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National Guard and Reserve service members and their families note experiences and challenges that differ both from each 
other and from those of their active-duty peers in many ways. For example, these families usually do not experience frequent 
relocations, and therefore may have access to a more stable social network than active-duty families. However, they do not 
typically live near a military installation, and therefore may not have the same access to military resources. The disparate 
sample sizes of active-duty, National Guard, and Reserve respondents to the survey limit the ability to compare them directly, 
but this spotlight profiles these two important groups.

National Guard and Reserve family respondents report high 
levels of deployment activities in the last year; many report they 
would recommend military service to young men and women.

aRespondents were able to select all the race/ethnic groups they identify with; percentages will not total 100%.
bThose who responded “yes” to the question “Are you a member of a multi-racial/multi-ethnic family (e.g., do you have a spouse or child of a different  
race/ethnicity)?” Families who identify as multi-ethnic may have different experiences than families who identify as multi-racial.
cThose who responded “yes, one or both of my parents was born in another country and immigrated, but I am U.S.-born” or “yes, I was born in another country  
and immigrated to the U.S.” to the question “Are you from a recently immigrated family?”
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Top Issues
More than half of National Guard family respondents 
(55%) and 40% of Reserve family respondents 
report they or their service member were activated 
during survey fielding, from April to June 2021. The 
unprecedented activation and deployment of our 
Reserve Component1,2 in 2020 and continuing into 
2021 is reflected in the top two issues of concern for 
both National Guard and Reserve family respondents 
— “amount of time away from family as a result of 
military service” and “impact of deployment on family,” 
consistent with last year’s top issues for both groups.³

Most (63% of National Guard family respondents and 54% of Reserve family respondents) had experienced at least 
one military-connected separation lasting a month or longer in the past 18 months. One-third of National Guard 
family respondents (34%) and nearly a quarter of Reserve family respondents (23%) had experienced two or more 
separations. While the number of separations in the past 18 months is often greater for National Guard and Reserve 

families, they spent nearly as much 
total time separated as their active-duty 
family counterparts. Nearly a third of 
both National Guard (30%) and Reserve 
(28%) family respondents had been 
separated from their service member 
for six or more total months in the past 
18 months, similar to their active-duty 
family peers (31%). These activations 
may be ongoing or continue into the 
future; given the fact that since survey 
fielding took place from April-June 2021, 
the COVID-19 pandemic persists with 
new health care challenges and other 
national crises continue to emerge.

The majority of both National Guard 
(59%) and Reserve family respondents (56%) characterize the OPTEMPO (daily workload, deployment load, and training 
load) the service member has experienced since January 1st, 2020, as “stressful” or “very stressful” for a healthy 
work/family life. However, many National Guard and Reserve family respondents report they are likely to recommend 
service to a young man or a young woman, indicating they are probably satisfied with the Reserve Component lifestyle. 
That said, there are National Guard and Reserve family respondents who are discontented with military or command 
leadership.4,5 Following “military retirement” (59%), the most common reason National Guard family respondents would 

Table 1. Top 5 Issues
National Guard and Reserve Family Respondents

“Please select up to 5 military life issues that most concern you.”

National 
Guard Family 
Respondents

(n=259)

Reserve Family 
Respondents

(n=228)

Amount of time away from family 42% 41%

Impact of deployment on family 34% 34%

Military pay 25% 15%

Military benefits 25% 22%

Understanding of military/Veteran issues 
among civilians 23% 22%

Military spouse employment 13% 27%

Number of Separations from Service Member in the last  
18 Months
National Guard and Reserve Family Respondents

Reserve Family Respondents

National Guard Family Respondents

50%

40%

30%
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0%

37%
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29% 31%

17%
13%

8% 6%
10%

5%

None 1 2 3 4 or more

“In the past 18 months, how many military-related separations longer than 1 month 
(deployment, TDY, training, work-ups, etc.) has your family experienced?”



4

choose to leave the military is “loss 
of faith or trust in unit/command 
leadership” (26%), compared to 19% of 
Reserve family respondents.

