to constant migration — such as in the case of military families — they become less in touch with their communities.  As Bowlby (1973: 85) points out,

Very many families have such loose ties with their local surroundings that for communities it has ceased to be a tradition to help a neighbor in distress.  As a result of this social break-up a far heavier responsibility for child care is placed on the father and mother than is the case in more traditional close-knit communities.  Not only does such a broken-up community provide no substitutes should a mother or father become incapacitated but, by putting this great load on parents, it may destroy a family which in better circumstances could hold together.


Schaetti (2002: 103) points out that one weakness of Bowlby’s attachment theory is that it ignores the innate tie between human beings which “pertains specifically to the bond between two people that reduces anxiety and regulates security.”  She further notes that it is this bond that is “most immediately implicated in species’ survival” (Schaetti 2002: 103).  Malerstein (2002: 308) counters this shortcoming by highlighting that Bowlby’s theory presupposes that the source of a “strong and pious bond” is found at the onset of the format stages on infant development, and that the affection and association that form at this stage “lasts into adulthood.”  Oppenheim (2006: 784) builds upon this element of attachment when he finds “distress and destruction themes [among children in studies of offspring-caregiver relationships] were associated with externalizing behavior problems.”  He further suggests that such “behavior problems” can lead to adversity in what he coins the “child-parent dyad” (Oppenheim 2006: 786).  


Schaetti’s (2002) study of adults who grew up in third culture — or socially mobile — societies concludes that these “global nomads” are exposed to a great number of problematic conditions established within attachment theory.  In her analysis of these itinerant people, Schaetti (2002: 109) keeps in mind several key aspects of Bowlby’s theory such as “(1) global nomad mobility, (2) the attachment figure’s response to mobility, (3) host national caregivers as attachment figures, (4) sequential caregivers as attachment figures, (5) global nomad attachment to family, places, and possessions, and (6) global nomad grief.”  The conditions examined by Schaetti are directly associated with Military Brats as results of their sponsors’ commitment to serving in the various branches of the United States Military.


One avenue underdeveloped for attachment theorists is to examine the military lifestyle and, specifically, the bonds between a Military Brat and his or her attachment figure as well as the effects of this bond in later life.  This study will expand upon Schaetti’s examination of members of third culture and their attachments to family, places, and possessions.  The purpose of this research is to assess how this particular group of global nomads, Military Brats, forms attachments to family, places, and possessions.  And more specifically, by drawing upon attachment theory, this study will investigate the ways in which the socialization of Military Brats shapes their understanding of “home.”  

METHODS


The data for this study was collected using a web-based survey which was constructed and conducted using the website http://www.surveymonkey.com/ [see Appendix A].  A survey is, “a research method in which subjects selected (sampled) from a larger population respond to a series of statements or questions in a questionnaire or interview” (Johnson et al. 2006: 246).  


For this study, the sample was comprised of members of The Military Brats Registry (http://www.military-brats.com) who chose to complete the on-line questionnaire.  With the permission and assistance of Marc Curtis, the webmaster of The Military Brats Registry, the survey was posted on the website from November 5th through December 2nd, 2006.  Using this unique tool allowed the researcher access to what is currently the largest known group of former and current military dependents.


Curtis (2002) created The Military Brats Registry in 1997 in order, “to help everyone with a desire to find others who grew up in the military…[and it] is not associated with any government agency.”  According to the registry’s on-line survey information, 8,406 individuals have completed the survey of which sixty-six percent of respondents were female and thirty-four percent were male.  Seventy-eight percent of people who completed the study attended school both overseas and in the United States while they were growing up, while nineteen percent attended schools in the U.S. only, and two percent went to schools overseas throughout all of their years as Military Brats (Curtis 2002).  Based on the information about respondents’ sponsors, forty-two percent were in the Air Force, followed by thirty-eight percent in the Army, ten percent in the Navy, with Marines, Coast Guard, DoDDs/Other making up the other six percent (Curtis 2002).  


