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Abstract 
 
 

 The Department of Defense (DoD) prioritizes the retention of military personnel to 

maintain a ready defense force and earn return on their investment of training highly skilled 

Service members. Prior research has examined how specific work-related factors, family related 

factors, and personal well-being impact Service members’ career intentions; however, the 

cumulative effects of the associations between these factors on military career intentions remains 

unclear. The current study examined the contributions of work-related factors (i.e., 

organizational support, morale), family-related factors (i.e., work-family balance, romantic 

relationship quality), and personal well-being (i.e., depressive symptoms) on career intentions 

among a sample of 3,506 Soldiers who participated in the Army Study to Assess Risk and 

Resilience in Servicemembers (Army STARRS). Path analysis was conducted to model the 

direct and indirect effects of work-related factors, family-related factors, and personal well-being 

on Soldiers’ intentions to remain in military service beyond their current service obligation and 

intentions to leave military service before the end of their service obligation if they were given 

the choice to do so. Additionally, a multigroup moderated path model was analyzed to assess 

whether the same factors emerge as important in predicting retention for active-duty Service 

members and National Guard and Reserve Service members.  

 A path model assessing the direct and indirect contributions of work-family balance and 

unit support on Soldiers’ intentions to remain and intentions to leave through morale, 

relationship quality, and depressive symptoms demonstrated acceptable model fit (χ² = 267.752, 

df=32, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.960; TLI = 0.922; RMSEA = 0.047). The model accounted for 22.6% 

of the variance in intentions to remain and 17.1% of the variance in intentions to leave. The 

results revealed some significant direct and indirect effects of work-family balance and unit 
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support on intentions to remain and intentions to leave through morale, relationship quality, and 

depressive symptoms. Importantly, morale served as a key mediator linking the effects of the 

other variables to military career intentions. Multigroup moderated mediation analysis 

demonstrated that there were differences in the contributions of work-related factors, family-

related factors, and personal well-being to military career intentions based on whether Soldiers 

were active-duty versus National Guard or Reserve (Δ χ2 = 60.771, df = 30, p < 0.001). Greater 

unit support and work-family balance were associated with less severe depressive symptoms to a 

greater extent for active-duty Soldiers than National Guard or Reserve Soldiers. Similarly, 

greater unit support was associated with greater intentions to remain to a greater extent for 

National Guard or Reserve members than for active-duty Service members. Additional pathways 

approached statistically significant differences between these groups. 

The study results may inform military and family policy and resource development that is 

sensitive to differential experiences based on duty status for the DoD to promote retention and 

mission readiness among its personnel. Military family policies and trainings for unit leaders 

may facilitate a more supportive and family-friendly work environment for Service members. 

Service members may also utilize existing resources to address their morale (e.g., Morale, 

Welfare, and Recreation programs), romantic relationship quality (e.g., relationship education 

programs), and mental health conditions (e.g., clinical treatment). 

There were several limitations to the current study’s design. These include the restrictions 

of secondary data analysis, the use of some single-item measures, and the use of educational 

attainment as a proxy for rank. Future studies may enhance understanding of the contributions of 

work-related factors, family-related factors, and personal well-being to Service members’ 
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military career intentions by using more descriptive, multi-item measures and measuring specific 

constructs of interest (e.g., rank). 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 The Department of Defense (DoD) sets organizational goals for recruitment, retention, 

morale, and mission readiness to maintain a highly trained military defense force for the United 

States of America (Deputy Under Secretary of Defense [DUSD], 2004; Office of the Under 

Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness [OUSDPR], 2021a; OUSDPR, 2021b). 

Retention is of particular importance as the DoD invests significant resources in leadership, 

strategy, and occupational trainings of Service members to ensure they may perform their 

military duties efficiently and effectively. To that end, the DoD may benefit from examining 

factors which contribute to Service members retention and may inform policy and resource 

development. Critical to the understanding and promotion of retention is the intersection of work 

and family life among military personnel.  

The military and the family have both been referred to as “greedy institutions,” 

demanding the attention and investment of Service members, sometimes resulting in conflict 

between military and family obligations (Segal, 1986). Thus, to understand the contexts in which 

Service members choose to remain in or leave military service requires an examination of the 

pathways through which work and family experiences interact to affect Service members. The 

current study applies the theoretical perspectives of the personal choice model of military 

retention (Capon et al., 2007) and family systems theory (Kerr & Bowen, 1988) to explore the 

contributions of work-related factors, family-related factors, and personal well-being on military 

Service members’ career intentions as the first aim of the study.  

 Another point of consideration for military retention is the differential effects of part-time 

and full-time military status. Personnel in the United States Armed Forces may either serve in a 
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full-time position through active-duty service, or may serve in a part-time capacity in the 

Reserve Component, which includes both the National Guard and the Reserve (Kapp & Torreon, 

2021). Members of the National Guard and Reserve serve as personnel who primarily pursue 

civilian careers in their day-to-day lives with regular military training (e.g., one weekend a 

month and a few weeks during summer) and may be called to active-duty service in times of 

need for additional military support (Purpose of Reserve Components, 2011). Balancing military 

duties (e.g., regular training, the possibility of being called to full-time service) on top of their 

civilian careers and family responsibilities may affect National Guard and Reserve Service 

members’ military career intentions (Griffith, 2015; Schuh et al., 2016; Schumm et al., 2001). 

However, the pathways through which these factors interact to affect National Guard and 

Reserve retention remains unclear. Thus, the second aim of the current study is to examine 

whether the contributions of work-related factors, family-related factors, and personal well-being 

to Service members’ career intentions differ based on full-time (i.e., active-duty) versus part-

time (i.e., National Guard, Reserve) duty status. 

