return and reunion

tips for a successful homecoming

Your Marine may have a picture in his/her mind about homecoming.  The family runs to meet him, showering him with love and affection, everything is exactly as he left it when the ship pulled out – the spouse is the same, the kids are the same, the Marine’s role in the household is the same.  All of that is possible, but it is highly unlikely.  Things have changed in the absence of a parent or partner.  The spouse has taken on a new role and learned new skills.  Your friends have made new friends.  The kids have grown and home repairs may have been completed in a way the Marine wouldn’t have done them.  There may be new furniture, new clothes, new haircuts, new toys and new items on the menu.  The best advice for everyone is to be flexible, be prepared for change and be patient with the readjustment process.

Expect face-to-face communication with your spouse or loved ones to feel awkward at first.  One thing you can count on is that things will not be the same as when your Marine left, for either of you.  Take the time to listen to each other and acknowledge the great job you both have done communicating during the deployment.  

It is a good idea to take time and review the deployment.  Discussing issues such as preparedness, lessons learned and any other areas of concern can help build your relationship and coping skills for the next deployment.  Some of the questions to ask are:

· How well were we prepared for the deployment?

· Did the frequency of communication (mail, care packages, phone calls) meet the expectations of each?

· What were the successes and failures with the children?

· How can we improve the adjustment process on both ends of the deployment?

· How did the financial setup work for each spouse? 

· What should we do differently next time?

Don’t expect a “Change of Command” at the door.  Transitions take time and patience.  The family members at home may be seeing the Marine’s return as the solution to all problems.  For the Marine, don’t expect to solve them all within the first day of your return.  Remember to trust that your partner made the best possible decisions during the deployment.  You may not have always agreed with those decisions, but that doesn’t make them bad ones.  Respect how your partner handled things while you were gone and remember that we all need reassurance of love and commitment.  During the deployment, the Marine was probably either giving or receiving orders.  The Marine needs to remember that his/her spouse and kids will not respond well to demands and orders.  The spouse needs to remember that he/she needs time to readjust to the home environment.  Avoid the “Who had it worse” game as the separation was difficult for both of you.  The most important thing at the point of homecoming is for everyone to be shown love and appreciation for all their efforts during the deployment.

Reunion is a special time for everyone.  Even though a parent's long absence may be a source of emotional strain for the children as well as the parent, it’s possible to work together to rebuild that special relationship.  In addition to the information presented earlier in the section about Children and Deployment, here are some helpful hints for children and deployed parents.

· Encourage children to express their feelings about the return.  This may be a mix of excitement, worry and fear.  For instance, the child may be concerned that the new lifestyle will change for the worse once the absent parent is home.

· Involve them in homecoming plans and activities such as planning special outings, making small gifts or helping cook the homecoming meal.

· Plan for each child to have special time with each parent.  They will be less apt to feel rejected when Mom and Dad want special time alone together, too.

· Plan to spend time together as a family to help reestablish family bonds.  Children will feel more secure once these bonds are more secure.

· Discipline should be a shared responsibility between parents; however, readjustment will be easier if the returning parent supports existing rules and takes a back seat for the first few weeks.  Don't make the returning parent the "heavy."

· Children change quickly.  For example, a preteen may have ignored the opposite sex before you left, but now considers them a top priority.  Encourage children to talk about how things have changed.

· Infants are often afraid of the returning parent.  Don't worry; it takes time and patience for the new face to become part of the family.

· The returning parent can bring gifts for each of the children.  It is not necessary for the gifts to be elaborate.  Even as small a gift as a special postcard shows that you thought of them while away.  

· Be sure to tell each of your children how proud you are of his/her accomplishments.  Express appreciation for the help they have provided during the deployment.

· Children are not mature adults.  Don’t be surprised if they do childish things.  They need your love and attention more than ever.  Be patient and treat them with respect.  They may reject you at first, but time will ease the readjustment.

With a little preparation you can make your homecoming a memorable experience and an opportunity to improve your relationship with your loved ones

The 10 Commandments of Homecoming for Married Marines & Sailors

This is an adaptation of material written by CDR Bryan J. Weaver, CHC, USN, Chaplain 24th MEU (SOC) and LCDR Richard Saul, Command Chaplain, USS KEARSARGE (LHD 3).
While the deployment soon will be a fading memory, the reality of our trip continues along with our anticipated homecoming.  Our task is to get home safely and begin preparing for our reunion with families and friends.  The following “10 Commandments of Homecoming” may prove helpful in reducing the return & reunion stress.

I.    Thou shalt expect your homecoming to be stressful.  Stress is any reaction to change.  Even positive changes can produce stress in personal relationships.  Spouses are already preparing for our return.  Aside from official homecoming activities, your spouse is probably trying quickly to look her/his best, find an arrival outfit, experiment with new hairstyles, plan special menus, and prepare the children for Dad/Mom’s return to the home.  On board, our excitement level goes up as our homecoming date draws closer and with each passing day, we have to fight the “laissez faire” attitude that creeps into our lives.  Both of us are idealizing our return and reunion.  Out of our hardships and separation come our dreams.  On one hand, we dream about our houses, home-cooked meals, hobbies, driving our cars or trucks, spending time with our children, and intimacy.  On the other hand, our spouses may be dreaming of help around the house, time away from the kids, support, encouragement and spending quality time together.  Even though we both have experienced separation, the nature of our hardships may be different.  Recognize that either marriage partner may not immediately meet expectations.

