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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.  