In the sections that follow, a literature review of military retention discusses a theoretical 

framework and evidence of the contributions of work-related factors, family-related factors, and 

personal well-being to military career intentions. Differential experiences between active-duty 

versus National Guard and Reserve personnel are also presented. Second, the research questions 

informed by prior literature and theory for the current study are presented. Third, the current 

study procedures are reviewed, including data collection, an overview the sample, the measures 

used, and the plan of analysis. Fourth, results for the current study’s analyses, including path 

analysis and multigroup mediation path analysis, are presented. Fifth, these findings are 

discussed in the context of the existing literature regarding military career intentions. Sixth, 
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limitations of the current study’s design are acknowledged. Lastly, implications for policy and 

practice are explored with final conclusions. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

Retention 

Because the United States Armed Forces consists of all-volunteer personnel, these 

Service members have some choice about how long they want to serve. Thus, retaining highly 

skilled Service members requires consideration of their context and experiences to identify 

barriers to retention.  

Upon first joining the military, Service members sign contracts in which they are 

obligated to complete a specific length of service (Members: Required Service, 2010). These 

contracts may range from four years for enlisted personnel to eight years among commissioned 

officers (OUSDPR, 2016). Upon completion of the service obligation, Service members may 

choose to fully terminate their military service or extend their contracts for additional years of 

service. Service members may only leave military service when they have fulfilled their service 

obligation (Wadsworth & Southwell, 2011). In the context of the military workforce, retention 

refers to the rate of Service members voluntarily extending service beyond their initial service 

obligation (Kapp & Torreon, 2021). 

Military retention may be assessed in a variety of ways, including at the organizational or 

individual levels via both objective and subjective measures. At the organizational level, 

retention speaks to turnover rates within the military system. That is, retention can be monitored 

at the organization-level by indicators such as the number or percentage of Service members who 

decide to renew their contract in comparison to the number or percentage of those who decide 

not to renew their contract.  
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Retention can also be assessed at the individual-level to include behavioral assessments 

(e.g., are individuals actively looking for new employment? Did they quit?) and attitudes (e.g., 

commitment to the workplace). In military and civilian samples, behavioral assessments of 

retention and retention-related attitudes tend to be correlated but are distinct constructs (e.g., 

Cohen et al., 2016; Kim, 1991). To assess retention in this study, the focus is on individual-level 

attitudes, specifically intentions to remain and intentions to leave the military given that these 

attitudes highlight opportunities for intervention to promote retention before Service members 

officially exit military service. Intentions to remain are a precursor to turnover that highlights the 

decision-making process to leave or stay in the military. In the civilian literature, intentions to 

remain have been assessed in relation to employee’s long-term plans to stay with an organization 

(Nanncarrow et al., 2014). In the military context, intentions to remain are commonly measured 

in relation to Service members’ plans to stay in the military until retirement, stay beyond their 

present service obligation but not until retirement, or leave upon completion of their current 

obligation (Huffman et al., 2008; Sachau et al., 2012; Tremble et al., 2003). Intentions to remain 

may also be measured using timelines not specified by service obligation or whether Service 

members have recently begun seeking employment elsewhere (Sachau et al., 2012).  

A separate, but related measure of retention among Service members includes intentions 

to leave. Intentions to leave are operationalized as an employee’s plans to leave their current job 

(Nanncarrow et al., 2014). Intentions to remain and intentions to leave have demonstrated high 

correlation in civilian samples (r = -0.54-0.84; Cho et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2020; Nanncarrow et 

al., 2014). However, research suggests that the two measurements of retention are independent 

constructs. For example, a study using a sample of 298 health care and social workers 

demonstrated differential associations between the job satisfaction, intentions to remain, and 
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intentions to leave, such that greater job satisfaction was associated with greater intentions to 

remain and lower intentions to leave (Nanncarrow et al., 2014). Confirmatory factor analysis in 

the same study revealed that aspects of intentions to remain and intentions to leave overlapped, 

but that the constructs were still separate constructs. These findings support the independence of 

intentions to remain and intentions to leave. 

Prior research has established a link between Service members’ intentions to remain or 

leave and actual retention; thus, as mentioned above, there seems to be a meaningful link 

between attitudes and behaviors. For example, a sample of 755 Soldiers (i.e., Service members in 

the Army) demonstrated that intentions to remain or intentions to leave the Army were the most 

significant direct predictor of actual reenlistment above and beyond other predictors, including 

expected consequences of staying or quitting, work satisfaction, and perceptions of Army life 

(Motowidlo & Lawton, 1984). Additionally, using administrative data on 564 enlisted Army 

personnel in their second term of service, Kim (1991) identified a significant association between 

military career intentions and actual reenlistment. These findings support the evaluation of 

intentions to remain and intentions to leave as proxies for estimating military retention before 

Service members make a final decision to leave military service.  

Intentions to remain and intentions to leave are valuable points of interest because they 

express Service members’ thoughts about retention before making a final decision to remain in 

or leave military service. As such, intentions to remain or leave are possible points of 

intervention for the DoD to improve retention. Intentions to remain or leave are modifiable in 

contrast to turnover after the fact, so the DoD may take steps to greater incentivize remaining in 

service to promote greater retention of Service members overall. Better understanding the 
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mechanisms that explain Service members’ intentions regarding their military service will thus 

provide clearer opportunities for policy. 

Theoretical Framework 

The current study is guided by the personal choice model of military retention (Capon et 

al., 2007) coupled with a family systems perspective (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Adapted from 

civilian retention research, the personal choice model of military retention was developed to 

explain how work-related factors (i.e., community involvement, job involvement, organizational 

commitment, work satisfaction, work-family conflict, perceived organizational support, 

disposition, and met expectations) directly and indirectly contribute to Service members’ 

intentions to remain in military service. The model posited that Service members’ more 

favorable perceptions of their work-related experiences promoted greater intentions to remain. 

Since the development of the model, organizational support, work satisfaction, and work-family 

conflict have consistently emerged as salient predictors of military retention.  