Civilian Employment
Most National Guard (89%, n=56) and 
Reserve (75%, n=64) service member 
respondents are employed full- or 
part-time in addition to their military 
service. Although this survey was 
fielded during “the Great Resignation,”⁶ 
the majority of National Guard and 
Reserve service member respondents 
are satisfied with both their civilian 
employer (74% of National Guard 

service members, 82% of Reserve service members) and their civilian job (70% of National Guard service members, 
82% of Reserve service members). Despite their overall satisfaction, one area that lags behind in satisfaction is career 
advancement opportunities, aligning with the 2020 Military Family Lifestyle Survey in which many Reserve and National 
Guard respondents reported they had experienced negative employment repercussions (including missing training or 
promotion opportunities)d after a deployment or activation.⁷ A much lower proportion — only 50% of Reserve service 
members and 46% of National Guard service members — are satisfied with the career advancement opportunities that 
their civilian employer offers. Four in 10 Reserve service members (39%) and National Guard service members (42%) 
are likely or very likely to look for a job outside their current organization within the next 12 months, most commonly 
for higher pay, better fit for skills and abilities, better benefits, and job satisfaction.

Resources and Military Family Quality of Life
A common concern for National 
Guard and Reserve family 
respondents is the limited support 
and resources available to them 
due to their distance from military 
installations. While the top 
resources needed for National Guard and Reserve family respondents are the same as 
active-duty family respondents (See Resources Finding), National Guard and Reserve 
families often have the additional challenge of not being co-located with military-focused 
resources. The shift to virtual service provision as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic may 
have alleviated some of these access issues, but many services may remain unavailable for 
those not in close proximity to a military installation.

Spotlight: National Guard and Reserve Families

dNegative repercussions after a deployment or activation could have occurred at any point in their military service, so they may not have occurred with their 
current or most recent employer.

Likely to Recommend a Young Man or Young Woman Join 
the Military
National Guard and Reserve Family Respondents

Reserve Family 
Respondents

National Guard Family 
Respondents

60%

40%

20%

0%

Recommend to  
a Young Man

Recommend to  
a Young Woman

“How likely are you to recommend a [young woman] or [young man] close to you to join 
the military?”

56% 53%

42% 43%

“I am an out of towner reservist. My family stays behind 
when I go to work in uniform and have zero support 
from any military resources. We rely on family and 
friends to help when I’m away. We try to keep the kids’ 
schedules stable regardless of who is caring for them.” 
Air Force Reserve Service Member
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Caregiving Among National Guard and Reserve Families 
One in 5 National Guard and 1 in 4 Reserve family respondents identify as an unpaid caregiver. Of those, a greater 
proportion, more than 4 in 10 are caring for a parent or grandparent (40% of Reserve and 44% of National Guard family 

respondents). Managing care provision for a loved one 
may be complicated during deployment or activation, 
requiring greater support for these caregiving families.

20% of National Guard family 
respondents and 25% of Reserve  
family respondents identify as an 

unpaid caregiver.

Limitations 

Disparate sample sizes and demographic differences between active-duty and National Guard or Reserve family respondents limit 
comparisons that can be made between the two groups. Furthermore, “family respondents” refers to a combined sample of service 
member and spouse respondents, and service member respondents and spouse respondents may have differing perspectives. Sample sizes 
of exclusively National Guard and Reserve service members are small, and while their responses provide some insight into their civilian 
employment concerns, samples cannot be considered representative of all National Guard and Reserve service members. Finally, the 2021 
Military Family Lifestyle Survey was fielded between April and June 2021, during a timeframe when many respondents (and the general 
American public) may have had a hopeful perspective on the trajectory of COVID-19 as vaccines were becoming widely available and new 
infection caseloads fell.⁸ These perspectives may have shifted since survey fielding, as the COVID-19 pandemic is evolving and ongoing.

Spotlight: National Guard and Reserve Families
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Recommendations *More information in Recommendations Chapter of Comprehensive Report

Military (DoD) 

n Ensure provision of universally accessible military-sponsored support (i.e., Soldier and Family Readiness 
Group, Family Readiness Program, Key Spouse Program, Ombudsman Program) for National Guard and 
Reserve families.

n Diversify bi-directional communication methods that National Guard and Reserve commands use when 
connecting with the families in their unit, especially regarding information about eligibility for, and access 
to, available resources and services.*

n Identify what caregiving, childcare, and other resources and support exist for National Guard and Reserve 
families in communities where they are drilling or performing military duties. 

n Educate National Guard and Reserve families on available resources, their eligibility, and how to access them.

n Address concerns identified in command climate surveys. Focus on clear, consistent, and constant 
communication with National Guard and Reserve families.

Community

n Ensure local Veteran- and military-serving organizations are aware of and can connect National Guard and 
Reserve families to local, available resources.

Congress

n Commission a report on the impact of activation and deployment on civilian career progression of National 
Guard and Reserve members.
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