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RESEARCH SUMMARY 

KEY POINTS 

• The research explored the nature of unpaid public work undertaken by women married to senior 

military officers. The diversity of tasks and the breadth and depth of skills required to undertake 

various public roles were at times overwhelming and at other times a positive experience. 

• Unpaid public work had positive and negative impacts on health and wellbeing. Moreover, there 

were paradoxes typified by: delaying seeking personal health care while supporting others’ 

health and welfare needs; being on the one hand lonely but at the same time lacking privacy and 

control over daily lives; and having a personal sense of value from the work alongside not being 

valued by formal military structures and the general public. 

• There are decreasing numbers of spouses and partners undertaking unpaid public work and the 

resultant gaps in pastoral and welfare support will need to be filled by other agencies from the 

public or charitable sectors. 

• Where spouses and partners do continue to pursue unpaid public work, improved support is 

required, and the work needs to be given greater value. A common suggestion from participants 

was for confidential peer support. Further research is required to evaluate implementation of 

context specific interventions. Such research should include men and women, all ranks of the 

military, be international and include unpaid work in other sectors such as diplomats, politicians 

and clergy partners. 
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WHY WAS THE RESEARCH TOPIC CHOSEN? 

Historically, unpaid work was expected of women in many walks of life, privately, in the domestic 

sphere, and in the public sphere supporting their husband’s career, for example, wives of politicians 

and diplomats. As women have gained rights of individual recognition and pursued careers, the 

formal expectations of military spouses have diminished. The unpaid work of women in the private 

sphere is widely researched. For example, the work of housewives, the unpaid work in families of 

men whose employment requires frequent, long distance travel and the work of caregivers to 

military veterans with injuries. There is a small amount of literature on unpaid work in the public 

sphere by women who are married to diplomats, politicians, clergy and astronauts. There has been 

some writing on the experiences of military spouses more broadly, the health of military spouses 

and the paid work of military spouses. The research focused on in this report is on unpaid public 

work of military spouses which is a neglected area. 

 

WHAT WAS THE AIM OF THE RESEARCH? 

The aim of the study was to: explore the meaning and impact of unpaid public work on the health 

and wellbeing of women married to senior military officers. The study was unique in that military 

spouses married to senior officers agreed to disclose in-depth narratives about their lives, the unpaid 

public work they did and the impact of this on their health. 

 

HOW WAS THE RESEARCH CONDUCTED? 

This research addressed three questions: 

1. How do military spouses experience public expectations, unpaid public work and their cross-

cutting roles that indirectly support the military work of the senior military officer?  

2. What positive and negative health and wellbeing issues are related to unpaid public work?  

3. What are the experiences of support for unpaid public work and how might future support be 

provided?  
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I have both an insider and outsider status as a senior social scientist married to a man who is a 

senior military officer and I have experienced successive overseas relocations. I am interested in 

giving voice to women who have not previously been heard and realised that there is a story to be 

told about the informal, unrecognized and often misunderstood unpaid public work of women as 

well as exploring opportunities for beneficial interventions.  

The research adopted two successive phases. The first phase consisted of 10 in-depth interviews 

with women from 6 different countries from the air force, army and navy.  The second phase 

comprised a group discussion with previously interviewed participants and a workshop with a group 

of military spouses who had not been involved in the research, with the purpose to reflect on initial 

findings and identify lessons that could be learnt to enhance support to women. 

 

WHAT DID THE RESEARCH FIND? 

How do Military Spouses Experience Public Expectations, Unpaid Public Work and their 

cross-cutting roles that indirectly support the military work of the senior military officer? 

 

The diversity of tasks and the range of personal characteristics needed for unpaid public work were 

viewed at times as being overwhelming and at other times a positive experience. The unpaid public 

work was seen as similar to a specialist profession. 

The Nature of the Unpaid Public Work 
The unpaid work of women spouses of senior military service personnel was found to include: 
• mentoring other military spouses 
• having input into formal courses for spouses provided by the military 
• providing pastoral care and signposting military spouses in need and in crisis from other ranks as well as 

peers to formal welfare services 
• chairing spouse club committees 
• being a trustee on not-for-profit boards of military charities 
• engaging with military charitable fund-raising activities and events 
• leading informal education classes for military spouses 
• instigating community projects (e.g. designing and publishing welcome packs for newcomers) 
• hosting private parties at home for husbands work colleagues, families, local and visiting official guests 
• contributing to national day events at home and, when overseas, contributing to host nation and 

coalition/alliance national events 
• attending official dinner parties (for private and public sector figures) and functions (e.g. memorial services, 

retirement ceremonies, promotion ceremonies) 
• representing the husband’s service or their country at official public events (both civilian and military) 
• completing ‘hand-overs’ to a ‘successor’ military spouse 
• using influence to improve: committee working, relationships in a diverse and transient community, 

networking to connect people and advocacy for the military personnel and spouses. 
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The Knowledge and Skill Required for Unpaid Public Work 
It was found that the unpaid public work required a range of tacit and explicit knowledge and skills: 
• to be adaptable 
• genuine 
• self-aware 
• approachable 
• empathetic 
• open-minded diplomatic 
• educated 
• stoical 
• a good communicator and listener 
• able to work as part of a team 
• proactive in engaging with peers for support, in getting involved in social networks, in identifying welfare 

and pastoral care needs of the local military community 
• able to build on experiences to date and apply these to new contexts 
• able to chair boards of military charities and military spouse club committees including financial and 

constitutional governance 
• able to know how and when to use informal influence 
• knowledgeable about local, national and international cultural, social, political and economic issues 
• conversant in a foreign language 

 

Private emotional labour came in support of the service person. Interviewees said there is a role for 

spouses to support the ‘loneliness of command’. They also talked about outward displays of 

stoicism and a ‘happy face’ in the private domestic setting in order to support their husbands. This 

performance of stoicism was also sometimes used when undertaking public representational duties. 

Public emotional labour was provided through pastoral care and welfare support, especially when 

posted overseas. The performance of the ‘happy face’ bridged the private experience and public 

expectations of the senior spouse and mirrors the ethos of the military. 

The emotional labour undertaken privately and publicly illustrated how women undertake the 

transversal role of supporting the military. Transversal unpaid public work is undeclared, implied 

and indirect. It is cross-cutting in the sense that it supports the paid work of the military through the 

unpaid work of the spouse. This might indicate being socialized as an insider within the total 

institution of the military, in which the spouse is expected to be immersed in military life. However, 

spouses are not part of the chain command and participants stressed that to be effective they needed 

to be autonomous and have a strong self-identity. The balancing of insider/outsider and 

private/public/transversal roles reflected the paradoxes found in terms of the positive and negative 

health and wellbeing issues related to unpaid public work. 
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What Health and Wellbeing Issues are Related to Unpaid Public Work? 

Facilitating Care of Others/Delay in Accessing Care 

The public emotional labour of caring for others was not always mirrored in the way spouses sought 

care for themselves, especially in relation to mental health support. This was influenced by being in 

the public gaze and real and perceived expectations of stoicism. The role of being a spouse of a 

senior officer led to delays in seeking health care due to a lack of anonymity. 

Loneliness/Loss of Privacy and Control 

Emotional labour in unpaid public work required being approachable and proactive in networking. 

The spouses, however experienced loneliness whilst undertaking this emotional labour. There is a 

paradox with the loneliness in that while most women described being very busy, they also said that 

it was during these times they had less privacy and control. The adage ‘the loneliness of command’ 

can also be extended to the loneliness of the commander’s spouse. 

Personal Value/Lack of Formal Value of Unpaid Work 

Unpaid public work provided opportunities for: 
• meeting diverse people, having experiences they would otherwise not have and learning new cultures 
• increasing self-confidence and self-worth 
• learning new skills 

 

There was a paradox in the unpaid work being of value personally, providing positive health and 

wellbeing impacts, but the general public and formal military institution not valuing the work, nor 

valuing the individual. While none of the interviewees expected or asked for formal recognition, 

they were pleased when it was provided. 

 

What are the Experiences of Support for Unpaid Public Work and How Might Support be 

Provided in the Future? 

The provision of formal support varied between countries, within countries and between services. 

There were formal courses in some countries at the junior and mid-ranking officer level for the 

military personnel and spouses that relate to unpaid public work. However, overall there was little 

or no formal support and no formal training at a senior level. Where formal support in the form of 
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one-off training did exist, related to a change in a serving person’s rank, having peer mentors 

available was therefore important. 

Most interviewees described having a few close friends in the military community who 

understood their circumstances and provided friendship and support. Friendships within the peer 

group were important for overcoming loneliness because peers understood the loneliness of being a 

commander’s spouse and the loneliness of transitioning to senior positions that are isolated. Peer 

support was particularly challenging overseas due to low numbers of senior spouses, but of even 

greater importance for addressing loneliness and for supporting each other in pastoral roles. While 

none of the interviewees described themselves as rank conscious, they recognised the importance of 

having confidential peer space where they could share experiences. The support in pastoral roles 

was: as peer advisors on how to deal with complex situations (in the context of no formal training), 

as co-advocates for sharing the pastoral load, and as a substitute for professional 

mentoring/supervision (as a formal counsellor could expect to receive).  