In the context of the personal choice model of military retention, perceived organizational 

support refers to Service members’ perception of the appreciation and interest in one’s well-

being demonstrated by the military (Capon et al., 2007). Prior military research has 

operationalized perceived organizational support in a variety of ways. For instance, Wright and 

colleagues (2012) defined this construct as Soldiers’ perception of the military’s investment in 

supporting Soldiers’ coaching, mentorship, and rewards. According to this perspective, support 

contributes to the professional development of Service members and encourages advancement in 

their military career. Other research observes perceived organizational support through the lens 

of leader and unit cohesion, which refers to the perceived level of commitment and support 

among Service members within military units (Armistead-Jehle et al., 2011). That is, cohesion is 
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reflective of a Service member’s perception that they may rely on fellow unit members for 

support, open communication with unit leaders, and respect among unit members and leaders 

(Reed-Fitzke & Lucier-Greer, 2020). Support from unit members and leaders may contribute to a 

supportive work environment that encourages retention. Such support also plays a role in 

developing Service member morale (Squires & Peach, 2020). Therefore, organizational support, 

and in particular unit support from unit leaders and unit members, may have important 

implications for intentions to remain or leave. 

In addition to perceived organizational support, the personal choice model of military 

retention identifies work satisfaction as another salient factor influencing intentions to remain in 

the military. Work satisfaction is the psychological disposition of people toward their work 

(Schultz & Schultz, 1986). This may include their contentedness with their job, their emotional 

reactions when assessing their work experiences, and/or their positive appraisals of their work. 

Work satisfaction may be estimated through proxy constructs. One such construct that is relevant 

to the military context is morale, which generally refers to motivation and enthusiasm to achieve 

mission success (Britt & Dickinson, 2006; Ivey et al., 2015; Wright et al., 2012). Work 

satisfaction has demonstrated significant associations with morale in civilian and military 

samples (e.g., Motowidlo & Borman, 1978; Upadhyay & Gupta, 2012). Thus, morale may be a 

contextually relevant representation of work satisfaction in a military sample when examining 

influences on military career intentions.  

Lastly, while most constructs presented in the personal choice model of military retention 

are specific to workplace experiences, the model also accounts for a variable that lies at the 

intersection of work and family experiences: work-family conflict. Work-family conflict is 

described by Capon and colleagues (2007) as conflict between a Service member’s work and 
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family obligations and functioning. The contribution of work-family balance on career intentions 

is a related but distinct construct. Work-family balance broadly refers to an individual’s 

perception of their ability to fully engage in the roles they possess across life domains 

(Greenhaus et al., 2003). Work-family conflict may be considered as a component of work-

family balance which reflects incompatible demands from work and family domains (Clark, 

2000; Eby et al., 2005; Greenhaus et al., 2003). Thus, compared to work-family conflict, work-

family balance may more broadly capture the effects of the intersection between work and family 

life domains on Service members’ military career intentions. 

The personal choice model of military retention primarily focuses on significant 

workplace factors that influence the career decisions of military personnel with some 

acknowledgement of the importance of family, namely the intersection of work and family life. 

However, family systems theory highlights a need to consider the role of family-related factors 

more holistically. According to a family systems perspective, families consist of interdependent 

units, including individuals, subsystems, and the family as a whole (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). 

Associations within and among these units can influence individual- and family-level outcomes. 

Family systems theory highlights the concept of interdependence, such that in couple 

relationships each partner influences the thoughts and behaviors of the other. Romantic 

relationship quality has been examined for its association with military retention, but the 

proposed nature and direction of this association varies. Some studies indicate that choosing to 

stay in the military and endure related stressors (e.g., extended separation during deployment) 

can have detrimental effects on couple relationship quality (Kritikos et al., 2019; Moelker et al., 

2015). However, others suggest that relationship quality and satisfaction may interfere with 
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Soldiers’ work functioning, and in turn affect their military readiness and decision to remain in 

military service (Carter et al., 2015).  

Another key subsystem identified by family systems is that of the individual. That is, 

individual experiences have implications for an individual’s own outcomes and those of the 

subsystems around them (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). As such, it is worth considering Service 

members’ personal circumstances as having influence on their career intentions. One such 

circumstance includes their mental health. Several studies have examined associations between 

mental health conditions such as anxiety, depression, mental distress, and military career 

intentions with mixed findings (Lancaster et al., 2013; Vasterling et al., 2015; Wright et al., 

2012). Improving Service member mental health has also been leveraged as a means to reduce 

attrition among military enlisted recruits (A. Williams et al., 2004).  

 The determinants of military career intentions as informed by the personal choice model 

of military retention and family systems theory are explored in more detail below. These include 

organizational support, morale, work-family balance, romantic relationship quality, and 

depressive symptoms. 

Organizational Support 

Organizational support refers to Service members’ perception of the appreciation and 

interest in one’s well-being demonstrated by the military (Capon et al., 2007). In the context of 

the current study, organizational support specifically refers to aspects of cohesion among 

military units, in which there is mutual support, open communication, and respect within a unit 

(Reed-Fitzke & Lucier-Greer, 2020). Observing organizational support through the lens of unit 

support may inform policy and procedures that contribute to a more cohesive work environment. 
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Unit support has demonstrated important, but at times mixed associations with military career 

intentions.  

Unit Support 

A key aspect of organizational support is the provision of support among unit members 

and leadership. This sense of support contributes to cohesion and thus may influence career 

decisions. For instance, Vasterling et al. (2015) reported from their longitudinal study of 740 

active-duty enlisted Soldiers that lower levels of unit support (i.e., support from military peers 

and leaders) were associated with greater rates of military attrition. However, in one study 

surveying 892 Soldiers who had recently returned from deployment, there was no significant 

association between unit cohesion and intentions to remain (Wright et al., 2012). King et al. 

(2020) surveyed 63,290 Air Force personnel and found similar results, as unit cohesion was 

again not significantly associated with intentions to remain. In another study of 1,203 Air Force 

personnel, perceived social support was negatively associated with work-family conflict (Sachau 

et al., 2012). Meanwhile, work-family conflict was associated with Service members’ work 

satisfaction and career intentions. 

It may be that unit cohesion is inconsistently related to retention directly, but evidence 

suggests that unit cohesion is related to well-being and health, factors that impact retention. 

Thus, unit cohesion may be indirectly related to retention. For example, in a sample of 1,939 new 

Soldiers in basic training, increases in unit cohesion were associated with better mental health, 

fewer sleep problems, confidence in managing stress reactions, and tolerance of basic training 

stressors (J. Williams et al., 2016). In turn, these factors were associated with a higher likelihood 

of a successful graduation from basic training.  

