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Agenda

Important things to know about military families

What does the current research say?

What is needed moving forward?



CJCSI 3405.01 - September 1, 2011

“The most valuable resource in our military is our people. “

“TFF is an integrated process to optimize the well -being and readiness of the individuals and 
families  of the total force. Success in establishing TFF will enable individuals to sustain optimal 

well-being and demonstrate the resilience needed to carty out assigned missions.”

Total Force Fitness (TFF) Framework

Joint Chiefs of Staff. (2011). Chairman’s Total Force Fitness Framework (3405.01). https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Library/Instructions/3405_01.pdf



CJCSI 3405.01 - September 1, 2011

Total Force Fitness – 8 Domains

Joint Chiefs of Staff. (2011). Chairman’s Total Force Fitness Framework (3405.01). https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Library/Instructions/3405_01.pdf



CJCSI 3405.01 - September 1, 2011

A. Total fitness extends beyond the Service member; total fitness should strengthen 
resilience in families, communities, and organizations. 

B. A Service member's family's health plays a key role in sustained success and must be 
incorporated into any definition of total fitness. 

C. Total fitness metrics must measure positive and negative outcomes and must show movement toward total fitness.

D. Total fitness is linked to the fitness of the society from which the Service members are drawn and to which they will 
return. 

E. Leadership is essential in achieving total fitness

Total Force Fitness Tenets

Joint Chiefs of Staff. (2011). Chairman’s Total Force Fitness Framework (3405.01). https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Library/Instructions/3405_01.pdf



Admiral Mullen, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 

“Total fitness is a state where mind and body are seen as one. It is a state where 
people, their families, and the organizations in which they serve are connected 
and thriving. I see total fitness as a point of balance between readiness and 
well-being, where each of these two conditions are mutually supporting and in 
complete balance. A total force that has achieved total fitness is healthy, ready, 
and resilient; capable of meeting challenges and surviving threats. Achieving 
that begins with the way we treat our people.“ (page 1)

“Total force fitness is more than a physical fitness. It is the sum total of the many 
facets of individuals, their families, and the organizations to which they serve. It 
is not something someone achieves twice a year for a test. It is a state of being.“ 
(page 2)

Total Force Fitness

Mullen M: On total force fitness in war and peace. Mil Med 2010;175(8S): 1–2. doi: 10.7205/MILMED-D-10-00246.



Military families experience unique 
circumstances because of their military service. 

It is important to acknowledge that many military families meet these obstacles with 
corresponding resilience, flexibility, and bravery .

Frequent relocation
Long -distance 
relationships

Manser & Ogilvie, 2022; Ribeiro et al., 2023



Changes to family functioning and 
interpersonal relationships 

Mental & physical health concerns

Social challenges

Work Instability 

Peer relationships School changes

Concerns for Military Families

Smith & True, 2014; Hisnanick  & Little, 2025; Park, 2011; Sheppard et al., 2019; Brickell et al., 2022)



Gold Star Family: Family of a military service member who died 

during military service.

Blue Star Family: Family of a military service member who is 

actively serving.

Silver Star Family: Family of a military service member who was 

wounded, ill or injured. 

White Star Family: Family of a military service member who died 

by suicide.

Important Terminology



Search for ‘military families 
animals’ brings up more than 
1000 different organizations 
whose mission is focused on 
supporting military members 
and their families with animal -
assisted interventions.

June 21, 2023 

New policy enabling military 
families to submit pet expenses 
resulting from a permanent move 

From 2011-2015, the number of VA 
systems offering animal -assisted 
interventions as a complementary 
option rose from 25% to 52% 
(Rindflesich, 2018)

2024 revised VHA Directive 1178

We are drawn to help people with animals. 



Complementary  & integrative  option

Highly individualized 

Growing  evidence

Animal-Assisted Interventions



Military service often results 
in family -wide  impacts, 
therefore requiring family -
wide  interventions. 

Sherman & Larsen, 2018

A Family Focus



"Why use horses for therapy? While horses can be comforting 
friends, there is an even more interesting reason. Did you 
know that horses can sense your emotions? ... Through 
working with horses, people can learn to recognize and deal 
with their own emotions. "

" When you have experienced scary things like Papa did, they 
do not leave you, " writes Ana. "They stick on our head like 
burrs in a tail. Freedom isn’t free, and it was costing our family 
dearly. ”

- Ana B. Elise

Powerful Anecdotes
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Recent literature calls attention to the importance of family 
focused interventions for military families post deployment. 

But very few studies have explored the influence of AAI on 

military families as a unit. 

Keeling et al., 2020; O’Haire et al., 2018

Why is research important?



Pets are considered family members. 
Multiple barriers prohibit relocating pets. 
Leaving animals behind was emotionally 
painful.

Anderson, 1985; Chumley et al., 1993; Mueller & Callina, 2014; Pratt, Krause-Parello & Spadola, 2023 

Stronger positive attachment associated 
with positive development and adaptive 
coping strategies. 

Pets in Military Families 

The bond between a pet and a veteran’s 
partner was demonstrated to have a 
therapeutic role. 



• 10 articles (2 veteran-focused)
• Short term improvement to depression, 

PTSD and anxiety

Results continue to suggest that AAIs have the potential to 
reduce symptoms of trauma and co -occurring conditions. 

Animal-Assisted Intervention & Trauma



Most studies of AAI and trauma have 
focused on military veterans. 



Service dog placements were found to be associated with significant and clinically 
meaningful improvements in PTSD symptoms along with improvements in other areas 
of social and emotional well -being, although no causality can be determined  without 
additional randomized controlled trials. 

Equine-assisted services may be beneficial for improving PTSD symptoms. However, 
methodological concerns (e.g., small sample sizes, high attrition rates, lack of control for 
co-occurring PTSD treatment) highlight the need for addition research. 