 

WHAT RECOMMENDATIONS DID RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS MAKE? 

This research illuminated the nature of the work that will need to be undertaken by other agencies in 

the future, as military spouse engagement with unpaid public work changes. It also highlighted the 

need for support for those military spouses continuing to engage in unpaid public work in the 

future. 

In discussion with interviewees and workshop participants the following recommendations were 

identified during the research: 

• Facilitate and encourage the development of informal peer support based on social media 

networks and face-to-face meetings. 

• Develop anonymous peer support, for example using social media avatars. 

• Develop support programmes specifically for military spouses (separate from other family 

members such as children or the Service person).  
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• Provide formal support through quarterly briefings about, for example, current welfare 

programmes available to service personnel, current pastoral and welfare issues, national 

security issues, diplomacy overseas, development of governance and leadership skills, and 

development of pastoral skills such as mental health first aid course. 

• Draw on resources from the private sector that are available to mobile populations e.g. 

national magazines and information about relocating overseas, especially at senior executive 

levels. 

• Provide support to military spouses ‘handing over’ to their successors. 

• Support military spouses in recruiting a wider base of volunteers as military spouses become 

less available to undertake the work e.g. facilitating improved links between military and 

civilian communities. 

• Develop programmes to train and support people to undertake the welfare and pastoral roles 

no longer being undertaken by military spouses. 

• Provide monitoring and evaluation of the impact of unpaid public work to demonstrate 

value, gain recognition and drive recruitment as well as identify areas for development and 

improvement. 

• Formalize unpaid public work and educate formal military structures and the general public 

on the value of unpaid public work. 

• Develop an accreditation system for unpaid public work to recognise the breadth and depth 

of skills and knowledge that can then be drawn upon when transitioning away from unpaid 

public work. 

• Consider providing tax incentives for undertaking unpaid public work, especially when 

abroad when spouses may not be able to work. 

 

CONCLUSIONS FROM THE RESEARCH 

Interviewees spoke about performing emotional labour in private to support their husbands and in 

public as part of representational duties and as a pastoral and welfare role. While there were 
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positive opportunities, personal growth and a sense of value and ‘richness’ from undertaking unpaid 

public work, where emotional labour is unrecognised and unrecompensed, there was a danger of 

exploitation. 

The health and wellbeing issues related to unpaid public work were found to centre around three 

paradoxical issues. The first was delayed access to care while facilitating access to care for others in 

the local military community. The second was the experience of loneliness at a time when they 

were busy with unpaid public work and surrounded by people. The third was a paradox in the work 

being of value personally, but the general public and formal military institution not valuing the 

work. 

The study has indicated there are similarities across branches of the military and across countries 

but that there are also differences related to wider societal contexts. Future research could include 

men and women who are partners to military personnel of all ranks, across all branches and 

between different countries as well as include public sector partners such as the foreign office and 

politicians as well as other sectors such as clergy spouses. Methods could be expanded to include a 

mixed approach building on existing quantitative datasets of employment, health and wellbeing of 

families of military personnel. Future interventions could follow a human rights-based approach. 

First in terms of developing worker rights for unpaid public work and second in terms of improving 

availability, accessibility, acceptability and quality of services to support spouses. 

Recommendations suggested by participants could improve the conditions of unpaid work, reducing 

the risk of negative impacts. While some suggestions require wider institutional reforms, specific 

changes such as peer support networks could be implemented more timeously. 

This research gave voice to previously unheard women. In so doing, it made visible and gave 

recognition to the unpaid public work of women married to senior military officers. Moreover, it 

illuminated the positive and negative health and wellbeing impacts of unpaid work and identified 

potential ways to promote and support women in these contexts. While the research focused on the 

unpaid public work associated with the military, the research may be generalisable to the partners of 

clergy, diplomats, politicians and other sectors where unpaid public work is undertaken.
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1 INTRODUCTION 

During the war, Martha Washington spent the winter camped with George Washington and in 
the summer, she returned to their home at Mt Vernon. She arranged, hosted and attended social 
functions with other spouses and during wartime they knitted and sewed much needed supplies 
for troops. In the field, they cooked, cleaned and nursed the sick and wounded. While doing this, 
she also fulfilled a representation role as senior military spouse, hosting official guests and 
attending ceremonies (Brady 2006). She was known for her interest in current affairs and 
engaged in political and diplomatic conversations with guests. “Washington’s own assessment 
of her importance can be seen in his military expense account. Since he had volunteered to serve 
without pay, only his expenses were paid. But should Martha’s trips to and from Mount Vernon 
be included? He had hesitated at the beginning of the war to include her trips because they 
seemed to be private expenses. However, on reflection he considered that her trips were 
necessary for the performance of his military duties and justified repayment. The total cost had 
been £1,064.10 – and a bargain at the price, considering her importance to the American 
cause.” (Brady 2006: 145) 

 

Jean Fairclough McArthur was married to the USA General Douglas McArthur and spent 14 
years serving abroad alongside her husband. Her oral history captures the unpaid public work 
she undertook including hosting and attending events, interacting with senior military personnel, 
diplomats and politicians from several countries while also supporting the work of voluntary 
organisations such as the Red Cross. In addition to being a wife and mother she also describes 
how she played an administrative role in the household, by keeping records of press coverage, 
memorabilia and notes of their time abroad that Douglas MacArthur subsequently relied on. 
Moreover, she reveals how she would stay awake late into the night listening and recording her 
husband’s thoughts and how she would adjust her routine to his working day. Her account of 
their time abroad offers no complaint, sadness or regret of the long hours she spent supporting 
her husband in his service nor the impact it had on her physical wellbeing. She recounts her 
battle to maintain a healthy weight (often being underweight) and being advised by doctors that 
she was becoming physically exhausted with the multiple public roles she was attempting to 
fulfil.  

 

1.1 Aims of the Research 

	
This research explored the impact of unpaid public work on health and wellbeing of women married 

to men who are senior military officers. The women are referred to here as military spouses as all 

the people interviewed were women and were married. Future research may use the more 

contemporary term ‘military partner’ to include those who are unmarried and are men. Historically 

unpaid work was expected of women in many walks of life. As women have gained rights of 

individual recognition, the formal expectations of military spouses have diminished. Women’s 

presence in the workforce is changing and interacting with these societal changes are changes in the 

military. There has been a shift in focus from the cold war to successive, operational deployments 
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and counter terrorism. Serving personnel have been and are being deployed for repeated overseas 

tours lasting several months with spouses being ready at short notice and for successive periods of 

time to deal with personal, family and local military community issues related to having a spouse 

deployed. Families have become less mobile as militaries have restructured and there is an 

increasing expectation that military families will integrate into civilian communities rather than live 

on designated military ‘patches’ of houses. This has potential positive and negative economic and 

social consequences as traditional support networks evolve. When developing interventions to 

support military spouses and improve health and social care services to families, changing 

experiences and expectations, both perceived and real, and historical and contemporary, need to be 

better understood. 

 

1.2 Background Literature 

 

There is a well-established literature on the unpaid work of women in the private sphere (Oakley, 

1974; Stacey, 2003). Some military related aspects of unpaid work of women in the private sphere 

has been explored, for example, Zvonkovic et al. (2005) explored the unpaid work in families of 

men whose employment required frequent long distance travel and Patel (2014) and McNally 

(2016) explored the work of caregivers to military veterans with injuries, who were found to be 

predominantly wives and carrying a heavy burden of care. The research reported on here focuses on 

the public sphere and builds on previous work about women married to diplomats (McCarthy, 

2014), politicians (Browe, 2016, Obama, 2018), vicars (Murphy-Geiss, 2011) and astronauts 

(Koppel, 2014). There has been some writing on the experiences of military spouses more broadly 

(Starnes, 2016), the health of military spouses (Lewy, et al., 2014) and the paid work of military 

spouses (Castaneda, et al., 2008, Blue Star Families, 2016). The research focused on in this report is 

on unpaid public work which is a neglected area. 
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Conceptualizations of work no longer follow a public paid/private unpaid labour dichotomy 

(Glucksmann, 2005). To accommodate a range of work relations Taylor (2004) developed a matrix 

of public formal, public informal and private informal work that is either paid or unpaid (Figure 1). 

The research reported on here explores military spouses undertaking public formal unpaid work 

(e.g. unpaid charity board member), public informal unpaid work (e.g. supporting bereaved 

families) and private domestic informal unpaid work (e.g. support of Service partner). This tapestry 

of unpaid public work takes place alongside work in the private home and, for a growing number of 

military spouses, paid work outside the home. The many facets of work undertaken by women 

might be seen as a ‘quilt’ or a ‘tapestry’ and Bateson (1989, p.232) described it as “a creative 

synthesis with a value that goes beyond the personal.” There has been a shift from a male-

breadwinner to dual-breadwinner household in many countries. It has been shown how this 

decreasing burden of unpaid work in the home has had a positive impact on wellbeing. Women’s 

wellbeing increases with increased paid working hours and decreases with increasing housework 

hours (Boye, 2009).  