Role of Leadership 
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Within a military unit, leaders are tasked with planning, coordinating, and accomplishing 

their assigned missions, and to do so, they need the engagement and buy-in of their unit. Thus, a 

primary responsibility of unit leaders is to offer support and facilitate unit cohesion. Service 

members’ perceptions of support from unit leaders has demonstrated effects on commitment and 

retention. For instance, King et al. (2020) found that in a sample of 3,998 Canadian military 

personnel, receiving greater support from military supervisors (e.g., offering subordinates help 

when a problem arises) was associated with Service members’ greater commitment to the 

military. In turn, greater levels of commitment were associated with reduced turnover intentions. 

Similarly, Hattke et al. (2018) reported that a sample of German military personnel demonstrated 

that more supportive unit leadership perceived by unit members was associated with Service 

members’ intentions to remain in their military careers for longer periods of time. 

Beyond social support sourced from military leaders, Service members’ trust in and 

respect for their leadership may also have important implications for retention. Among a sample 

of 285 Air Force officers, Service members’ trust in military leadership was inversely related to 

their intentions to remain in the military, such that more trust was associated with lower 

intentions to leave (Milligan, 2004). In another study conducted by Charbonneau and Wood 

(2018), perceptions of immediate leadership among a sample of 714 Canadian military personnel 

was associated with unit cohesion, which was then associated with Service members’ career 

intentions, specifically intentions to leave. These findings indicate that in addition to social 

support, leaders contribute to cohesion among unit members and can affect intentions to remain 

and intentions to leave both directly and indirectly. 

Morale 
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The sections that follow explore how morale may factor into decisions about retention. 

Prior research has observed both direct and indirect contributions of morale to retention among 

military personnel. 

Direct Role of Morale  

Morale appears to be an important factor in military retention for some (e.g., new 

recruits, single Service members), but not all, Service members. Schumm and Bell (2000) report 

that a sample of Army personnel demonstrated that morale was significantly associated with 

retention intentions among single Service members. A more recent postdeployment examination 

of 892 Soldiers found that morale was not significantly associated with Soldiers’ intentions to 

remain in the Army when accounting for the simultaneous effects of posttraumatic stress 

disorder, depressive symptoms, anxiety symptoms, unit cohesion, and perceived organizational 

support (Wright et al., 2012). However, using a sample of 3,998 new recruits in the Canadian 

Armed Forces, Anderson et al. (2022) found that personnel who reported higher levels of morale 

were typically those who reported greater levels of commitment to staying in the military.  

The Mediating Role of Morale  

Morale may also be an important linking mechanism between work-related factors and 

military retention. For instance, Langkamer and Ervin (2008) reported that morale explained the 

relationship between work psychological climate and intentions to leave among a sample of 649 

Army officers. Additionally, morale is closely associated with unit cohesion (Manning, 1991). In 

a sample of 1,224 Canadian military personnel surveyed by Ivey et al. (2015), unit cohesion 

(e.g., trust in unit members) was associated with personal morale, such that those with greater 

unit cohesion reported greater morale. In another Canadian sample of military personnel, morale 

explained the relationships between perceptions of military leaders, Service member role 
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stressors (e.g., role ambiguity), military identification, and thus intentions to remain in the 

military (Squires & Peach, 2020). These results suggest that morale serves as an important bridge 

between work-related factors and military career intentions. 

Work-family Balance 

The personal choice model of military retention (Capon et al., 2007) highlights the 

intersection of work and family as an important construct for understanding decisions about 

retention, a reminder that decisions to stay in or leave the military are multifaceted and are 

posited to include the input from meaningful others. Work-family balance has been associated 

with career intentions in civilian samples. For instance, Odle-Dusseau et al. (2012) found that 

work-family balance mediated the association between discrepancies in family time and work 

with intentions to leave among 330 university employees. Researchers have also examined 

associations between work-family balance and career intentions among military personnel. King 

et al. (2020) reported that among a sample of 1,309 women Air Force personnel, Service 

members’ perceived success at managing work and family demands was associated with their 

intentions to remain in military service (King et al., 2020). Alternatively, Kelley et al. (2001) 

found among a sample of mothers serving in the Navy that concerns about balancing military 

duties with family obligations contributed to their intentions to leave military service. 

Work-Family Conflict  

Work-family conflict, a component of work-family balance, also has implications for 

Service members’ military career intentions, such that greater work-family conflict is typically 

associated with lower levels of military retention (e.g., Tucker et al., 2005; Zarei, 2019) but there 

is some notable variability in findings. Tucker et al. (2005) found that among 1,489 Soldiers, 

greater work-family conflict was associated with greater turnover. Similarly, another study of 



 25 

250 Iranian military personnel found that greater work-family conflict both directly and 

indirectly contributed to intentions to leave military service (Zarei, 2019). Capon et al. (2007) 

found that work-family conflict indirectly contributed to intentions to remain in a sample of 97 

New Zealand military personnel. More specifically, greater work-family conflict was related to 

greater identification with one’s job, which in turn was associated with greater affective 

commitment to working in the military, and lastly with greater intent to remain. However, work-

family conflict was not directly associated with intentions to remain. Similarly, Heilmann et al. 

(2009) found that work-family conflict was not directly associated with Service members’ 

turnover intentions, but was indirectly associated with family satisfaction with military life and 

hence turnover intentions. Service members who reported greater family satisfaction tended to 

report lower levels of work-family conflict and lower levels of turnover intentions. These 

findings highlight the interdependence of family members and the effects of family experiences 

on military career intentions. 

Perceptions of Work-family Balance 

 Several factors can contribute to Service members’ perception of better work-life balance 

that may indirectly influence retention. Service members who experience work overload may 

report poorer perceptions of their work-family balance (Heilmann et al., 2009). Huffman et al. 