 II.   Thou shalt enjoy being an invited guest in your own home.  As difficult as it may be sound, our spouses and children have managed without their Marine or Sailor.  Our spouses may have become more independent running the household as a single parent.  In some cases, Marines and Sailors feel threatened by their spouse’s newfound autonomy and they feel unwanted in their own home upon their return from sea duty.  Please try to remember that personal growth has probably taken place and things are not the same.  When you first return, allow the family to continue functioning as they have for the last 6 months.  Experience their agenda for your reunion.  Remember, they have been planning for your homecoming for a long time.

III.  Thou shalt not criticize your spouse upon your return.  Chances are that your spouse has done the very best job possible given the circumstances. Considering the fast-paced schedule of a Marine expeditionary unit, she/he’s going to have to continue using those coping skills.  Provide encouragement, praise, and thanks.  Don’t be a Scrooge in showing your appreciation for what your spouse has done in your absence.  A judgmental, critical, “know it all” attitude will come across as though you do not appreciate what has been accomplished during your absence. Your spouse is the glue that has held the family together.

IV.  Thou shalt change.   Change in life is inevitable.  It is a fact of life; deployments force us out of our “comfort zones”.  The way things used to be often makes us comfortable because we always knew what to expect.  Although, it takes energy to adjust to change, the result can be positive.  Where a marriage has little personal and mutual growth, it has a tendency to wither on the vine.  When you see changes, remember Commandments I through III.

V.  Thou shalt spend quality time with your children.  Children equate love with time spent with them.  Period.  Arguments about meeting your own needs and wanting to see your old friends do not carry weight with your children who have not seen you for six months.  Spend time with your children as a group and with each one on an individual basis.  Each child has a need to be loved and feel special.  Children have a tendency to idolize their parents.  You are a hero at home.  During times of change, children’s behavior may become unruly.   Allow your spouse to continue to be the primary disciplinarian in the home. Support your spouse’s efforts and gradually take over this important role as a parent.  Tell your children that you love them and back it up with your affection and time.

VI.  Thou shalt not treat your spouse like a one-night stand.  Both you and your spouse have been looking forward to your reunion for a long time.  Treat your spouse with honest, care, and respect.  Sexual intimacy is a wonderful blessing in a marriage; treat your spouse with lots of tenderness, compassion, and helpfulness.  Kindness and respect go a long way toward kindling the spark of romance.

VII.  Thou shalt compromise your social activities for the first few weeks.  Your spouse may have met new friends who provided support during the deployment and naturally wants you to meet them. You may want to do the same.  Resist the urge to pack the first couple of weeks after a reunion with a full social calendar that leaves both of you exhausted.   Spend time with each other and your children.

 VIII.  Thou shalt watch your finances.  The best liberty port is where your family resides, making it tempting to go out and celebrate with spending sprees.  Expensive restaurants, a new wardrobe, and new toys for the children subtract quickly from available funds.  Plan ahead how much you can afford to spend.  Avoid overspending. Watch your credit limits closely.  Remember, “today’s buying is tomorrow’s crying.”

IX.   Thou shalt confess to a chaplain and not to a spouse.  While honesty is always the best policy, timing and discretion are essential.  While you may feel the urge to dump on your spouse all that happened during the deployment, it rarely helps a marriage.  An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.  If something is weighing heavy on your heart or mind, see a chaplain, civilian clergy, or a counselor. 

 X.  Thou shalt give your time, talents, and treasures to your family.  Often during deployments, many households have separate accounts to manage the finances during the long months of separation.  You may have become accustomed to separate accounts and budgets and it may take some time for family finances to flow smoothly.  Accordingly, make a conscientious effort to integrate available funds toward the needs of the household.  Your greatest asset is yourself; so don’t forget to share your time with your loved ones.  It will pay huge dividends for a long time.

HELPFUL WEB LINKS FOR FAMILY READINESS AND DEPLOYMENT PREPAREDNESS

United States Marine Corps

http://www.usmc.mil
Marine Corps Community Services (HQMC)

http://www.usmc-mccs.org/ 

LifeLines Services Network

http://www.lifelines2000.org/home.asp 

http://www.lifelines2000.org/services/deployment/index.asp
Operation Enduring Freedom 

http://mfrc.calib.com/Enduring_Freedom/index.htm 

The Office of the Special Assistant to the Under Secretary of Defense (Personnel and Readiness) for Gulf War Illnesses, Medical Readiness and Military Deployment

http://deploymentlink.osd.mil/
http://deploymentlink.osd.mil/deploy/prep/prep_intro.shtml 

Tricare Military Health Care

http://www.tricare.osd.mil/ 
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