 

Figure 1: A framework showing the organization of labour (Taylor, 2004: 39) 
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Jolly (1987) identified how families in the military were changing in line with wider societal 

changes and also the way in which the military operated. In addition to providing mutual support 

and solidarity to each other, women would get involved in local clubs. Jolly (1987) also identified 

“isolates” who were often very young wives or the wife of the senior commander:  

“Though far better equipped to cope with her situation, she may nevertheless find it extremely 

lonely. This woman is the wife of the most senior officer on the base. There will only be one of 

him and one of her. The top man’s wife is given a role to play in the community, but it is just that 

. . . a role, and it may be very far from her real self.” (Jolly, 1987, p. 52). 

 

Jolly (1987) also found a weakening of the support system as increasing numbers of women chose 

their own careers and/or chose to live away from ‘the patch’ of military housing. Jolly (1987) 

suggested that in order to improve this semi-official system of support, these roles should be better 

valued by the military.  

 

While Jolly (1987) had identified some erosion of the traditional spouse role, Harrison and Laliberté 

(1994) and Weinstein (1997) concluded that volunteering provided unpaid labour and assured the 

military spouses commitment to supporting the military: 

“The derivative nature of the wife’s position increases with each move and with every move and 

with every promotion her husband gets. The result is that the military’s control over her is 

strengthened, while her own political and economic autonomy erodes.” (Harrison & Laliberté, 

1994, p. 186) 

 

While some spouses described their role as a way of reciprocating the support they get from the 

community, others described it as a way to fill free time and to feel valued (Harrison & Laliberté, 

1994). 
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The ‘playing of a role’ as described by (Jolly, 1987) and Harrison and Laliberté (1994) can be seen 

as emotional labour. Hochschild (1983) defined emotional labour as: 

“the management of feeling to create a publicly observable facial and bodily display; . . . This 

labour requires one to induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance 

that produces the proper state of mind in others.” (Hochschild, 1983, p. 7). 

 

Hochschild (1983) pointed out that a functioning society makes use of emotional labour and it is not 

such labour itself that may raise concern, but rather the extent to which society recompenses this 

labour or exploits this labour. Hochschild (1983) drew a distinction between a private act, for 

example, enjoying a party, and public act, for example, making a customer feel good and called this 

“transmutation of an emotional system” in which emotional labour is engineered to fulfil the 

motives of a formal organisation. Harrison and Laliberté (1994) and Weinstein (1997) concluded 

that the transversal roles of military spouses are a form of control. Transversal unpaid public work 

is undeclared, implied and indirect. It is cross-cutting in the sense that it supports the paid work of 

the military through the unpaid work of the spouse. Although indirect, the work potentially has 

commercial value in that if the spouses were not doing the work, volunteer agencies or paid 

personnel would need to be employed to fill the gaps in provision. Where spouses agree to 

undertake the work and get a sense of value from unpaid work, it can be argued that the 

‘commercialization’ of that work has been successful in that the spouse “does not feel phony or 

alien; she feels somehow satisfied in how personal her service actually was.” (Hochschild, 1983, 

p.136). The acceptance of the phrase ‘military family’ is an example of how spouses are brought 

into the community and encouraged to feel a sense of comradeship more akin to a close family unit 

rather than network of friends or colleagues. On the one hand this may provide a supportive peer 

network and on the other hand may form part of the language of assimilation, control and 

socialisation as identified by Harrison and Laliberté (1994) and Weinstein (1997). Through the 

commercialization of emotional labour, there has been an erosion of autonomy synonymous with 

being part of total institution. 
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One of the characteristics of a total institution is that all daily activities are conducted in one place 

(Goffman, 1961). The senior spouse sleeps, relaxes and does unpaid work in one place - the formal 

residence. While this may not be different to other homemakers, the formal residence is different in 

that it is shared with others - the formal military staff, who follow a regimented life as set out by a 

military schedule. The spouse is inevitably impacted by this schedule in her home. Furthermore, the 

formal residence will be under surveillance and often surrounded by a secure fence or barrier, 

arguably for security, however at the same time removing privacy from the spouse’s home and 

reinforcing the totality of being a part of the military. A total institution may be defined as: 

“a place of residence and work where a large number of like-situated individuals, cut off from 

the wider society for an appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed, formally 

administered round of life.” (Goffman, 1961, p. xiiv). 

 

While there is no official control of the spouse’s life, she is expected to host official, sometimes 

senior, guests and on such occasions display “forms of deference” (Goffman, 1961, p. 115). This 

emotional labour, if undervalued, can have a negative impact within the confines of the total 

institution. The spouse has little control over her public work either in terms of the nature of the 

work or the terms and conditions within which it is undertaken. 

 

As with Jolly (1987), Houppert (2005) found that more spouses are seeking paid employment, 

whilst those still doing unpaid public work are fewer and are undertaking more unpaid hours. 

Unlike Jolly (1987), Houppert’s (2005) proposed solution was to suggest that some pastoral care, 

should be performed by the military. 

 

More recent research concurs with Jolly (1987) and Houppert (2005) and found that military 

expectations of spouses have changed, and military spouses are increasingly independent, have 

careers, are studying and are living in civilian communities rather than on military bases (Hall, 

2016). The expectations of unpaid public work, the commercialization of emotional labour and the 
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nature of what was previously a total institution is changing. Interventions developed to support 

military spouses need to recognise that some spouses who come from a time when there were 

expectations, will differ to the support spouses who have joined the ‘military family’ more recently 

(Hall, 2016). The research reported here was therefore timely to capture spouses’ changing 

experiences. This research sought to understand the contemporary landscape in more detail of 

spouses who chose to undertake unpaid work, as well as identify ways to support them and plan for 

filling gaps where spouses withdraw their unpaid public work, potentially leaving a gap in pastoral 

and welfare care. 

2  METHODS 
 

Ethical approval was obtained through the Old Dominion University Institutional Review Board 

(IRB), Norfolk, USA (Ref: 16-202) and the University of Warwick Biomedical and Scientific 

Research Ethics Committee (BSREC), Coventry, UK (REGO-2016-1913). All individuals quoted 

have been given pseudonyms. 

 

This research addressed three questions: 

1. How do military spouses experience public expectations, unpaid public work and their cross-

cutting roles that indirectly support the military work of the senior military officer? 

2. What positive and negative health and wellbeing issues are related to unpaid public work?  

3. What are the experiences of support for unpaid public work and how might future support be 

provided?  

 

I have both an insider and outsider status as a senior social scientist married to a man who is a 

senior military officer and I have experienced successive overseas relocations. During this research 

I had privileged access to spouses of senior military officers who trusted me and were willing to tell 

me about their lives. In effect I was ‘researching up’ and gathering stories from elites at the top of 

institutional structures (Schijf, 2013). As an insider within what is termed ‘the military family’ by 

those within it, I have undertaken unpaid public work that is related to the work of my husband. I 
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have experienced different formal and informal health, wellbeing and support systems in several 

countries. Through my networks related to my husband’s work I have met and become the 

acquaintance, colleague and friend to other spouses of senior military officers. Through these 

relationships, I have heard stories of lives similar to my own by women who have experienced the 

positive and negative impacts of unpaid work.  As an outsider through my professional work on the 

right to health, I have a critical gaze and awareness of issues related to health inequalities and 

wellbeing (Stuttaford 2017, 2012, 2009). I am interested in giving voice to women who have not 

previously been heard and realised that there is a story to be told about the informal, unrecognized 

and often misunderstood unpaid public work of women as well as exploring opportunities for 

focused interventions. I adopted a feminist perspective and emancipatory interest in knowledge 

(Bhaskar, 1989). Framing the research as an emancipatory social science has a specific critical 

focus, identifying possible feasible interventions to address the issues raised (Sayer, 2000).  

 

The research adopted an interpretive paradigm (Hennink, et al., 2011) and followed an applied 

research design (Green and Thorogood, 2009) incorporating multiple qualitative methods and two 

successive phases. The first phase consisted of 12 in-depth interviews, 10 with women married to 

men who were 1-star General equivalents and above, and 2 with clergy spouses which have not 

been included in this report. The women came from 6 different countries and were married to 

people in the air force, army or navy (Table 1).  

 

Table 1: Sample Phase 1  

 Pseudonym Country Service 
1 Lisa USA Navy 
2 Susan USA Clergy 
3 Candice USA Clergy 
4  Emma UK Air Force 
5 Catherine France Air Force 
6 Angela USA Navy 
7 Shirley UK Air Force 
8 Linda USA Navy (Marine) 
9 Julie UK Army 
10 Mary USA Air Force 
11 Anna European country Air Force 
12 Sabine Germany Navy 
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The second phase comprised a group discussion with five previously interviewed participants from 

four countries and a workshop with 16 women from a single country who had not been involved in 

the research with the purpose of reflecting on initial findings and identifying lessons that could be 

learnt to enhance support to women. A process of modified grounded theory was adopted for data 

analysis (Hennink, 2011) incorporating deductive and inductive reasoning. 