2008) found among a sample of 230 Soldiers that a more family-friendly work environment 

makes it easier to balance work and family demands and thus contributes to greater intentions to 

remain in the military beyond their current service obligation. Similarly, Bourg and Segal (1999) 

found that Service members and their spouses reported that family-friendly policies and informal 

unit leader practices toward family members contributed to greater commitment to military 

service through reductions for work-family conflict. Military leadership appears to play a key 
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role in Service members’ perceptions of work-family balance. In one study, Service members 

and their spouses reported that their immediate supervisors were more supportive of work-life 

balance than the military as a whole (Matsch et al., 2009). Overall, these findings suggest that 

work-family balance may directly and indirectly contribute to military career intentions. 

Romantic Relationship Quality 

In line with the supposition that decisions to stay in or leave the military are complex and 

are likely influenced by the input from meaningful others, this study expands the lens of the 

personal choice model of military retention (Capon et al., 2007) to include the role of one’s 

couple relationship, specifically the quality of the romantic relationship in determining retention. 

There is a saying in the military that “you recruit the Service member, but you retain the family” 

(AUSA, 2019). In other words, it is a family-level decision to remain in the military and the 

quality of life of the spouses (and dependents) matters. The quality of Service members’ 

romantic relationships holds important implications for military career intentions. For instance, 

in addition to satisfaction with other life domains (e.g., health, relationship with children), 

satisfaction with romantic relationships demonstrated direct influence over reenlistment 

intentions among a sample of 8,165 Navy personnel (Wilcove et al., 2003).  

Mediating Role of Romantic Relationship Quality 

Suppositions are that service members’ relationship quality may function as a linking 

mechanism between work-family balance and military retention. Andres et al. (2012) reported 

that among a sample of Dutch military personnel, greater work-family conflict was associated 

with greater intentions to leave the military through poor relationship satisfaction. Furthermore, 

Woodall et al. (2020) found that experiences of work-family conflict can contribute to poorer 

marital quality. The link between work-family conflict and romantic relationship quality was 
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further supported by Long (2022), who sampled 186 Reserve members and found significant 

correlations between relationship quality (especially satisfaction) and work-family conflict. 

Thus, the current study considers romantic relationship quality as a potential bridge between 

work-family balance and Service members’ military career intentions.  

Personal Well-being 

 This final section explores individual-level factors that have some bearing on decisions to 

remain in or leave the military. These include mental health, specifically, depressive symptoms, 

and personal characteristics, such as age and gender. 

Depressive Symptoms 

 Mental health has far reaching implications for readiness, and depression is a central 

component of mental health that has demonstrated associations with several aspects of both 

readiness (e.g., ability to focus) and retention. In a sample of 892 Soldiers who had recently 

returned from deployment, Soldiers who reported mental health symptoms, including depressive 

symptoms, were more likely to report intentions to leave military service (Wright et al., 2012). In 

another study, which included 522 National Guard Soldiers, greater predeployment depressive 

symptom severity was associated with lower intentions to reenlist among men but not women, 

though the gender difference may have been due to reduced power for the smaller subsample of 

women (Lancaster et al., 2013). Interestingly, Porter et al. (2022) found that for Service members 

who were discharging for any reason other than Honorable discharge reported worsening mental 

health symptoms (e.g., depressive symptoms) leading up to military separation, noting that there 

could be a bidirectional effect (intentions to leave the military preceded depressive symptoms as 

opposed to depressive symptoms being a driving force in deciding to leave the military). Another 

study of more than 570,000 Service members demonstrated that having a mental health diagnosis 
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(e.g., depression) when becoming eligible to receive military health benefits was associated with 

a greater risk of early attrition from military service (i.e., before the standard four years of active-

duty service; Ireland et al., 2012). These findings indicate that depressive symptoms may 

contribute in some way to military career intentions. 

Demographic Considerations 

As mentioned, some demographic factors, namely age and gender, have also emerged as 

important constructs in the consideration of career intentions among Service members. Age and 

gender are posited to have both a direct and indirect influence on career intentions as they are 

meaningful for several of the constructs on the personal choice model of military retention and 

the broadened model that will be tested for this study.  

The influence of age on career intentions has varied across the literature. For instance, a 

study of 740 enlisted Soldiers who recently returned from deployment demonstrated that younger 

Service members were at greater risk of attrition from military service (Vasterling et al., 2015). 

In another study conducted by Kirby and Naftel (2000), no association was found between age 

and retention among 3,269 enlisted Reserve members. However, higher rank and/or higher pay 

grades (characteristics which are associated with age) were significantly associated with Reserve 

member retention and may have masked the effects of age.  

Some research has also focused on associations between age and other correlates of 

military retention. For example, a sample of more than 18,000 military personnel demonstrated 

that younger Service members were more likely to report satisfaction with their job compared to 

Service members aged 35 or older (Sanchez et al., 2004). While the specific role of age is 

unclear among other determinants of military career intentions (e.g., unit cohesion), it remains a 

factor worthy of consideration for the current study. 
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Another demographic characteristic that may have important implications for military 

career intentions is gender. A growing body of literature has identified gender differences in 

expected duration of military service. Asch et al. (2012) reported that women military officers 

demonstrated lower retention compared to their male peers. Similar findings were reported in a 

study of 3,269 enlisted Reserve members (Kirby & Naftel, 2000). Smith and Rosenstein (2017) 

found among a sample of students at the U.S. Naval Academy that women reported a shorter 

expected duration of military service compared to men, with the average expected durations 

reported differing by approximately 3 years. In the same study, on average, women reported 

greater concerns with managing military and family responsibilities during service and thus 

planned to delay their plans for childrearing more than did men. In another study, women with 

children in particular may consider work-family balance as a motivating factor for intentions to 

remain or leave the military (Kelley et al., 2001). This sentiment was echoed by Waruszynski et 

al. (2022) in an analysis of factors contributing to military career intentions among women 

serving in the Canadian Armed Forces. Given this evidence, it appears that gender, perhaps as a 

proxy for gender roles related to family life, may influence Service members’ career intentions 

and is thus considered in the current study. 

