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Our Navy lifestyle is full of wonderful adventures but can be quite challenging for 

even the most seasoned of spouses/families. No matter where our service members 

are called to serve, they and their families make daily sacrifices to ensure that 

America’s treasured freedom is protected.   

 

The deployment cycle is a necessary, but often stressful, period for Navy families.  

There are three periods of the deployment cycle: Pre-Deployment, Deployment, and 

Post-Deployment. Each period is predictable and has a unique set of emotional 

stresses. 

    

My goal is to address the three periods of the deployment cycle and arm you with 

information that may help you during your deployment experience.    

 

Phase I - Pre-Deployment: The Pre-Deployment period typically takes place 

during the six to eight weeks prior to deployment. During this period, the service 

member secures the home front in preparation for his/her absence. Every service 

member has his/her own routine, whether it is getting finances, automobiles, and 

household repairs in order or simply cleaning out drawers, organizing a workbench 

in the garage, and filtering through paperwork. During this preparation period, 

there are often last minute trips planned, repairs to be made, and the demanding 

requirement to make sure that he/she and his/her service unit/ship are ready for 

departure.   

 

The most misunderstood emotions during this period are those of the service 

member and spouse.  As the service member becomes more consumed with 

his/her new Navy unit, the spouse will sometimes feel frustrated, abandoned, and 

lonely and become resentful, sad, and depressed. This mixed bag of emotions is 

legitimate and should not be overlooked or put aside. As spouses, we are helpless 

to control the upcoming course of events and must watch as our service member 

invests more and more time with his/her unit and doing activities that take away 

from family time. We sometimes question ourselves and wonder if the separation is 

due to “something we’ve done.” The service member normally responds to this 

feeling of frustration by becoming emotionally distant and can also experience 

feeling confused, alone, hostile, frustrated; while at the same time, feeling excited 

and happy. The confusion lies in the fact that the service member knows his/her 

level of commitment to his profession and is also committed to his family. He/she 



may be elated at the challenge of the upcoming deployment but feels guilty for the 

obvious inconvenience the family will suffer during the six-month separation.  

Unable to change the course of events, the service member becomes frustrated at 

not knowing how to comfort the spouse. The tension, at times, becomes 

overwhelming and can lead to bickering or fighting in the last weeks before a 

deployment. If this happens, it is best not to take the conflict too personally or 

overreact to it.  Some specialists contend that fighting makes it easier for the service 

member to say good-bye and separate. However, the tone of the relationship for 

the deployment is set during this pre-deployment phase. By recognizing and 

accepting the telltale emotions and teaming together to identify and work through 

this difficult preparatory period, the peace and harmony of the home can be 

safeguarded from some of the pitfalls that miscommunication can cause.  

 

Most particularly during this time, it is important to remember that every spouse 

needs a good friend! For example, some folks are A – Z people…and some are 

“Bottom-Line people!”  I have found that identifying a good friend with whom we can 

share our full range of feelings is vital to our health and that of our family. My 

recommendation is that you find someone who knows you love your service 

member, is supportive of your relationship and marriage, and is familiar with 

deployments and the ensuing frustrations. It is comforting to have a shoulder to 

lean on, someone to complain to or someone to confide in whom you can trust and 

who has your best interest and the interest of your spouse in mind. Remember, 

sometimes you may not necessarily be looking for advice, rather, just a place to vent 

feelings.               

 

In order to be ready for the Pre-Deployment Phase, plan for the separation and 

understand that your service member may have priorities that do not seem logical 

to you. Try to support him/her as best you can. Recognize that most spouses feel 

the deployment actually starts two weeks prior to the actual departure. Plan for this 

and brace yourself for the seemingly endless distractions your service member will 

be dealing with. Most consider this a time to squirrel away and spend every waking 

moment with the service member. Quite the contrary, as your service member is 

building a relationship with his unit, this is a great time to begin to connect with 

others—friends, family, other spouses, and especially through The Capodanno 

Society (Military Social Group) at Saint Brigid Parish. Through this organization, you 

can get involved in an array of activities and social groups that fit your faith journey, 

lifestyle, and needs. Support is available for you! Your Parish is here for you!! Take 

this time to look for the positive and cherish each other. Plan activities to pursue 

during the deployment, intentionally involve yourself in active endeavors, and stay 

involved throughout the deployment period!  