 

3. FINDINGS  

 

3.1 How do military spouses experience public expectations, unpaid public work and their 

cross-cutting roles that indirectly support the military work of the of the senior military 

officer?  

 

This section begins by presenting how the women described and explained the unpaid work public 

work they undertook. Two key themes that emerged were the emotional labour they performed and 

their balancing of being a part of a total institution.  

 

3.1.1 The Nature of the Unpaid Public Work 

 

Placing unpaid work of military spouses on a continuum of work identifies it as work, makes the 

work visible, and reveals the nature of the work and the skills required to successfully engage in the 

work. Although most understood and identified with unpaid public one interviewee, thought that 

she was not working: 

“You describe it as work. I’m not sure. I don’t think it is work. I don’t see it as part of a job. I 

just think of it as part of life.” (Julie, UK, Army) 
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A reflection of the breadth of their unpaid public work was that in the group discussion with 

previous interviewees, the participants were unable to come up with a job title that reflected the 

diversity of their activities.  

 

The unpaid work of women spouses of senior military service personnel was found to include: 

• mentoring other military spouses 

• having input into formal courses for spouses provided by the military 

• providing pastoral care and signposting military spouses in need and in crisis from other 

ranks as well as peers to formal welfare services 

• chairing spouse club committees 

• being a trustee on not-for-profit boards of military charities 

• engaging with military charitable fund-raising activities and events 

• leading informal education classes for military spouses 

• instigating community projects (e.g. designing and publishing welcome packs for 

newcomers) 

• hosting private parties at home for husbands work colleagues, families, local and visiting 

official guests 

• contributing to national day events at home and, when overseas, contributing to host nation 

and coalition/alliance national events 

• attending official dinner parties (for private and public sector figures) and functions (e.g. 

memorial services, retirement ceremonies, promotion ceremonies) 

• representing the husband’s service or their country at official public events (both civilian 

and military) 

• completing ‘hand-overs’ to a ‘successor’ military spouse 

• using influence to improve: committee working, relationships in a diverse and transient 

community, networking to connect people and advocacy for the military personnel and 

spouses. 
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Analysis of the in-depth interviews revealed that the unpaid public work required a range of tacit 

and explicit knowledge and skills: 

• to be adaptable 

• genuine 

• self-aware 

• approachable 

• empathetic 

• proactive in engaging with peers for support, in getting involved in social networks, in 

identifying welfare and pastoral care needs of the local military community 

• able to build on experiences to date and apply these to new contexts 

• able to chair boards of military charities and military spouse club committees including 

financial and constitutional governance 

• able to know how and when to use informal influence 

• knowledgeable about local, national and international cultural, social, political and 

economic issues 

 

In addition, the skills identified in the group discussion as being important included being: 

• conversant in a foreign language 

• open-minded 

• diplomatic 

• educated 

• stoical 

• a good communicator and listener 

• able to work as part of a team 
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The diversity of tasks and the range of personal characteristics needed for unpaid public work were 

viewed at times being overwhelming and at other times a positive experience. The observations 

made by Bateson (1989: 232) that women form “a creative synthesis with a value that goes beyond 

the personal” was reflected in the unpaid public work being seen as similar to a specialist 

profession: 

“What is it about us and other women or spouses that I know that do this? I think it’s like in 

certain professions, it takes a special person to teach school, it takes a special person to be a 

nurse, maybe it takes a special person to do what we do.” (Mary, USA, Air Force) 

 

For some, it was not simply that expectations are changing and it being increasingly acceptable to 

decline unpaid public work.  In addition, the required tacit skills may not come naturally to 

everyone and the responsibility can be stressful: 

“Mary: You have to keep yourself approachable. 

Catherine: And sometimes you have to make an effort to do that. 

Anna: For some people it is easy to be approachable and for other it is hard, it takes energy.” 

(Group Discussion) 

 

3.1.2 Emotional Labour – Private, Public and Intersections 

 

Interviewees all said the military was a part of their identity and saw themselves and their work as 

part of the wider military organisation, even if the work was not formally recognised by the 

organisation. Emotional labour takes place at the intersection between the organisation and the self. 

Emotional labour is not only “the management of feeling to create a publicly observable facial and 

bodily display” (Hochschild, 1983: 7), it is also actually using emotion and providing emotional 

support. 
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Private emotional labour came in support of the service person. One interviewee said there was a 

role for spouses to support the ‘loneliness of command’: 

“[My husband] and I talked about that. About, how you are around people all the time, but 

nobody is really your friend. But I suppose I did [support him], although I didn’t know it, I was 

consciously doing that. So, yes, I did support him definitely.” (Mary, USA, Air Force) 

 

Another interviewee talked about her outward display of stoicism in the private setting in order to 

support her husband: 

“We take care of our kids, we take care of our husband and sometimes we say: okay, who takes 

care of me? Sometimes I speak to [my husband] and he says: Well everything is okay with you? 

Or: Tell me that everything is okay [laughter.] Sometimes even if it was not, you have to act just 

because he doesn’t want to deal with this problem because he has so many problems here and so 

you have to sometimes hide your feelings.” (Catherine, France, Air Force) 

 

In the same way Jolly (1987) and Harrison and Laliberté (1994) described senior spouses as 

consciously playing a role, Catherine once again referred to performing emotional labour but this 

time in the public sphere related to the representational role: 

“Catherine: And sometimes you have to act. Between diplomacy and lies [laughing]. 

Anna: You don’t like the dinner, this is boring, but you still have to pretend to enjoy it. (Group 

Discussion) 

 

Public emotional labour is also provided through pastoral care and welfare support: 

“So, the way I try to give back as a leadership spouse now is just to be there to say: you are not 

alone, you really aren’t even though it feels like it . . . There is only so much we can help 

emotionally but we try to help them in their situation and get them in touch with the resources.” 

(Lisa, USA, Navy) 
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When overseas, interviewees emphasised the importance of emotional labour not simply being 

about pastoral and welfare care but also about performing being stoical, putting on a ‘happy face’: 

“Especially because we were living overseas, in effect it was a deployment for the family as well. 

So, to try and offer to those families, to communicate the support and the acceptance of being 

sent there as in some cases they don’t want to go overseas.  You try to be there and put on a 

happy face to participate in the events and have fun through the shared hardship.” (Linda, USA, 

Marine Corp) 

 

The performance of the happy face bridges the private experience and public expectations of the 

senior spouse:  

“The truth was that I couldn’t sleep at night, and I would find myself on the couch, in the dark 

and looking out at this incredible view over [the local scenery] which is where I live. Incredible 

view, sobbing: ‘How did I let this happen to myself? Why did I ever say yes to this? This is the 

dumbest thing I’ve ever, ever, done!’ . . . So, I kind of laid low for the first few weeks because I 

knew my best self was not there and I didn’t want them to know, how unhappy I was. First 

impressions really last and so I could fake it for a while, while I was at the local shop. But then I 

needed to keep the ugly to myself. Because nobody wanted to hear it.” (Angela, USA, Navy). 

 

The notion of the ‘happy face’ mirrors the stoicism and ethos of the military, as Angela went on 

later in the interview to recount: 

“People are aware of you, and you can feel them being aware of you . . .  It’s an awareness that 

people recognise you, and they know what you’re like and your opinion and they take it 

personally. It is really something you do for them. This is a continuation of [my husband’s] 

policy on the ship that he never walked out of his state room without being happy to be there. 

Because he says you can bring a whole ship down by having a bad day that has nothing to do 

them.” (Angela, USA, Navy) 
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Goffman (1959) explains how a performer may attempt to present an idealized form of the role 

being played and argues that we are all socialized to perform reality in some way. Here, the role is 

of the idealized military spouse. However, the roles of military spouses are changing: 

“When you think of a senior spouse historically what are you thinking? And I’d expect them to 

say: pearls, calling cards, bouffant hairdo, gloves, play bridge. And what do you think the 

expected role of an Admiral’s spouse is today? . . .  I keep hearing from the other people who are 

doing this is: I’m not like them. I’ve heard that phrase so many times: I’m not like them. As if 

there is a monolithic tribe that you’re supposed to be like them. But there’s not ‘the expected’. 

And then I would say: And what we’re going to talk about this week is the unexpected senior 

spouse.” (Angela, USA, Navy) 

 

While on the one hand interviewees explained how being genuine is important, they also spoke 

about performing emotional labour in private to support their husband, in public as part of 

representational duties and as a pastoral and welfare role, as well as at the intersection between 

public expectations and private experiences. Where emotional labour is unrecognised and 

unrecompensed, there is a danger of exploitation (Hochschild, 1983). Expecting the ‘happy face’ 

from the spouse to support the operational preparedness of the family and community could be in 

some ways exploitative if unrecognised.  

