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Military Families & The Need for Paid Leave 

 

Military families face the same challenges that their civilian counterparts face when 

dealing with issues such as long-term illness, a new child, or the need to care for a family 

member. However, the unique aspects of military life increase the difficulties posed by 

these challenges substantially. Military families endure deployments, frequent moves, 

and regular separations in support of their service member’s duty. Military families’ 

unique needs make their need for paid family and medical leave especially acute and 

make ensuring comprehensive paid family and medical leave a critical issue for today’s 

military families.  

 

Who Are Military Families?  

• Military family members across both active duty and Reserve and Guard 

outnumber service members themselves. There are about 2.6 million military 

spouses, children, and adult dependents for about 2.1 million military personnel.1 

The overwhelming majority of military spouses are female (89%).2

• Military spouses report higher levels of unemployment and underemployment 

than their civilian counterparts, due to the very nature of military life.3  

o The unemployment rate among active duty spouses in the civilian labor 

force is 22%.4  

o Underemployment is also a significant problem: nearly a third (31.6%) of 

military spouses work part-time as compared to just under 20% of the 

population as a whole, despite the fact that half of military spouses wish to 

be working full-time.5 

o Among other pressures, the military lifestyle requires frequent moves,6 

which can be a significant factor in military spouse unemployment and 

underemployment. 

 

Deployment and the Need for Leave 

• Prior to and during a deployment, military spouses and other family members 

often need time off to responds to the needs and pressures deployment: 

o Especially in the face of a short-notice deployment, military spouses may 

need time off to make childcare arrangements, attend military ceremonies 

or make financial and legal arrangements.  

o Time off to seek counseling whether as the military spouse or as a parent 

of a military child can be needed prior to, during, and/or after deployment.  

o While on deployment the service member may receive rest and 

recuperation leave and military spouses need to be able to take time as 

needed to be with their service member during those times.  
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o In the most unfortunate circumstances, a military spouse may need to take 

leave in order to care for a wounded service member or to prepare for or 

attend a funeral for a service member.    

 

Military Caregiving and the Need for Leave 

• Today, there are an estimated 5.5 million military caregivers in the United 

States—those caring for loved ones who are ill or injured as a result of their 

service.7  

o Of those, approximately 20%, or 1.1 million, are caring for those who 

served after September 11, 2001 (“post-9/11 caregivers”).8 

• Many military caregivers—nearly one in five post-9/11 caregivers and around one 

in ten pre-9/11 caregivers—served themselves, making military caregiving an 

important issue not only for military families but also for veterans themselves.9 

• Military caregivers represent the full range of loved ones of servicemembers, 

including spouses and partners, parents and children, extended family members, 

and friends and neighbors.10   

• Military caregivers care for veterans and service members with a wide variety of 

health conditions, many of whom have more than one service-related health need.  

o Care recipients face injuries and physical ailments from traumatic brain 

injuries (TBI) to paralysis or spinal cord injuries to mobility-limiting knee 

or back pain to hearing or vision loss.11  

o Mental health and substance use issues affect nearly two-thirds of post-

9/11 care recipients and just over one-third of pre-9/11 care recipients.12  

o More than half (52%) of post-9/11 care recipients have PTSD.13 

• Providing care to injured and ill veterans and service members takes a profound 

toll on caregivers’ labor force participation, especially for post-9/11 caregivers.  

o Post-9/11 caregivers report missing an average of three and a half days of 

work per month, more than triple the rate of their civilian counterparts.14  

o Almost half of post-9/11 caregivers report having taken unpaid time off 

work or stopping work temporarily due to caregiving needs, nearly double 

the still-significant rates reported by civilian and pre-9/11 caregivers.15  

o More than a quarter (28%) of post-9/11 caregivers report quitting work 

entirely due to the impacts of caregiving.16  

• 61.7% of post-9/11 military caregivers and 37.5% of civilian caregivers report 

financial strain as a result of caregiving.17  
o Despite having similar educational backgrounds, military caregivers of all 

eras are more likely to have a lower household income (less than 250% of 

the federal poverty level) than civilian caregivers.18 
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Military Families and Other Needs for Leave 

o Military family members need leave to deal with their own serious health 

needs. Whether facing a chronic condition like diabetes or asthma, an 

acute illness like cancer, or a severe injury, military family members need 

time to get the treatment they need and to recuperate and heal. 

o Military family members may need to care for seriously ill loved ones 

whose health needs are not related to military service, like caring for an 

elderly parent with Alzheimer’s or taking a child with kidney disease to 

dialysis.  
▪ This need may be especially acute for families dealing with 

deployment, where a spouse or other loved one who might 

otherwise share the responsibilities of caregiving is unable to assist 

due to their service responsibilities. For instance, military spouses 

may take on care for ailing in-laws while their spouses are serving 

overseas.   

o Military family members need leave when welcoming a new child.  

▪ When a new child joins a military family, parents face all the same 

challenges as their civilian counterparts. Yet military family 

members may also be dealing with a spouse or co-parent who is 

deployed or be far away from their own parents or other loved ones 

who might otherwise be able to offer support.  