 

Phase II – Deployment: Let’s face it, for most families deployments aren’t the 

happiest of occasions. Long separations are never easy to accept—yet, as Navy 



families, we are often challenged by this occupational requirement.  Just as there 

are very specific feelings experienced during the pre-deployment, there are also 

predictable emotional phases to a deployment. Identifying these phases, and 

learning the “tricks of the trade” for coping with the inevitable hardships that 

extended separation brings, can help family members during the deployment. 

 

Some have identified four phases of a deployment. The first stage takes place 

during the first 2 to 3 days of the separation. Depending on your situation, the 

emotions expressed during this stage range from shock and denial to relief and joy.  

We can all relate to the “shock and denial” description. However, some of you may 

be wondering how “relief and joy” could be listed as a possible emotion, especially 

when your loved one has just left for six months. During the pre-deployment phase, 

the service member can become emotionally detached as he/she prepares for 

departure. This detachment can be a source of stress and frustration for the 

spouse. For instance, when our spouses deploy, they often essentially “leave” two 

weeks before the actual deployment begins. We can be so relieved that the process 

has finally begun and the days to our homecoming can start counting down that we 

are actually excited and full of joy when the deployment begins. Everyone will relate 

to this first phase differently. Personally, I never watched my husband depart for 

deployment. As a JO spouse, I would take him to work and spend a few private 

moments saying goodbye, and then would head out to do something fun. I knew my 

husband was busy preparing for the departure and so would I be. On the day of 

departure, I always had a full day planned…During the many deployments I’ve 

survived, I did everything from going to buy a new pet, to hitting a restaurant for 

breakfast, to shopping and attending a movie. With e-mail, it is easy to stay in 

contact with your spouse, and I always liked to have something positive to write 

about on the first day....it sets the tone for the entire deployment! However, as my 

husband was given more leadership positions, I felt it was important to be on the 

pier or in the hangar to support the other spouses. Although everyone responds 

differently, there is an incredible camaraderie among the spouses on the day of 

departure in particular. It’s a WONDERFUL time to go to breakfast together and to 

encourage and support each other. Staying behind and keeping everything running 

smoothly on the home front is OUR patriotic duty. Each and every Navy spouse 

should be PROUD of the part he/she plays in supporting their loved ones who 

defend our country. 

 

Many spouses prefer to stay with their service members until they are forced to bid 

each other farewell; whether it is by watching the ship until it has sailed past the 

horizon or watching the aircraft fly off. From my experience, this type of farewell can 

cause a spouse to more easily experience the “shock and denial” emotions of this 

phase. The tears and emotions during the final minutes before departure, especially 

when joined by the emotions of other spouses who are in the same company can be 

draining. Entering an empty house, exhausted by the spent emotion, and facing the 



grim reality that the service member won’t be coming home for half a year or more 

can be overwhelming. This phase is short-lived but can set the tone for the next six 

months. Make plans for this phase during the pre-deployment cycle. Start your 

deployment with some fun times and maybe an exciting adventure. Set the tone for 

your separation by setting some goals, refusing to isolate yourself, and staying busy.  

It is important to remember that you are not alone. Many before you have 

experienced the same roller coaster of emotions and have survived the experience. 