 

3.1.3 Identity and Influence: Resisting the Total Institution 

 

Houppert (2005) describes military spouses as being conditioned to take on certain roles. However, 

this research found that spouses are increasingly encouraged to make choices about the extent to 

which they become involved in unpaid public work. Interviewees also expressed how they balance 

what they do as a service, with maintaining their own identity and controlling their informal 

influence. Having said this, it must be acknowledged that although expectations are changing, they 

do still exist, especially when posted overseas: 
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“Sabine: But it is not expected I do this. 

Catherine: But I think it is part of our job because even if we can say ‘no’ I think we are not 

really allowed to  because of the image of the country and our husband, we represent something 

so you have to be involved in a lot things – social events, just because it is a part of your job 

[laughing].  I think it is important because people are waiting for you.  

Mary: I like your words where you said: ‘you represent something’ and I do think that is true 

that there are certain expectations and people notice. 

Sabine: We are working for our governments here and it is right I get no money to do that. But it 

is my social life and really, for me, it was possible to say ‘no’. 

Catherine: Nobody can push you. 

Mary: Would you take a different approach if you were back in your country? 

Sabine: Yes. 

Catherine: Not me. Because if my husband has a position in [my country] you also have a 

position. We understand that, but maybe the next generation will be totally different. I don’t 

know.” (Group Discussion) 

 

Given there are still certain expectations, the overall trend is that this is changing:  

“There is no clear advice, do this but don’t do this. It really is dependent on everyone’s unique 

personality. There are some spouses that have no interest in supporting their spouse in their 

military career because they’ve got other things going on. They have a career, they have family, 

they have challenges, they have ageing parents, . . . In that respect that’s completely fine.” (Lisa, 

USA, Navy) 

 

Changing expectations and the changing totality of the military institution were reflected in the 

research findings. Two ways of resisting the total institution were identified from the data analysis. 

First, having a strong identity. Second, maintaining independence and control over the informal 

influence that is part of the nature of unpaid public work. 
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A strong sense of self, apart from the military, was seen as an important way of maintaining 

wellbeing: 

“It’s like you have to reinvent yourself every time [you move] . . . You have to remember 

throughout this entire adventure: who were you before? And how? What did you do in your 

marriage before all of this other stuff came into it? It’s like you have to hold onto that and not 

lose that . . . I always say: know yourself. And I got to know myself very well [laughter]. That 

was a little bit of a journey too (laughter). That is advice I would give younger spouses. Know 

yourself and be yourself. You try and be or do anything else different from that, you’re never 

going to make it. It takes too much energy.” (Mary, USA, Air Force)  

 

The second aspect of unpaid public work found to bee a way of resisting the totality of the military 

organisation and being genuine to oneself, was using informal influence. On one level, the roles 

expected of spouses seemed to be as a result of socialization into the total institution and most of the 

interviewees described their role as a partnership with their husband. This partnership went beyond 

the partnership of a private commitment to each other, the partnership extended into the public 

sphere and the transversal role of family preparedness for the serving person to deploy: 

“It’s always about your spouse. It’s always about the commander. And all the support goes to 

that.  . . . Because of what he’s doing. You’re supporting his work. If you can support the families 

and the spouses, then you’re actually supporting the Airmen and you’re supporting the mission.” 

(Mary, USA, Air Force) 

 

The senior spouses were utilized by the military as people who were able to disseminate key 

welfare messages and amplify the availability of services. In some countries, within some services, 

there was more formalized support for senior spouses and as part of this support there were regular 

meetings or conferences explaining family support initiatives:  
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“I think that most of us who are at this level, and I think that’s one of the reasons that [this 

branch of service] in our case brings us together every quarter, we are being educated, by the 

military, on topics that are important not only to military families, but the [service personnel] 

themselves . . . We have spouses that will come to us all the time because we are visible in the 

community and there’s this perception that you have power and can do things and occasionally 

people will come to you with an issue and you can talk directly to the person who can affect the 

change and say: Can we do something about this person that can’t get this or that access?” 

(Linda, USA, Marine Corp)  

 

So, on one level spouses may have been socialized to undertake certain pastoral roles and represent 

the military, but they also used their influence to bring about change within the total institution. One 

of the reasons given for being approachable and accessible was to see and hear about local welfare 

and pastoral care issues, and then carefully use informal influence if appropriate: 

“But I will tell you sometimes it was just a matter of having a conversation. I remember one time 

. . . I was just having lunch, in one of the food courts on base, and I’m talking with a friend 

who’s telling me about our other friend whose child had to go back to the [home country] 

because she was being bullied in the school on base. And I was like: ‘Well that’s pretty extreme.’ 

And so, I go back to [my husband] and he looks into it and sure enough, they have a terrible 

bullying problem at this school. And so, we were able to affect that.” (Mary, USA, Air Force) 

 

Other ways of exercising influence were more indirect through engineering social situations. 

Informal influence was expressed in several different ways and was described as being used with 

caution: 

“Influence. Yes. But you had to be very careful about that.  People noticed who you invited to 

your house and who you were talking to in the evening the most . . . I felt I was thoughtful about 

it, I hope …. that everybody felt that I didn’t show favouritism and that I was helpful in bringing 

people together.” (Mary, USA, Air Force) 
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The emotional labour undertaken privately and publicly illustrated how women undertook the 

transversal role of supporting the military. This might indicate being socialized as an insider within 

the total institution of the military, in which the spouse is expected to be immersed in military life. 

However, spouses are not part of the chain command. Participants stressed that to be effective they 

needed to be autonomous and have a strong self-identity. Using their agency, women were found to 

negotiate changes in expectations and influence the lived experiences of the private and public 

spheres of their unpaid public work. The balancing of insider/outsider and private/public/transversal 

roles reflects the paradoxes found in terms of the positive and negative health and wellbeing issues 

related to unpaid public work. 

 

3.2  What positive and negative health and wellbeing issues are related to unpaid public 

work? 

 

The health and wellbeing issues related to unpaid public work were found to centre around three 

paradoxical issues. The first was delaying access to care while facilitating access to care for others 

in the local military community. The second was the experience of loneliness at a time when they 

were busy with unpaid public work and surrounded by people. The third was the personal sense of 

value that motivates and sustains the unpaid public work while feeling that the formal military 

institution and general public failed to recognize the work. 

 

3.2.1 Facilitating Care of Others/Delay in Accessing Care 

 

When spouses were asked about the impact of unpaid public work on their health and wellbeing, 

their responses could not be separated from their wider experiences of accessing care nor from the 

seniority of their husband. Unpaid work was found to have both positive impacts (e.g. building self-

confidence and enhancing skills) as well as negative impacts (e.g. loneliness and delaying care).  
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The role of being a spouse of a senior officer led to delays in seeking health care due to a lack of 

anonymity: 

“It makes you think twice, before you just call up because people notice. And sometimes people 

are proud of the fact that they get to take care of you and have that information and be on the 

inside. So definitely, it makes you pause and say: You know, I think I’m fine, I don’t think I’ll call 

in for that. It does make you think twice before sharing those things with even a doctor . . . I do 

think maybe, it would have to be really, really, really bad for me to call. Because otherwise I 

have given up my privacy.” (Mary, USA, Air Force) 

 

Several factors can lead to needing healthcare support, especially when overseas and then concerns 

about anonymity also may delay accessing care: 

“I think [the depression] was a number of things that came together. I think it was connected to 

the displacement in so far as it was at the point that I realised that [my career] was over. I didn’t 

have a sense of purpose. So, I really lost my steer in life as to what I would be doing, and I felt 

my identity had gone. At the same time, we [moved from] where I had been so busy with unpaid 

public work and then suddenly, I had a relatively light load of unpaid public work; [my 

husband’s] office wasn’t ringing me every day to tell me what I was expected to be doing that 

day.  . . . And then at the same time I went through a really difficult phase with my [close family. 

of not feeling very supported by them. [My husband] was travelling a lot. And I just think there 

was too much going on and I was very alone. And I didn’t really know where to go for help. I 

couldn’t go to the medical centre because when you go to the medical centre my husband’s 

photo was on the wall and everybody knew who I was, and I didn’t feel like I could go and get 

help. And I didn’t know how to get counselling in the [local] system privately, to find an English-

speaking counsellor, so it was very difficult to know where to get help. So, it took longer than it 

should have, for me to realise what was going on.” (Emma, UK, Air Force) 
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Access to mental health care raised concern about stigma. Some women spoke about their lives and 

said how they sought mental health support around the time of their husband’s deployment. This 

was partly about anxiety about deployment but more in response to several other significant life 

changing issues arising at the same time as the deployment. They all said how they were cautious 

about accessing care: 

“So, I was trying to be sensitive to my husband’s concerns about privacy and perception. And so 

I went to a counsellor who was out in the [civilian] community.” (Linda, USA, Marine Corp)  

 

Access to mental health care overseas was reported as particularly difficult. When asked where she 

would go for help, if depression returned Angela said: 

“I have my markers. Suicidal ideation for me is a, ‘thing’. And then one of my markers: if you 

don’t get out of bed and get going, then you call the therapist that day because we don’t spend 

days in bed. And there are people here who do.   . . .  So, if I hit my markers, I can always go to 

military healthcare for a prescription, but I tried that, and they don’t suit me. There is also an 

online service, but you never know who you’re going to get online. So, what would I do? 

