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Chairman Grothman, Ranking Member Garcia, and distinguished Members of the House
Committee on Oversight, thank you for the opportunity to submit my written testimony for this
hearing.

My name is Kathy Roth-Douquet, and | am Founder and CEO of Blue Star Families— the nation’s
largest grass-roots military family support organization, which touches more than 1.5 million
military family members every year. By cultivating innovative programs and partnerships, Blue Star
Families seeks to ensure that our military and Veteran families always feel connected, supported,
and empowered to thrive, wherever their service takes them.

Blue Star Families’ research calls attention to the unique experiences and challenges faced by
military and Veteran families. Our annual Military Family Lifestyle Survey (aMFLS)—developed in
partnership with Syracuse University’s D’Aniello Institute for Veterans and Military Families
(IVMF) and fielded since 2009—is the largest annual comprehensive survey of military and
Veteran families, and is widely regarded as the gold standard among military family surveys. Data
from the aMFLS and other Blue Star Families research has been used at every level of government
to help inform those tasked with making policy decisions that impact our military-connected
communities. At Blue Star Families, we know that behind every statisticis a story, and it is my
honor to share data and stories with you.

This data will demonstrate three points: 1) challenges to families are the primary threat to the
All-Volunteer Force, impacting both retention and future recruitment, 2) the issues that are
top-of-mind for military families are focused on the impacts of military service on family financial
and emotional well-being, and 3) the military is becoming increasingly diverse, and issues
surrounding race and gender impact current service member’s retention in the military and
likelihood to recommend military service to their young family members.

We are gratified to see this Committee’s interest in ensuring the readiness of the All-Volunteer
Force and believe that our data will shed light on the challenges and solutions that military families
share with us through our research.

Challenges to Families are the Primary Threat to the All-Volunteer Force




The Department of Defense has long understood their responsibility to support military families,
and is engaged in developing and administering programs to that effect. Indeed, one of Secretary
of Defense Austin’s three priorities is “taking care of our people”, including their families, and he
has issued several memoranda® directing the services to address military family challenges such
as spouse employment, child care, and food insecurity. In general, therefore, servicemembers’ and
military families’ quality of life and their ability to thrive is a central concern to the Department of
Defense.

Blue Star Families has also seen that the issues driving current families out of military service and
limiting the recommendation of military service to the next generation of the All-Volunteer Force
are centered on the impacts of military service on the family. A recent Army exit survey reaffirmed
this - “Family” was one of the biggest reasons soldiers had left or would leave the Army.*
Additionally, while military spouse support is a key predictor of the service member’s likelihood to
remain on active-duty service, that spouse support has steadily declined over the last decade,
primarily because of dissatisfaction with the military way of life, which increased odds of favoring
leaving military service by over 7 times”. By many indicators, the greatest threat to the
All-Volunteer Force are the impacts of military life on the family.

Military Families’ Top Issues

Blue Star Families’ research has allowed us to understand what military family experiences are
most stressful, of greatest concern, and best addressed by the Department of Defense. In our
aMFLS, year after year, the top issues for active-duty families reflect other research on the key
issues for military families®. Spouse employment, time away from family as a result of military
service, children’s education, military pay, and the out-of-pocket costs of military service such as
relocation and housing costs have been within the top five concerns in the past 3 years of the
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MFLS. Spouse employment has been a top concern for military families since the inception of the
MFELS in 2009.

Overall spouse well-being and family experiences also impact the decision to remain in or leave the
military. Inour 2021 MFLS, nearly four in ten (38%) active-duty spouse respondents said their
family expected to exit military service within five years. Among those planning to exit service, the
most commonly-cited reason for leaving besides military retirement is “the military lifestyle did
not allow me sufficient time with my family”(24%). Given the potential impact on service branch
end strength if and when families choose to exit military service, it is imperative that military
families’ overall well-being factor into personnel policy priorities.

For example, the DoD recognizes that child care is a “workforce issue that directly impacts the
efficiency, readiness, retention, and lethality of the Total Force,” which is one of the reasons it is the
largest employer-sponsored child care provider in the United States.” Despite this recognition,
however, thousands of military families still struggle to find quality affordable child care. Inthe
2022 MFELS report, which will be published March 29, 2023, only 50% of employed active-duty
spouse respondents who needed daily child care were able to find child care that works for their
current situation. In addition to directly affecting a service member's ability to effectively execute
their job requirements, child care also affects a military spouse’s ability to retain employment. In
the 2020 MFLS, nearly one in five (18%) active-duty service member respondents reported that
civilian spouse employment concerns were one of the primary reasons for potentially choosing to
leave military service. While many Americans are dealing with financial stress, the challenges
associated with the military lifestyle — including child care, spouse unemployment, and housing and
relocation costs — may be contributing factors in choosing to leave military service.