Gender may also contribute to correlates of military career intentions. For instance, 

female Service members tend to report greater rates of depression compared to their male peers 

(Haskell et al., 2010; Welsh et al., 2019). Gender has also demonstrated associations with unit 

cohesion. For instance, a study of 25,620 Air Force personnel demonstrated that, on average, 

women reported lower levels of unit cohesion than did men (Welsh et al., 2019). Military culture 

often emphasizes hypermasculinity, which may deter women in the military from feeling 

connected to their male peers. A study of 1,396 Soldiers found that women’s greater perception 
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of hypermasculine culture in military units was indeed associated with lower levels of unit 

cohesion (Rosen et al., 2003). These findings indicate that gender may indirectly affect military 

career intentions through other factors such as personal well-being and unit cohesion. 

Differential Experiences Based on Duty Status 

Serving in the Active Component of the United States Armed Forces (i.e., active-duty) 

demands a higher level of commitment to military duties than serving in the Reserve Component 

(i.e., National Guard or Reserves). Despite the differences in time committed to military service 

based on duty status, it appears that there is no clear difference in retention among active-duty 

and National Guard and Reserve members. Between 2011 and 2012, the Active and Reserve 

components nearly met or exceeded their retention goals (i.e., retained the goal number of 

Service members in each component; Kapp, 2013). Retention in this time period may in some 

part be attributed to the higher rates of deployment in post-9/11 conflict, as there is some 

evidence that deployments have been associated with increased retention among Service 

members (Hosek, 2011). While there were no major differences in retention goal achievement, it 

is possible that the relationships between work-related, family-related, and personal factors 

which drive military career intentions may differ between full-time and part-time military 

service.  

Regarding work-related factors, a sample of 24,881 Service members demonstrated that 

National Guard and Reserve members reported greater satisfaction with their military jobs than 

did active-duty Service members (Sanchez et al., 2004). This may be related to findings from 

Randall (2006) which suggest that National Guard and Reserve members intentions to re-enlist 

are associated with unit morale. Furthermore, a study including 26,250 members of the Army 

National Guard found that Service members’ perceptions of their leaders’ interest in taking care 
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of the well-being of unit members was significantly associated with their retention intentions 

following deployment (Randall, 2006). However, there was no source of comparison against 

active-duty Service members. Thus, it is unclear whether the contribution of work-related factors 

to military career intentions differs based on duty status. 

Regarding family-related factors, Griffith (2008) reported that National Guard and 

Reserve personnel may become overwhelmed by unexpected military-related demands that affect 

their intentions to remain in the military. Family-related perceptions of service may also 

influence career intentions, as was observed in a study of more than 37,000 National Guard and 

Reserve members in which spouses’ favorable attitude toward service was associated with 

greater likelihood of retention (Fugita & Lakhani, 1991). As such, it appears that family-related 

factors (e.g., work-family balance) may be of relevance to the investigation of factors 

contributing to career intentions among National Guard and Reserve members. However, 

similarly to work-related factors, it is unclear whether the contributions of family-related factors 

on military career intentions differs based on duty status. The current study seeks to discern 

differential effects in the mechanisms which explain military career intentions based on duty 

status (i.e., active-duty versus National Guard or Reserve). 

Current Study 

 The purpose of the current study is to test a broadened version of the personal choice 

model of military retention (Capon et al., 2007) based on modifications from recent empirical 

research and suggestions from family systems theory. More specifically, this model will examine 

the contributions of work-related factors, family-related factors, and personal well-being 

(specifically, depressive symptoms) in association with Service members’ intentions to remain in 
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and intentions to leave military service. The study seeks to address the following research 

questions: 

Research Question 1 (RQ1): How will work-related factors, family-related factors, and personal 

well-being predict Service members’ intentions to remain in and/or leave military service? See 

conceptual model in Figure 1.  

Expectations are that work-family balance will be directly associated with intentions to 

remain and/or leave military service and indirectly associated with intentions to remain and/or 

leave military service through (a) romantic relationship quality, (b) depressive symptoms, and (c) 

morale. Additionally, suppositions are that unit support will be directly associated with intentions 

to remain and/or leave military service and indirectly associated intentions to remain and/or 

leave military service through (a) depressive symptoms and (b) morale. 

Research Question 2 (RQ2): Does duty status (i.e., being a member of the Active Component 

versus the Reserve Component [National Guard or Reserve]) moderate the associations of work-

related factors, family-related factors, and personal well-being, and their influence on Soldiers’ 

intentions to remain in and/or leave military service? 

This research question examines whether the model fits similarly for those in the Active 

and Reserves components. Research in this area is still developing, thus no specific hypotheses 

are presented. Rather, these exploratory analyses will provide an important foundation for future 

work.   
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Chapter 3 

Methods 

Procedures 

Secondary data analysis was conducted using cross-sectional data from the Army Study 

to Assess Risk and Resilience in Servicemembers (Army STARRS), specifically the All Army 

Study (AAS) component. Data were collected between 2011 and 2013 and over the course of 

that time, there were ten iterations of the survey that were disseminated to participants. 

Participants were recruited through stratified probability sampling of Army units with more than 

30 Soldiers at their home garrisons. Soldiers in the selected units attended group sessions to learn 

about the purposes and procedures of the AAS. Those Soldiers who volunteered to participate 

completed informed consent forms and agreed to release information from their military 

administrative records. The first rounds of data collection took place in quarterly sessions 

between 2011 and 2012. Additional data were collected from Soldiers stationed in Afghanistan 

in 2012, as well as from United States Army Reserves and Army National Guard units who were 

activated and deployed to Afghanistan between 2012 and 2013. In total, 21,449 Soldiers 

provided data.  

The initial purpose of Army STARRS was to assess, identify determinants of, and reduce 

risk of suicide among Soldiers. Each Soldier participating in the AAS completed a self-

administered questionnaire in a single 90-minute session. Participants completed self-report 

measures of their demographic characteristics, mental health (e.g., self-harm, depression, 

anxiety, anger, substance use), and physical health (e.g., injuries, fatigue, pain). Additional 

measures included military characteristics (e.g., service history, duty status, deployment 

experiences, unit experiences), mental and physical health service utilization, social 
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relationships, spirituality, and ownership of weapons. For the current study, Soldiers reported 

demographic characteristics (e.g., duty status, highest level of education, marital status) and 

completed measures of their unit support, morale, work-family balance, romantic relationship 

quality, depressive symptoms, intent to remain in the military beyond their obligation, likelihood 

of exiting military service prior to fulfilling their obligation if given the choice, and duty status.  