Probably suffer through it.” (Angela, USA, Navy) 

 

The public emotional labour of caring for others was not always mirrored in the way spouses sought 

care for themselves, especially in relation to mental health support. This was influenced by being in 

the public gaze and real and perceived expectations of stoicism. 

 

3.2.2 Loneliness/Loss of Privacy and Control 

 

Emotional labour in unpaid public work required the presentation or performance of a ‘happy face’, 

being approachable and proactive in networking. The spouses, however themselves experienced 

loneliness whilst they were undertaking this emotional labour. There is a paradox with the 

loneliness in that while most women described being very busy, they also said that it was during 
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these times they had less privacy and control. The adage “the loneliness of command” can be 

extended to the loneliness of the commander’s spouse: 

“I didn’t feel it until at the 3-star level. No that was actually not too bad . . . but the 4-star level, 

I definitely noticed it then. Because here’s what they do. They put your house completely 

separated from everybody else [laughing]. Right? And so, nobody’s even walking by for me to 

step out the door and go: Hi! [laughter] And certainly nobody’s knocking on your door and 

saying: Hey, let’s go and do this? It is a different level. And then overseas, I was away from my 

kids and other family. I very much felt it at the 4-star level. Very much. I mean I was fine. And I 

think part of the thing that helped me get through that was that I always knew it was never 

forever and there’d be an end. So that was good [laughter].” (Mary, USA, Air Force)  

 

The loneliness was compounded by expectations and a sense of performing under the gaze of 

others. On the one hand schedules were full of events and functions, but on the other, there was 

little privacy from the public gaze. The official residence that comes with many overseas postings 

resembles what Goffman (1961) described as a total institution in terms of fencing, barriers and the 

presence of people (military personnel as well as official guests) in the home. The expectations 

placed on spouses were informal, unofficial and unrecognised. This made it challenging for spouses 

to navigate norms, increased concerns about being judged and made it difficult to adapt in 

successive deployments: 

“The lifestyle is difficult – where we live and finding privacy. But we can put up with it for a 

short time. Being in the public eye and always on show is a challenge. I always feel people are 

looking at me, and they are . . . The being on display is a pressure, feeling judged. I don’t deal 

with that (laughter). Some of the charity work is because of my husband’s role and I’m not sure 

they want me because of what I can offer or just because of my husband and then it is hard when 

they start to judge me.” (Shirley, UK, Air Force) 
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Having influence as a result of being the spouse of a high-ranking military officer was also one of 

the reasons given for being cautious about forming friendships, which added to loneliness. Having 

influence was seen as a two-edged sword: it was an opportunity to impact positively on the social 

and pastoral care of a community, but also meant that people might abuse this informal but 

legitimate influence: 

“Yes, you are in a position of influence. Just because you are exposed and have access to people 

who make decisions, important decisions, that impact on people’s careers and lives -  where they 

go and how they do things.  I have tried very hard not to let that influence anything that I have to 

do.  . . . People can use you because they know you have that access and influence. If you’re not 

aware of that, that could be a problem . . . You really have to be aware of establishing those 

trusting relationships and who you can establish them with, because everybody has a different 

position in the hierarchy . . . as much as you would like to divulge and have somebody to 

commiserate with or celebrate with, either way, you have to be very careful . . . ” (Lisa, USA, 

Navy) 

 

Loneliness and loss of privacy required ‘composing a life’ based on being stoical and resourceful 

and also taking positive opportunities. 

 

3.2.3. Personal Value/Lack of Formal Value of Unpaid Work 

 

The appreciation and sense of feeling that unpaid public work was valued came from the private 

sphere and the intersection of the private and public sphere at the local level. There was a paradox 

in the work being of value personally, providing positive impacts, and being valued by the local 

military, but the general public and formal military institution not valuing the work. None of the 

interviewees expected or asked for formal recognition, but were pleased when it was provided: 

“Did I have a feeling that I needed it to be recognised? No. Wasn’t doing it for that.  . . . So 

people are always appreciative. And say nice things, thank you for your help. But no formal 
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recognition but I was fine with that.  When he retired, I got a nice certificate and a nice award 

from the Chief of Staff of the Air Force thanking me. That was awesome, not necessary, but I 

appreciated it.” (Mary, USA, Air Force) 

 

Unpaid public work provided opportunities for meeting people or having experiences people would 

otherwise not have: 

“Well certainly I’ve been able to see things and do things that I would not have been able to do 

in a normal life…. Like going to see [ships] being launched, chatting to the [Air Force display 

team]. All of those things are incredible, and one feels very fortunate to be able to do that.” 

(Julie, UK, Army) 

 

 “Catherine: I agree with you, sometimes it was difficult but really I enjoy my life with my 

husband and we had plenty of occasions to meet different people and it has opened so many 

doors even with the politicians. I don’t like all these men [laughing] but it was very interesting to 

have this opportunity to meet these people and really enjoyed it. It was incredible to go to [all 

these different countries]. 

Mary: And you look back and value it even more and realise: Wow, we did all that and enjoyed 

it.  I always tell people, if I had to do it over, I would do every minute of it again. I would need to 

be a lot younger [laughter] . . . even the good and the bad, it was remarkable, we loved it. 

Catherine: It was interesting. We are lucky. Our life was very interesting. 

Sabine: Much richer.” (Group Discussion) 

 

Unpaid public work offered positive opportunities such as increasing self-confidence. For example: 

“I think overall the impact is a positive impact.  . . . I think I’ve had amazing opportunities, and 

I’ve grown as a person, and grown in confidence with that. (Emma, UK, Air Force) 
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“I’m an introvert. So [my husband] and I always laugh because my first reaction to everything 

in life is No. Mary, do you want to? No. [laughter]. And I’m a wonderful homebody. Really, I 

could just entertain myself for days . . . So, every step of it was a growing experience for me.  I 

don’t remember the painful parts anymore. I just remember the good parts and it was fabulous.” 

(Mary, USA, Air Force) 

 

The opportunities for learning new cultures, were amplified when overseas: 

“Our first tour was overseas, so we were dealing with the cultural expectations as well. And that 

was kind of very interesting, it was exciting, but it was also a learning process.” (Lisa, USA, 

Navy). 

 

The unpaid public work undertaken by women extended beyond having a personal value (Bateson 

1989). The interviewees all said they felt their unpaid public work was recognized and valued by 

their husband and the local military community: 

“My spouse has never taken me for granted, . . . and that’s all that matters to me. I mean if the 

command does something and they’ve had numerous awards . . . and that’s nice and that’s great. 

But I don’t even remember what those were or who they came from. Just the fact my spouse 

shows recognition and appreciation is all that matters.” (Lisa, USA, Navy) 

 

The privately valued nature of the unpaid public work was juxtaposed by what was perceived as the 

lack of value placed on unpaid public work by the formal military institution. For example, official 

guests were frequently provided overnight accommodation in the official residence and there would 

be a work-related dinner however as there was no formal requirement by the military for spouses to 

host the guest or the dinner, the spouse would eat in another room or pay to attend the dinner. In 

reality, the spouse provided an important role in co-hosting the house guest, making arrangement 

for dinner and creating the conditions for a successful working atmosphere: 
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“I can create opportunities for people to approach things in different ways. For example, we 

have received many compliments that the talks over the informal BBQ the night before a big 

meeting is always good. So, I’m not part of the discussion but set the conditions” (Anna, 

European Country, Air Force) 

 

 “But I don’t know that our [military] institutions [value the work], I guess the way that our 

institutions would discover its value is to discontinue it. And then see what happens.” (Linda, 

USA, Marine Corp) 

 

“But we need to value the people who do it and we don’t. We don’t do that. And it can’t be some 

lame flower on military spouses’ day that other military spouses have organised for each other.  

. . . I’m very concerned about how we’re treating military families and how we are not 

recognising the change in two income families. Until it starts effecting retention, we’re not going 

to do anything.” (Angela, USA, Navy)   

 

Interviewees suggested ways in which current ways of recognizing unpaid public work could be 

enhanced: 

“We have to recognise more the position. But to recognise this position you have to tell people 

that it is not only the military person who has the position, but it is also his wife. And sometimes 

my husband did it when at the farewell party or something like that when he . . . mentioned the 

wife, because it is important, but only three sentences at the end of the speech [laughter] . . . But 

the problem is that when it is only three sentences in a few years . . . so, I think that it is 

important to mention it officially.” (Catherine, France, Air Force) 

 

In the USA, promotion and retirement ceremonies are official occasions. I attended and observed 

examples of official recognition that were inclusive of the military partner. At a promotion 

ceremony of a senior military person, alongside the military person receiving an award for service, 
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the spouse received a certificate commending her on the unpaid work she did in the charitable field. 