 

The second phase of a deployment can begin within the first few days after the 

deployment begins and can last up to six weeks.  We hit this phase around the end 

of the second week and call it “hitting the wall.”  During this phase, you and/or your 

children may feel emotional disorganization, withdrawal, anger, frustration, 

confusion or some sort of delayed stress reaction. Children might start to act out or 

cry easily. They aren’t able to recognize that the disruption of their normal schedule 

has affected their humor and disposition. Our remedy for this is distraction to stay 

engaged, planning activities that are fun and memorable, communicating often with 

your service member, and establishing a workable schedule. Be good to yourself 

during this time. Be sure to have a support network in place to help you through 

your blue moments. Hopefully you have a family member or another Navy spouse 

who understands separation and is supportive of your marriage. Embrace your 

children often during this time and plan special events together. During this phase, I 

employ “cruise rules,” meaning, I tend to do things just a bit differently during this 

time that makes each day thrilling and fun—which my children eagerly await! These 

“rules” stay in effect until a few weeks before the end of the deployment—when we 

would change back to the normal cycle of life in the Gillcrist household, in 

anticipation of Daddy’s return. Sometimes we would have dinner picnic-style, rather 

than sitting at the table during deployments. That way, there wasn’t such a 

noticeable empty seat during our meals. During the last few deployments our sons 

were both involved in Scouts; that was a great activity that continued without 

missing a beat—even during the deployment. The boys still had interaction with 

other men who were already trusted “father figures,” knew their father well, and 

would do “guy stuff” with the boys while Dad was out to sea. 

 

The third phase of a deployment is marked by the “Over-the-Hump” or mid-point of 

the deployment.  During this phase, you and your family will have settled in and will 

be going about its daily affairs. Setting and meeting interim goals and staying 

connected with your support system will help this phase to whisk by. Try to find a 

good baby-sitter and get out often. Bring in a “mother’s helper” to aid you in tidying 

the house or watching (washing☺) the children. Be good to yourself—you deserve it!  

Talk often to your children about your service member’s absence and make plans 

for his/her return. No matter where you are in the deployment cycle, an event or 

series of undesirable events can make even the shortest separation unbearable.  

Recognize that if your efforts to stabilize the situation isn’t working, Get Help from a 



trusted agent! Call another spouse, a friend, a member of the Navy Family Service 

Center, or a member of the Capodonno Society at Saint Brigid Parish. There are 

people who can help you! 

 

The onset of the fourth and final phase of a deployment begins about six to eight 

weeks before the service member comes home. In anticipation of the 

“homecoming,” you may feel excitement, worry, or even fear. Your children may also 

experience some or all of these emotions. Stay positive and remember that your 

service member loves you and can’t wait to come home. Feel good about what you 

have managed to do over the deployment—alone. Be proud of your contribution to 

the Navy tradition by holding down the home front while your service member is 

busy defending America’s freedom. 

 

Phase III – Post Deployment: 
 

The Post Deployment Phase normally takes place during the last 6-8 weeks of a 

deployment. There is a curious mix of emotion that comes into play during this time 

for both the spouse and service member. The anticipation of the homecoming can 

generate excitement, worry, and fear—concurrently. The most important thing to 

remember is that changes do take place during the deployment. To make the 

adjustment period more comfortable, be aware of your returning spouse and be 

considerate of his/her feelings. Remember also, that when your service member 

returns from deployment there is normally a post-cruise inspection. Be aware that 

your service member may seem somewhat pre-occupied and not as engaged as you 

would like…this will all change once the inspection is complete. Try to be patient and 

tolerant. You’ve made it 6+ months—you can make it through a few more days!      

 

My best advice is to be gentle with each other. Don’t have unrealistic expectations.  

Realize that there will be a time of adjustment, whether this is your first deployment 

or your fifth. Relax and enjoy each other, but don’t forget to give each other time 

and space. Cherish your loved one and your precious time together! If you and your 

spouse are considerate of each other, the reunion will be a beautiful and joyful 

experience. If you encounter a rough spot, try to be patient and remind yourself 

that the difficulty should pass. Be good to yourself and help your spouse to know 

you…don’t be afraid to gently share your thoughts and feelings. If you need support 

or advice or are experiencing a significant struggle, reach out to a trusted agent who 

has been through deployments. Avoid comparing yourself or your reunion 

experience with those of others. Remember that everyone is different and so is their 

adjustment period. Don’t fall into the trap of thinking that someone else is having a 

more romantic reunion than you are.    