Most studies of AAI and trauma have 
focused on military veterans. 



What about studies that consider other members of 
the military family within AAI?



Nieforth & Leighton, 2024

Purpose : To investigate the effects of animal-assisted interventions on the 
biopsychosocial wellbeing of military family members, beyond the veteran themselves. 

Aims :
1. Describe the characteristics of animal -assisted 

interventions for military families currently described 
within the scientific literature.

2. Evaluate the quality of the methodology present within 
the current scientific literature.

3. Synthesize the findings reported to date.

2024 Systematic Literature Review



Nieforth & Leighton, 2024

5 databases were searched

Search terms included terms for military families + 
terms for animal-assisted interventions

Inclusion criteria :
• publication in English in a peer -reviewed journal or 

as a dissertation
• collection of empirical data on AAIs

• reporting of outcome results for military families, 
including directly from family members other than 

the service member or veteran

Methodology



Nieforth & Leighton, 2024

9 

articles published to date 

5 articles about 

service dogs

4 articles about equine -

assisted services

All articles published in 
the last 5 years 

Results



Nieforth & Leighton, 2024

• Partners with service dogs in the home may experience higher positive emotions and may participate in more 
activities outside the home (Nieforth, Abdul Wahab, et al., 2022; Nieforth, Miller et al., 2022)

• Qualitatively, service dogs may promote a resilience process within military families (Nieforth et al., 2021; 
Whitworth et al., 2020)

• Partners with service dogs report less anger, social isolation and work impairment and greater resilience, 
companionship and relationship satisfaction  (McCall et al., 2020)

• Challenges are apparent as well:
• Increased unwanted public attention (McCall et al., 2020)
• Adjusting to new family roles (McCall et al., 2020) 
• Increased caregiver burden for partners (Nieforth, Miller et al., 2022)
• Decreased caregiver satisfaction for partners (Nieforth, Miller et al., 2022)

Service Dog Article Findings
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• Improved interpersonal relationships , reduced relationship problems and improved communication 
(Willmund et al., 2021)

• Potential mental health benefits : reduction of depressive symptoms, somatic symptoms and PTSD 
symptoms (Romaniuk et al., 2018: Willmund et al., 2021)

• Qualitatively, horses may be catalysts  for emotional healing (Skidmore, 2018)

• No negative findings presented. 

Equine-Assisted Services 
Article Findings

Nieforth & Leighton, 2024



Preliminary results suggest that AAIs may be an effective complementary intervention for 
military families. 

More research is needed to draw conclusions regarding the efficacy. 

Conclusions

Nieforth & Leighton, 2024
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Serving the entire 
family together .

Serving all individual 
members of the 

family.

Providing activities  
for the family to 

experience together.

What might AAI look like for 
military families?



Recognize the family system

Incorporate the data

Acknowledge the “ripple effect”

Focus on individualization

Remember Resilience

Recommendations for Practice



From beginning of services to the 
end of services, acknowledge 
that your clients exist within 
relationships  and larger 
communities.

Include the families (in ways 
appropriate to your services).

Recognize the Family System



What effects one family 
member will likely affect 
all members of the 
family. 

Acknowledge the Ripple Effect



Be curious . 

Work with the individual and the individual 
family that is there with you, while 
recognizing they have intersecting 
identities and experiences  that make them 
who they are.

Focus on Individualization



If within your scope of practice, 
consider incorporating an 
evidence-based family -focused 
framework. 

Sherman & Larsen, 2018

Incorporate the Data



Have a strengths -based approach.

Military families are some of the 
strongest, bravest, and resilient 
people you will ever meet. 

Remember Resilience



Recommendations for Research 

“TFF research must also be holistic in nature. This is vital for moving the health, wellness, and readiness spear forward and  
helping address population needs for a strong and resilient fighting force.”

Deuster, Meyer & Langevin, 2023



lniefort@purdue.edu

www.leannenieforth.com

Any Questions?

mailto:lniefort@purdue.edu
http://www.leannenieforth.com/



	Slide 1: Animal-Assisted  Interventions  for Military Families:  Current Findings & Future Directions
	Slide 2: Agenda
	Slide 3: Total Force Fitness (TFF) Framework
	Slide 4: Total Force Fitness – 8 Domains
	Slide 5: Total Force Fitness Tenets
	Slide 6: Total Force Fitness
	Slide 7: Military families experience unique  circumstances because of their military service. 
	Slide 8: Concerns for Military Families
	Slide 9: Important Terminology
	Slide 10: We are drawn to help people with animals. 
	Slide 11: Animal-Assisted Interventions
	Slide 12: A Family Focus
	Slide 13: Powerful Anecdotes
	Slide 14: Agenda
	Slide 15: Why is research important?
	Slide 16: Pets in Military Families 
	Slide 17: Animal-Assisted Intervention & Trauma
	Slide 18: Most studies of AAI and trauma have  focused on military veterans. 
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21: 2024 Systematic Literature Review
	Slide 22: Methodology
	Slide 23: Results
	Slide 24: Service Dog Article Findings
	Slide 25: Service Dog Article Findings
	Slide 26: Service Dog Article Findings
	Slide 27: Equine-Assisted Services  Article Findings
	Slide 28: Conclusions
	Slide 29: Agenda
	Slide 30: What might AAI look like for  military families?
	Slide 31: Recommendations for Practice
	Slide 32: Recognize the Family System
	Slide 33: Acknowledge the Ripple Effect
	Slide 34: Focus on Individualization
	Slide 35: Incorporate the Data
	Slide 36: Remember Resilience
	Slide 37: Recommendations for Research 
	Slide 38: Any Questions?
	Slide 39