It made it feel like an equal partnership. At a navy retirement ceremony, the Service person was 

‘piped ashore’ for the final time by symbolically walking down a red carpet lined by colleagues. He 

then came back, met up with his spouse and children and walked down the carpet a second time 

with the spouse and family being ‘piped ashore’ in recognition of their service. Again, this publicly 

and symbolically recognized the partnership between the Service person and spouse for their paid 

and unpaid work. 

 

Senior military spouses also voiced the view that there was a lack of recognition for their unpaid 

public work from the general public. When engaging with the general public, there was a lack of 

value of the individual and interviewees detailed how at any moment they could have been 

ostracized and deemed unworthy of attention:  

“I remember one dinner, I don’t remember the name of this man, but it was horrible, because the 

first thing he asked me was: What is your job? I said: I am not working. For him, it was enough 

[laughter]. I had no power. I had nothing interesting to say because I was not working. And so it 

is quite difficult because it is quite humiliating sometimes. And people don’t realise it can be 

very [hurtful]. But you know I had to deal with that and it was okay.” (Catherine, France, Air 

Force) 

 

“The difficult ones are the pompous male city types who say: ‘What do you do?’ And when I say: 

I don’t have paid employment, then there’s that switch-off moment. That annoys me . . . That is a 

frustration. I’m still a person, I don’t question what you do, so why should you question what I 

do?” (Shirley, UK, Air Force) 

 

The lack of a clear definition of unpaid public work of military spouses impacted on their sense of 

public and personal value. When asked if she herself was a role model, Linda replied:   



 

 https://unpaidpublicwork.wordpress.com  38 

“I didn’t for a lot of years because I did not finish my education and I never had an opportunity 

to do that and go back to school. So, I think in the last few years I’ve come to realise that I’ve 

done pretty good. And I think that I have something to offer that maybe can’t be measured by 

some words on a piece of a paper that say I finished this or that programme.  When you look at 

the achievements of the military members that we’re married to, there’s a pretty high standard 

there and I don’t know if I measured up to anybody’s standard, but I certainly enabled. my 

husband to be a success; I enabled all of my children to be a success. I’ve created a home. I’ve 

been a shoulder to cry on for a lot of people. Those are good things. I’ve tried to be a good 

friend and a prayer warrior when necessary. You might not initially look at someone like me and 

say: ‘That’s what I want to be like’ [laughter] because I don’t really have a list of 

accomplishments.” (Linda, USA, Marine Corp) 

 

During the group discussion, the importance of formalizing unpaid public work and educating 

people on the value of it was highlighted: 

Mary:  So, I was asked one time: ‘What do you do?’ I had never really been asked that in all my 

years. An Ambassador asked me that and I stumbled but then I said: I’m an advocate for the 

military spouse. I think there’s value in that. But I had to educate that person. Because I could 

tell it was not a friendly question. 

I: What was the reaction of that person? 

Mary: Just a nod. It became more positive after I used those words, but I could still tell. 

Sabine: And running a small family company. [laughter] 

Mary: Exactly. So, if there were a formalized value people would understand there was value. 

(Group Discussion) 

 

For military spouses, the emotional labour of unpaid public work took place alongside delayed self-

care, loss of privacy and loneliness. However, in parallel there were positive opportunities, personal 

growth and a sense of value and ‘richness’ from undertaking unpaid public work. This personal and 
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private sense of value was not mirrord by the formal military institution or general public. 

Interviewees recounted how the changing expectations of military spouses are leading an increasing 

number to choose independent careers and this concurs with the previous research by Jolly (1987), 

Houppert (2005) and Hall (2016). Family career choices are widely given as influencing Service 

length decisions by military personnel (Atkins, 2018, Blue Star Families, 2016).  In order to address 

issues of retention in the military and in order to support the decreasing number of spouses who 

choose to continue to do unpaid public work and fill gaps where spouses no longer do such work, 

ways need to be found to address lack of value from the formal institution and general public. 

 

3.3 What are the experiences of support for unpaid public work and how might future 
support be provided?  

 

As the nature of unpaid public work evolves and there is more choice about who and how the work 

is undertaken, we can build on the above knowledge of what the work entails and its impact in order 

to improve support to military spouses, if they choose to continue, or for others who take up this 

work. Paying for work undertaken provides the opportunity to improve wellbeing, as Boye (2009) 

indicated in research on the impact of increasing paid working hours. This may have prohibitive 

cost implications for military organisations currently facing increasing austerity. There are also 

other forms of possible support identified by the research participants. 

 

3.3.1 Informal Peer Support for Unpaid Public Work 
 

The previous section highlighted the lack of understanding and appreciation for unpaid public work 

by the formal military institution and general public. It is perhaps then not surprising that several 

interviewees explained that their ‘civilian friends’ and extended family did not understand their role 

as military spouses, especially when overseas. Most interviewees described having a few close 

friends in the military community who understood their circumstances and provided friendship and 

support. Friendships within the peer group were important for overcoming loneliness because peers 
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understood the loneliness of being a commander’s spouse and the loneliness of transitioning to 

senior positions that are isolated: 

“With my peers, yes, [I can relax]. Whatever level we’re at for example with our fellow general 

officers and peers we can relax and laugh and talk.” (Lisa, USA, Navy) 

 

Peer support was particularly challenging overseas due to low numbers of senior spouses, but of 

even greater importance for addressing loneliness and for supporting each other in pastoral roles. 

The support in pastoral roles was: as peer advisors on how to deal with complex situations (in the 

context of no formal training), as co-advocates for sharing the pastoral load, and as a substitute for 

professional mentoring/supervision (as a formal counsellor could expect to receive): 

“We had a group of us that were married to the General Officer level spouses or principals. So, 

I just created a little group for us and the saying about ‘It’s lonely at the top’ – it’s true’ . . . So, 

we would meet monthly and there was, this understanding that we could talk freely within our 

group but that it would stay within our group. So that we would be able to support each other. 

But then we’d also discuss what was going on with these various [charity] board activities and 

upcoming events to support different fundraisers and things.” (Linda, USA, Marine Corp) 

 

In addition to the peer group, having informal mentors was important for support at different stages 

of unpaid public work careers, although when overseas it was difficult to draw on this resource: 

“[When in the USA] fortunately I did have mentors, who had stood in my shoes or who had put 

that hat on before me. [But] when we were overseas it wasn’t easy to just pick up the phone and 

ask questions of my mentors or anything like that. However, if I were in the United States there 

are people and as resources available to find out what to do in this situation, if there’s a 

challenge, or a problem, or a crisis.” (Lisa, USA, Navy) 
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Informal peer networks were found to be of importance. While none of the interviewees described 

themselves as rank conscious, they recognised the importance of having confidential peer space 

where they could share experiences. 

 

3.3.2 Formal Public Support for Unpaid Public Work 
. 

The provision of support varied between countries, within countries and between services. There 

were formal support mechanisms available that are related to unpaid public work. For example, the 

military had family welfare officers and ombudsmen tasked with providing morale and welfare 

support to families and some charities provided board members with training. There were formal 

courses in some countries at the junior and mid-ranking officer level for the military personnel and 

spouses. However, overall there was little or no formal support and no formal training at a senior 

level. Where formal support in the form of one-off training did exist, related to a change in a 

serving person’s rank, having peer mentors available was important: 

“There is this conference that is offered for new Flag spouses. It is totally voluntary. Some 

spouses don’t go. I did, because I was interested, I wanted to know what was out there. They 

were very helpful in giving me tools and resources to know about, to turn to with questions and 

basically 24/7 access to these mentors whenever something came up.” (Lisa, USA, Navy) 

 

In one country, for a particular branch, senior spouses met quarterly: 

“I think [our branch] you could say ‘formalise support’ by bringing us together quarterly to 

provide these informative briefs about different programmes available to [service personnel and 

families in the branch], different issues that [the branch] is facing or focusing on. We’ve even 

had speakers come in and talk about issues that are affecting us at our time in our life like 

retirement, ageing parents, long term nursing care insurance. So, they do make an attempt to 

provide support in that way for us and then there are associated with these quarterly gatherings 

of three or so days, there are usually one or two social events for team building, letting off 

steam, that kind of thing.  . . . If we don’t all know each other, we come to know each other, we 
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come to be friends with each other, we do our best to support each other but we’re not all 

together very often. So, we have what we call fire team support. We have our little list of 

emergency contacts in our phone [laughter]. And that is one thing that I will say, is that with 

today’s technology to be able to email, or text or call sort of on anyone, on a whim, and say: 

help me, talk me down . . . And now we’re just so fortunate to have that instantaneous support 

from friends.” (Linda, USA, Marine Corp) 

 

In another country, there is a national magazine for people living overseas while working in the 

public and private sector and the Ministry of Defence pays the subscription for military people 

overseas: 

“There is a magazine [for expats]. The section at the back is especially for military but the 

magazine is for all international corporations and organisations. They give advice on how to 

meet people, find work, how to remember people’s names. It is aimed at spouses living abroad. 