 

When I think of homecomings, I am always reminded of a Hagar the Horrible 

cartoon that went something like this: Hagar, a Viking King, bursts through the door 



of his castle and proclaims to his wife, “Wife, for nine months I have braved 

torrential rains and sailed through frightening waves, fought ferocious beasts and 

explored foreign lands, traded amongst hostile peoples and made policy abroad—

prepare a fine feast to celebrate my homecoming!” To this, Hagar’s wife replies, 

“Husband, for nine months I have washed 1,890 floors and changed 2,430 diapers, 

fed our family of six 810 meals and darned 120 socks, washed and folded 540 loads 

of laundry, and handled the affairs of our home—we are going out to eat!” I always 

laugh at the thought of this particular homecoming. For your homecoming, I 

recommend that you treat yourself, your service member, and your family to easy 

meals, light schedules, and few expectations during this post-deployment period.  

Be happy and proud of both your accomplishments. Congratulations, you have 

done what few families have! You both have done the best you could with what you 

had at the time you managed the home or the separation!   

 

These tips for a successful post-deployment experience are tried and true and draw 

from Fleet and Family Support Center deployment guidance: 

 

WHAT SPOUSES SHOULD REMEMBER:   
 

1. Expect him/her to be different. Think how much you changed—so has he/she. 

 

2. Remember that your service member has been subject to daily regimentation 

and routine. He/she may rebel against schedules and preplanned events. Leave 

some room for spontaneity. 

 

3. Expect your service member to have trouble sleeping for awhile. He/she is used 

to a ship’s vibrations or to the presence of other people in a stateroom/barracks. 

 

4.  He/she might not have been behind the wheel of a car for quite awhile. If the 

service member asks you to drive, then go ahead and drive. 

 

5. Don’t be defensive about the way you’ve handled the children. Discuss any of 

your service member’s criticisms calmly. Be careful not to over-correct him/her 

when he/she begins to discipline the children. Find a private time to calmly 

discuss how you have been handling certain situations and ask for his/her 

support.  

 

6. Expect that it may take some time to re-establish sexual intimacy. 

 

7. Your service member may want to celebrate his/her return with a spending 

spree. If you can’t afford it, hold tight to the purse strings—the urge to spend will 

soon pass. 

 



8. Don’t grill your service member about real or imagined affairs. Questioning your 

mate about infidelity can only destroy trust between the two of you. 

 

9. Expect your service member to be surprised or hurt that you’ve coped so well 

alone. You can reassure him/her that he/she is loved and needed without giving 

up your own independence. 

 

WHAT RETURNING SERVICE MEMBERS SHOULD REMEMBER: 
 

1. Don’t disturb a family set-up that has been working well without you. Ease back 

in gradually. Try to enjoy being an “honored guest” for awhile. Enjoy it. 

 

2. Take it easy on the children, especially where discipline is concerned. It’s best for 

children to have a constant routine, so let Mom’s rules stand. Don’t barge in as 

the “heavy.” 

 

3. Don’t try to alter the financial affairs. Chances are your spouse has been 

handling them fine. Remember that your spouse made decisions and handled 

various situations while you were gone. Don’t be critical of your spouse’s 

decisions—he/she has kept the home-fires burning for the past six or more 

months.   

 

4. Expect your spouse to be a little envious of your travels, so go easy on the 

descriptions of seven-course Asian banquets or German beer festivals. Bring 

him/her a few gifts. 

 

5. Don’t ask your spouse to pack the children off to Grandma’s, so the two of you 

can have an intimate reunion. It’s vital to reaffirm your bond with your children.  

Later, the two of you can slip away for a “second honeymoon.” 

 

6. Expect that sex may be awkward between you at first. Talk it over. Don’t grill 

your spouse about potential infidelity. Whatever you’ve imagined while you were 

gone, it serves no purpose to bring it up now. Trust is the key to a solid reunion. 

 

7. Expect your spouse to be different. He/she is a more confident and independent 

person. The fact that she can cope without you doesn’t mean that she wants to.   

 