To address the hypotheses and research questions for the current study, inclusion criteria 

required that Soldiers complete one of the survey interactions that included assessments of 

military career intentions; six out of the ten iterations asked about military career intentions. This 

reduced the initial sample size of 21,449 Soldiers to 8,072 Soldiers. Additional inclusion criteria 

required Soldiers to have reported their duty status (i.e., active-duty versus activated National 

Guard/Reserve). Furthermore, given the interest of retaining Soldiers in military service, Soldiers 

who indicated that they were eligible for retirement at the time of data collection were excluded 

from analyses because their decision-making processes for remaining in and/or leaving the 

military are contextually different. Accounting for these inclusion criteria, the sample size was 

further reduced to 5,429 Soldiers. The final inclusion criteria required Soldiers to be in a 

committed romantic relationship with one partner and report on their relationship quality. The 

final analytic sample for the current study was 3,506 Soldiers.  

Sample Demographic Characteristics 

Of the 3,506 Soldiers in the analytic sample, 2,969 (84.7%) were active-duty personnel, 

and 537 (15.3%) were activated National Guard or Reserve members. The majority of these 

Soldiers were men (n = 3,063; 87.4%). Most participants were White (n = 2,522; 71.9%), with 

the second most reported race being Black (n = 577; 16.5%). All participants attained at least a 

high school diploma or GED equivalent, with only around one-fifth having completed at least a 
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four-year college degree (n = 746; 21.6%). Education level may serve as a proxy of military 

rank, as commissioned military officers are required to complete at least a four-year college 

degree (“Join the military,” 2021). Most participants were married (n = 2,539; 72.4%); 16.4% 

had never been married (n = 576). Many participants did not have children (n = 1,163; 33.2%), 

but among those who did, they typically had between one and three children (n =1,890; 55.3%). 

Of participants who reported on their history of deployment, most had completed at least one 

humanitarian deployment (86.7%), peacekeeping (77.5%) and/or combat deployment (80.2%). 

Approximately 15.8% of participants had never been deployed. 

Measures 

Work-related Factors 

Unit support was assessed using five continuous items. For each item, Soldiers were 

asked to rate their level of agreement with a statement on a five-point scale ranging from 1 

(Strongly agree) to 5 (Strongly disagree). Items included the ability to rely on other unit 

members for help, open communication with leaders, respect for non-commissioned and 

commissioned officers, and whether unit leaders were interested in unit members’ well-being. 

After reverse coding responses, higher item scores indicated greater agreement. Responses for 

these items were combined into mean composite scores to indicate overall perceptions of unit 

support. Higher composite scores indicated greater perceived unit support (α = 0.909, M = 3.679, 

SD = 1.010). See Table 1 for descriptive statistics and correlations. 

 Soldiers completed a single, continuous item to report their morale (i.e., “How would you 

rate your morale?”). Responses were organized on a five-point scale, ranging from 1 (Very low) 

to 5 (Very high). Higher scores indicated greater morale (M = 3.340, SD = 1.080). 

Family-related Factors 
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 Work-family balance was assessed using a single, continuous item (i.e., “How successful 

do you feel at balancing your work and family life?”). Soldiers reported their perceived level of 

success at balancing work and family life on a four-point scale. Responses ranged from 1 (Very 

successful) to 4 (Very unsuccessful). Responses were reverse coded, such that higher scores 

indicated greater self-perceived success at balancing work and family life (M = 3.232, SD = 

0.767).  

Romantic relationship quality was assessed with a 3-item indicator. Participants rated 

aspects of their relationship on a scale that ranged from 1 (All the time) to 6 (Never); items 

included how frequently they had considered ending their romantic relationship, how often they 

felt that their romantic relationship is going well, and how often they confided in their romantic 

partner. Responses were coded such that higher scores indicated greater perceptions of romantic 

relationship quality. Together, scores from these three items were combined into mean composite 

scores to indicate each Soldier’s overall romantic relationship quality. Higher composite scores 

indicated greater relationship quality (α= 0.805, M = 5.003, SD = 1.047). 

Personal Well-being 

Depressive symptoms were measured using the CIDI-SC Major Depressive Episodic 

Scale (Kessler et al., 2013). This measure consisted of four items, for which participants reported 

how often they felt sad or depressed, felt down about how things are going, felt little or no 

interest or pleasure in things, and felt worthless in the past 30 days. The frequency of 

experiencing these symptoms was rated on a scale that ranged from 1 (All or almost all the time) 

to 5 (None of the time). Items were reverse coded and combined into mean composite scores to 

indicate the severity of each Soldier’s overall depressive symptoms. Higher composite scores 

indicated more severe depressive symptoms (α= 0.931, M = 1.504, SD = 0.770). 
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Military Career Intentions 

Regarding the first outcome variable, intentions to remain, Soldiers completed a single 

item to report on their military career intentions (i.e., Which of the following best describes your 

current Army career intentions?”). Participants selected one of seven statements which best 

described their current career intentions. Response options included: “Definitely stay in Army 

until retirement,” “Probably stay in Army until retirement,” “Definitely stay in Army beyond 

present obligation/not necessarily until retirement,” “I am currently eligible for retirement and 

plan to stay in the Army,” “I am undecided whether to stay in the Army after my present 

obligation,” “I will probably leave the Army after my present obligation,” and “I will definitely 

leave the Army after my present obligation.” As mentioned previously, Soldiers who reported 

eligibility for retirement were excluded from analyses given that their future career decisions are 

contextually different than those not eligible for retirement. The item was recoded, such that a 

score of 1 indicated that the Soldier did not intend to stay in military service beyond the 

completion of their present obligation, a score of 2 indicated that the Soldier was undecided 

regarding whether they will stay in the military beyond their present obligation, and a score of 3 

indicated that the Soldier intended to stay in military service beyond their present obligation (M 

= 2.420, SD = 0.810). 