As military abroad, the military arrange the subscription for you. (Anna, European Country, Air 

Force)” 

 

Support from peers came out strongly during the interviews as a possible future intervention, in 

particular, anonymous support: 

“Perhaps more anonymous support for what spouses do . . . The system we have now is very 

good at providing personal mentorship. That is good, that is important. But I think it would be 

nice to have some kind of anonymous mentorship. I don’t know how to describe that. But 

somehow, we could ask, or question things, or vent anonymously. I think that would help our 

health and wellbeing because we are in a stressful position and we are expected to do so many 

things. It helps to have that peer-to-peer relationship. Because, for example in our 

neighbourhood we’re all at this level, we get together monthly and what not and it is so nice to 

be able to share things that we can’t share anywhere else. But taking that further where you can 

express yourself anonymously, ask questions or question things anonymously would be nice.  . . . 
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When dealing with a difficult person, for example, that is also in a senior leadership position . . . 

You just want to be able to get some objective advice on sensitive stuff like that.” (Lisa, USA, 

Navy) 

 

“Maybe a structure just for the ladies. Well you see the spouse club is just to have fun and some 

entertainment, but I think that maybe just to create a group, to have the possibility to discuss and 

to share.  It’s always the same when you are the on the top level on an Air Base or anywhere; 

people suppose you are happy [laughter] and you don’t need anything. It’s quite difficult 

because of course you don’t need anything, you just need relationships with people. And that’s 

the most important, for me that’s the most important”. (Catherine, France, Air Force) 

 

Formal training around specific topics was also identified as being useful for the future.  National 

security and diplomacy when posted abroad was suggested topic:  

“What to do and what not to do in special moments. An ambassador is trained and prepared, but 

we are not. We had a difficult situation with one of the countries and it was not easy for me to 

know what to do.” (Sabine, Germany, Air Force) 

 

Another suggested topic was formal training related to welfare and pastoral care: 

“I think there should be training for bereavement counselling, with mental health support . . . So, 

I think there could be short intensive courses that could prepare spouses for these roles.” 

(Emma, UK, Air Force) 

 

Support around how to deal with challenging leadership situations could be beneficial, as well as 

peer feedback and mentoring on leadership: 

“I think I’ve struggled with being a good leader and managing change in a positive way. I think 

I’ve had to deal with some complicated change initiatives that I could have dealt with better and 

more sensitively with hindsight. (Emma, UK, Air Force)  
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In addition to the above suggestions, the group discussion suggested a number of ways of better 

recognising the value of their public unpaid work. For example, offering a tax incentive for 

undertaking unpaid public work and recording the hours undertaken in order to gain vocational 

accreditation. Workshop participants suggested future interventions include: having a good 

handover with predecessor, access to information to recruit more people to share the unpaid public 

work, and monitoring and evaluating what is being done to ensure the role is adding value. This 

would also drive recruitment into the role and wider recognition of importance of unpaid public 

work. 

 

Where military spouses no longer undertake unpaid public work, this would need to be done by 

trained volunteers or professionals. There are however challenges with some of the roles being 

transferred to non-spouses, especially overseas. There will need to be education of politicians and 

local communities on the nature of unpaid public work, the value of it and the skills required. For 

spouses who do decide to undertake public work, greater support is required. This could be 

delivered by: focusing programmes specifically on spouses (rather than families in general), 

developing programmes for women by women, making support anonymous, formalising support 

and mentoring, encouraging links between military and civilian unpaid public work. Such support is 

especially needed when overseas and during points of transition. 

 

4 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Interviewees spoke about performing emotional labour in private to support their husbands and in 

public as part of representational duties and as a pastoral and welfare role. While there were 

positive opportunities, personal growth and a sense of value and ‘richness’ from undertaking unpaid 

public work, where emotional labour was unrecognised and unrecompensed, there was a danger of 

exploitation. 
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The health and wellbeing issues related to unpaid public work were found to centre around three 

paradoxical issues. The first was delaying access to care while facilitating access to care for others 

in the local military community. The second was the experience of loneliness at a time when they 

were busy with unpaid public work and surrounded by people. The third was a paradox in the work 

being of value personally, but the general public and formal military institution not valuing the 

work. 

 

The research found two important future scenarios related to unpaid public work with the military. 

The first is that fewer spouses will engage in unpaid public work. Where this happens, a 

consideration of who and how the resulting gap will be filled needs to be addressed. Second, some 

spouses will continue to undertake unpaid public work. Where this happens, consideration needs to 

be given as to how spouses will be better supported. 

 

4.1 Implications for Policy and Practice 

 

There are similar challenges facing many militaries around the world and this research highlights 

these and provides possible solutions. Military populations are becoming more stable within their 

home countries. This is encouraging military spouses and partners to maintain careers. In addition, 

military reservists are increasingly being called upon to serve, many of whom have partners who 

have independent careers. Fewer military spouses are available to do unpaid work in pastoral and 

social welfare roles. States have an obligation to provide health and social care services. However, 

in reality it is often the charitable sector that supplements state provided services. In addition, in 

some countries the charitable sector is less developed in terms of provision to military personnel 

and families. Alternative providers of such services need to be sought. This research identified the 

range of knowledge and skills required to fulfil unpaid public work and these could provide the 

basis for defining the roles of future service providers. 
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Retaining military personnel is a growing challenge and the number of personnel willing to be 

posted abroad for lengthy periods of time is diminishing. The wider military organisation and 

general public need to be encouraged to place higher value on unpaid public work. Where partners 

and spouses agree to undertake the work, it needs to fit with their personal sense of value and work 

progression plan. When the serving person retires from the military and transitions out of the 

military into a new career, support for the spouse also needs to be provided in recognition of the 

unpaid public undertaken and the need for the spouse to also find alternative work and a new career. 

 

In discussion with interviewees and workshop participants the following recommendations were 

identified from the research: 

• Facilitate and encourage the development of informal peer support based on social media 

networks and face-to-face meetings. 

• Develop anonymous peer support, for example using social media avatars. 

• Develop support programmes specifically for military spouses (separate from other family 

members such as children or the Service person).  

• Provide formal support through quarterly briefings about, for example, current welfare 

programmes available to service personnel, current pastoral and welfare issues, national security 

issues, diplomacy overseas, development of governance and leadership skills, and development 

of pastoral skills such as mental health first aid course. 

• Draw on resources from the private sector that are available to mobile populations e.g. national 

magazines and information about relocating overseas, especially at senior executive levels. 

• Provide support to military spouses ‘handing over’ to their successors. 

• Support military spouses in recruiting a wider base of volunteers as military spouses become less 

available to undertake the work e.g. facilitating improved links between military and civilian 

communities. 
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• Develop programmes to train and support people to undertake the welfare and pastoral roles no 

longer being undertaken by military spouses. 

• Provide monitoring and evaluation of the impact of unpaid public work to demonstrate value, 

gain recognition and drive recruitment as well as identify areas for development and 

improvement. 

• Formalize unpaid public work and educate formal military structures and the general public on 

the value of unpaid public work. 

• Develop an accreditation system for unpaid public work to recognise the breadth and depth of 

skills and knowledge that can then be drawn upon when transitioning away from unpaid public 

work. 

• Consider providing tax incentives for undertaking unpaid public work, especially when abroad 

when spouses may not be able to work. 

 

4.2 Future Research 

 

This focused study needs to be expanded to gather further evidence on a wider sample of military 

partners as well as test possible interventions. 

 

Future research could include men and women who are partners to military personnel of all ranks 

and also include public sector partners such as the foreign office as well as other sectors such as 

politicians and clergy spouses. Such research could include interviews with partners as well as the 

Service person, diplomat, politician and clergy person. 

 

Methods could be expanded to include a mixed approach building on existing quantitative datasets 

of employment, health and wellbeing of families of military personnel. 
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Future interventions could follow a human rights-based approach. First in terms of developing 

worker rights for unpaid public work and second in terms of improving availability, accessibility, 

acceptability and quality of services to support spouses. 

 

The changing nature of military spouse engagement with unpaid public word reflects wider societal 

changes. Increasingly both partners expect to have careers, and this is likely to be a growing trend 

amongst military couples at senior levels. Women are also now being promoted into senior ranks 

and, as is the case in other walks of life (such as politicians, diplomats and clergy), male spouses 

may be less likely to be available for unpaid work.  This research illuminated the nature of the work 

that will need to be undertaken by other agencies in the future, as military spouse engagement with 

unpaid public work changes. It also highlighted the need for support for those military spouses 

continuing to engage in unpaid public work in the future. 

 

This research gave voice to an unheard group of women. In so doing, it made visible and gave 

recognition to the unpaid public work of women married to senior military officers. Moreover, it 

illuminated the positive and negative health and wellbeing impacts of unpaid work and identified 

potential ways to promote and support women in these contexts. While the research focused on the 

unpaid public work associated with the military, the research may be generalisable to the partners of 

clergy, diplomats and other sectors where unpaid public work is undertaken. 
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