▪ Many military families are facing these needs each year: there are 

over 200,000 children under the age of two in active duty 

families.19 

 

Military Families and the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) 

• In 2008 and 2009, Congress amended the FMLA to provide two new protections 

specifically for military families.20  

• First, the FMLA provides the right to take leave for certain needs (“qualifying 

exigencies”) in connection with a family member’s deployment.  

o Military family members can take leave from work to attend military 

events and related activities.21  

o Leave can be used to make financial or legal arrangements, like preparing 

a will, executing a power of attorney, or setting up a spouse with banking 

authority or to act as the service member’s representative when seeking 

military service benefits during or immediately following deployment.22  

o Adjusting to deployment can present particular challenges for the families 

of service members with caregiving responsibilities. For this reason, leave 

can also be used in connection with the care or educational needs of the 

service member’s child.23  
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o Recognizing that deployment can also take an emotional toll, leave can be 

used to seek non-medical counseling, whether that counseling is for the 

person taking leave, their child, or for the service member himself or 

herself.24  

o When a loved one is deployed on short notice—less than seven calendar 

days—leave can be taken to address any need that comes up as a result.25  

o When a service member returns home for a short-term rest and 

recuperation leave during deployment, family members can take leave for 

up to fifteen days simply to be with their loved one.26 

o In the situation that all military families hope never comes—the death of a 

service member while on active duty—leave can be used to meet or 

recover the service member’s body, to make funeral arrangements, or to 

attend services.27 

• The FMLA also extends additional protections to certain military caregivers.28 

o First, the military caregiving provisions provide extended leave time: up to 

26 weeks of leave, as opposed to 12 weeks for other FMLA needs.29  

o Second, the law expands the list of family members who can take time off 

to provide care as compared to civilian caregiving.30  

 

The Limits of the FMLA for Military Families 

• Nationally, an estimated 34% of American workers are not covered by the 

FMLA.31 However, military families, especially military spouses, may be 

disproportionately likely to be excluded.  

o Frequent moves due to their loved one’s military responsibilities may 

make it more difficult to meet the FMLA’s one-year employment 

requirement.  

▪ Service members experience permanent change-of-station moves 

on average every two to three years.32  

▪ Almost two-thirds (65%) of military spouses who quit a job due to 

relocation needed at least four months to find a new employer; a 

full quarter (25%) reported it took more than a year to find a new 

job.33  

▪ The combination of frequent moves and lengthy job searches make 

it unlikely that, at any given point in time, a military spouse will 

have been in their job for at least a year.  

▪ In addition, over 18% of employed spouses have seasonal or 

temporary jobs, but the overwhelming majority of those spouses 

(82%) would prefer a permanent position.34 This can mean that 

even those spouses who are able to find employment may not be 



 

5 

able to maintain that position long enough to qualify, despite 

wanting permanent work.  

o Second, many military spouses work part-time, making it harder to meet 

the 1,250 hours worked requirement.  

▪ Military spouses are more likely to work part-time than their 

civilian counterparts and are also more likely to be involuntary 

part-time workers, meaning they are working part-time but would 

prefer to be working more hours.35  

▪ Moreover, the 1,250 hours must be worked for a single employer. 

A quarter of employed military spouses are working more than one 

job for pay,36 which could mean that even those who are working 

enough hours overall may still not be covered if those hours are 

spread over multiple employers.  

• Problems of Unpaid Leave 

o The FMLA gives covered employees the right to unpaid leave. This means 

that working people can take this leave only if they can afford to go 

without income. For the 44% of military spouses who report living 

paycheck-to-paycheck or struggling financially,37 unpaid leave is simply 

out of reach.  

o Without a legal right, military families are unlikely to have access to the 

paid leave they need.  

▪ Nationwide, only 23% of workers receive paid family leave 

through their employers to care for a seriously ill or injured family 

member (including those with service-connected conditions) or 

bond with a new child. Among low-income workers, the number is 

even lower.38  

• Just 11% of part-time workers, among whom military 

spouses are overrepresented, have access to paid family 

leave.39  

o For their own health, a majority of workers do not have access to short-

term disability insurance through their employers. Low-income workers 

and part-time workers are especially likely to be left out.40  

▪ Though many workers have access to paid sick days through their 

employers, most do not have enough time for a serious illness or 

injury—on average, workers have just eight sick days per year.41 

More than 20% of workers have zero paid sick days, including an 

even larger percentage of low-income workers.42  

o 77% of employed military spouses reported that having two incomes was 

vitally important to their family,43 yet military families with children are 

less likely than their civilian counterparts to have two incomes.44 Allowing 
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military spouses to take the leave they need, keep their paycheck, and then 

return to the job their family relies on can help bridge this gap.  

 

Military Families and State Leave Laws 

• States have passed their own laws that offer additional rights and cover people 

who may be excluded from the FMLA. While some of these laws provide the 

right to unpaid, job-protected leave, others provide a right to pay.  

• At least thirteen states provide covered workers with the right to unpaid leave in 

connection with a family member’s deployment by state law.45  

• Nine states and D.C. have passed laws that provide a right to paid benefits while 

workers are away from work due to health or family responsibilities.46 These laws 

can provide much needed income to military families and caregivers while they 

are away from work due to military, health, or family obligations. 

o More than half of these laws cover deployment related needs.47 
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