The twenty-seven question web-based survey consisted of a combination of both open-ended questions and closed-ended questions regarding participants’ age; gender; birth location; educational level; professional information; martial and children information; sponsors’ military information; number of times moved and locations lived at; number of schools attended; siblings’ information; personal military service; likes and dislikes about growing up as a Military Brat; how they define “home;” and where they consider “home” to bed.  On average each participant completed the survey in less than thirty minutes, however several questionnaires were left incomplete which skews the average amount of time participants spent completing the questions.


One of the major weaknesses associated with surveys is the sample because it is not always the best example of the entire population from which it is drawn (Scheuren 2004: 27).  In this study it is unlikely that the people who responded to the survey, perfectly mirrored the entire community of Military Brats.  Scheuren (2004: 27) says an additional weakness of surveys is “non-response” which “occurs when members of the sample cannot — or will not participate in the survey.”  


Despite the shortcomings associated with using a survey to collect data, several positive attributes should be noted.  One of the benefits of web-based surveying is the speed with which data can be collected and analyzed.  By using a computer generated and administered questionnaire data collection becomes quite simple when compared to other possible methods.  A second, and perhaps the most beneficial, aspect of conducting a web-based study is that participants are able to respond to questions and complete the survey at their convenience.  The added conveniences of being able to respond to questions at times and locations that work best for each individual’s schedule and the ability to complete the survey in more than one session means that there are no real scheduling conflicts, nor is it necessary to make “repeated attempts” at contacting participants as might otherwise be necessary (Scheuren 2004: 21-26).   

Appendix A. Military Brats and “Home” Survey

Questions

1.
What is your date of birth?

2.
What is your sex?

3.
Where were you born?  (Please include town/city, country, and/or military installation, if applicable.)

4.
What is the highest level of education you have completed?

5.
What is your current job or profession?

6.
What is your marital status?

7.
Do you have any children?

8.
Was your mother or father (or both) your military sponsor?

9.
In what branch of the service did/does your sponsor serve?

10.
What was/is your sponsor’s status in the military?  For how many years did/has you sponsor serve(d)?

11.
How many (if any) siblings did you have while you were growing up?  Did any of your siblings choose to join the military?  If so, what branch and for how long did/have they serve(d), and what was/is their rank and status?

12.
Are or were you a member of the military?  If so, what branch and for how long did/have you serve(d), and what was/is your rank and status?

13.
Are or were the parents of your military sponsor in the military?  If so, what branch and for how long did/have they serve(d), and what was/is their rank and status?

14.
If applicable: Are or were any of your children in the military?  If so, what branch and for how long did/have they serve(d), and what was/is their rank and status?

15.
Growing up as a Brat, how many different times did you move because of your sponsor’s job?

16.
As a Brat, how many different places did you live and for how long did you live at each place?  (Please indicate every city/town, country, and military installation, as well as the number of years or months.)

17.
Of the places that you lived as a military dependent, which one did/do you recall with the most fondness?  Why?

18.
How many schools did you attend while you were growing up?  Did you attend public schools, private schools, DoD schools, or were you home-schooled?

19.
While you were moving around as a dependent, did you typically live on or off of the military installation at which your sponsor was assigned?

20.
If you lived off of the military installation, about how much time did you spend on base each week?

21.
What did you enjoy most about being a brat?  Why?

22.
What did you least enjoy about being a brat?  Why?

23.
Do you currently have a valid (as in, not expired) passport?

24.
On average, how many times per year do you travel outside of the United States?  Within the United States?

25.
When someone asks you where you are from, how do you typically respond?  (Please be as detailed as possible.)

26.
When you hear the word “home,” what comes to mind?  Why do you think that this is how you view “home?”

27.
Where do you consider “home” to be?  Is this the same as it when you were growing up?  If not, what is different about “home” then, and “home” now?
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