The Increasing Diversity of the Current and Future All-Volunteer Force

Last year, the armed forces faced the most significant recruiting challenge since the inception of
the All-Volunteer Force 50 years ago. In fiscal year 2022, every branch struggled to fulfill its
recruitment goals and the Army fell short by nearly 25 percent.®

In addition to traditional challenges to recruiting,”'%!* generational and demographic changes are

also impacting how the armed services recruit. The oldest members of Generation Z are turning
26 this year, meaning that nearly all recruitable youth are part of this generation.*” Moreover,
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nearly 90% of the Army active-duty junior enlisted service members and 35% of junior officers are
part of Gen Z.** A recent analysis of the factors driving youth to a career in the military suggests
that social-emotional well-being - including strong community bonds, emotional resilience, and
the ability to positively contribute to society'* - is a key factor youth consider when considering
military service.'® Given this, there is reason to believe that incidents of sexual harassment, assault,
suicide, racism, and other types of discrimination in the military may be harming the services’
ability to recruit.*®

Moreover, research shows that “the best predictor [of military service] is a person’s familiarity with
the military”Y” Most youth in this country are not exposed to military service: less than one percent
18 of the United States population serves on active-duty and Veterans made up only 6.9% of the
total adult population in 2021.1 Understanding that exposure to service is a key indicator of
likelihood to serve, Blue Star Families has explored the reasons why active-duty and Veteran
families would or would not recommend service to a young family member. Inthe 2022 MFLS, we
will report that about a quarter of active-duty family respondents (28%) were unlikely to
recommend military service, with “poor military leadership,” “challenges for families,” and “financial
sacrifice” as top reasons.

Racial- and Gender-Based Discrimination Impacts Retention and Recruitment

Experiencing racial- and gender-based discrimination may also make current service members
more likely to leave military service and less likely to recommend military service to the next
generation of the All-Volunteer Force. In our 2020 MFLS report?, only 43% of those who have
experienced military-connected racial discrimination would recommend military service to a young
person, compared to 63% of those who have not experienced discrimination. Similarly, 47% of
those who have experienced gender-based discrimination would recommend military service,
compared to 64% of those respondents who have not.

This pattern persists when servicemembers determine whether to stay in military service. A third
(33%) of active-duty family respondents of color and 34% of Veteran respondents of color
reported that they considered racial/ethnic discrimination in family conversations regarding
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whether to remain in service.?* Excluding “retirement” or “medical/administrative discharge” 12%
of female active-duty service member respondents indicated “gender discrimination” was one of
the primary reasons why they would leave the military, and 8% indicated “sexual
harassment/assault” was a reason. This trend persists among Veteran respondents. Excluding
those who left due to retirement, 20% of female Veteran respondents from communities of color
and 15% of white, non-Hispanic female Veteran respondents reported sexual harassment or
assault as one of the reasons they left the service. Additionally, one in 10 (10%) female Veteran
respondents reported gender-based discrimination as one of the reasons they left military service.
Similarly, 8% of Veteran respondents from communities of color cited racial discrimination as one
of the reasons they left service. Although Black Veterans are just one racial group among the larger
communities of color, nearly one in five (18%) Black Veteran respondents reported racial
discrimination as one of the reasons they left military service. More findings on the impact of
racially- or ethnically-based discrimination are to be published in May 2023 in an upcoming report
from Blue Star Families.

Within five years, the majority of recruitable youth will be people of color. Most of the current
All-Volunteer Force (70-80%) are members of families with a tradition of military service??, but this
tradition may be jeopardized when service members experience racial- or gender-based
discrimination and leave military service or deter young family members from considering military
service in their future. Policies that address discrimination based on race, ethnicity or gender and
improve the experiences of female service members, service members of color, and LGBTQ+
service members, are essential to retaining and recruiting a highly-trained and imminently ready
All-Volunteer Force.

Closing

Our research shows that military readiness, recruitment, and retention are all deeply affected by
policies and programs that support cohesive communities and ensure the health and well-being of
our service members and their families. Congress and the Department of Defense have
recognized these non-partisan necessities for decades and we've seen major improvements in the
experiences of military families since the birth of the All-Volunteer Force 50 years ago. While
challenges still need to be addressed, we're grateful for the efforts of this body as well as the
armed services that support the quality of life of our service members and their families.

| would again like to thank the distinguished Members of the Committee for inviting Blue Star
Families to submit written testimony on this matter, and for their continued attention to military
family issues. | am happy to respond to written questions.
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