Regarding the second outcome variable, intentions to leave, Soldiers reported whether 

they would leave military service prior to the fulfilment of their present obligation if they were 

given the option to do so (i.e., “If given the option, would you leave the Army before the end of 

your present obligation?”). Responses were recorded via a single, continuous item on a five-

point scale and ranged from 1 (Definitely would leave) to 5 (Definitely would not leave). Scores 
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were reverse coded, such that higher scores indicated greater likelihood to leave before the 

fulfillment of their present service obligation if given the chance (M = 2.337, SD = 1.337).  

Moderator 

Duty status (i.e., active-duty versus activated National Guard/Reserve) was assessed by a 

single, dichotomous item through which Soldiers reported whether they were a National Guard 

or Reserve Soldier. Responses were reverse coded, such that a 0 identified the Soldier as active-

duty, whereas a 1 identified the Soldier as National Guard or Reserve (M = 0.153, SD = 0.360).  

Covariates 

Age (M = 30.450, SD = 7.898, range 18 to 61), gender (0 = man, 1 = woman), highest 

level of education (i.e., GED or equivalent, high school diploma, some post high school 

education but no certificate or degree, post high school education with a certificate or degree, 2-

year Associate degree, 4-year college degree, or graduate or professional study), White race (i.e., 

0 = not White, 1 = White), Black race (i.e., 0 = not Black, 1 = Black), and deployment history 

(i.e., sum of total number of deployments) were included in the model as covariates. These 

factors were included given established relationships between age, gender, education, race, and 

constructs within the model as indicated by correlational analyses (e.g., women tend to report 

higher depressive symptoms).  

Plan of Analysis 

Preliminary analyses were conducted to examine univariate and bivariate statistics using 

SPSS. Initial descriptive statistics were used to determine the placement of control variables in 

the model, such that the model accounted for significant bivariate relationships between age, 

gender, highest level of education, race (i.e., White, Black), deployment history, and the primary 

study variables.  
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Next, a mediated path model was fit using MPlus to understand the direct and indirect 

relationships between work-related, family-related, and personal factors and their association 

with intentions to remain in and leave the military (see Figure 1). Unit support was entered as a 

direct and indirect predictor of intentions to remain and intentions to leave through depressive 

symptoms and morale. Morale was entered as a direct predictor of intentions to remain and 

intentions to leave. Work-family balance was entered as a direct predictor of intentions to remain 

and intentions to leave, a direct and indirect predictor to depressive symptoms through 

relationship quality, and an indirect contributor to intentions to remain and leave through 

depressive symptoms and morale. Relationship quality was entered as an indirect contributor to 

intentions to remain and intentions to leave through depressive symptoms. Depressive symptoms 

were entered as direct and indirect predictors of intentions to remain and intentions to leave 

through morale.  

Model fit was assessed based on several indices, including a chi-square difference test, 

comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), and root mean squared error of 

approximation (RMSEA). A non-significant chi-square value that does not exceed the critical 

chi-square value (i.e., χ2 > 46.19, df = 32, p < 0.05) indicates acceptable model fit (Kline, 2011). 

A CFI value greater than 0.95 indicates acceptable model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). A TLI value 

greater than or equal to 0.90 indicates acceptable model fit. Lastly, an RMSEA value less than 

0.05 indicates good model fit, but values below 0.08 or 0.10 indicates fair and mediocre fit, 

respectively (Hu & Bentler, 1999). 

 Then, a multigroup moderated mediation model was fit. The moderating variable was 

duty status, thus the analyses assisted in determining whether the path model fits similarly for 

active-duty Soldiers and National Guard and Reserve Soldiers. First, a model in which all 



 40 

structural parameters were constrained to be equal across groups was computed. Then, another 

model in which all structural parameters varied freely was computed. To determine whether 

there were significant differences between the constrained and unconstrained models, a chi-

square difference test was conducted. A statistically significant chi-square difference value  

indicates significant differences between the models. If there were differences, each path was 

examined individually (note: covariates were not assessed for moderation). Overall model fit was 

assessed based on a model fit indices as described above (i.e., χ2 > 0.05; CFI ³ 0.95; TLI > 0.90; 

RMSEA < 0.05 good, < 0.08 fair, <0.10 mediocre).  
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Chapter 4 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

Descriptive statistics and correlations among main variables and control variables are 

presented in Table 1. Most correlations among variables were in the expected directions, and 

none of the correlation coefficients indicated multicollinearity (i.e., r > 0.70). Importantly, 

greater unit support, greater morale, greater work-family balance, and lower depressive 

symptoms were related to greater intentions to remain. Lower unit support, lower morale, lower 

work-family balance, lower relationship quality, and greater depressive symptoms were related 

to greater intentions to leave. Interestingly, Soldiers’ relationship quality was not significantly 

correlated with their intentions to remain when a positive relationship was expected (r = 0.015, p 

= 0.383). Furthermore, several variables were not significantly correlated with Soldiers’ duty 

status. These included unit support (r = -0.017, p = 0.314), relationship quality (r = 0.027, p = 

0.111), intentions to remain (r = 0.033, p = 0.054), and intentions to leave (r = -0.030, p = 

0.075). 

Unit support (r = -0.017, p = 0.314) and relationship quality (r = 0.027, p = 0.111) were 

not correlated with duty status, nor were intentions to remain (r = 0.033, p = 0.054) and 

intentions to leave (r = -0.030, p = 0.075) correlated with duty status. However, differences were 

observed regarding morale (r = 0.077, p < 0.001), work-family balance (r = 0.110, p < 0.001), 

and depressive symptoms (r = -0.072, p < 0.001), such that National Guard and Reserve Soldiers 

tended to report greater morale, greater work-family balance, and less severe depressive 

symptoms. Furthermore, National Guard and reserve members tended to be older (r = 0.087, p < 
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0.001), more tended to report being White (r = 0.057, p < 0.001), and fewer tended to report 

being Black (r = -0.045, p < 0.001) than active-duty Soldiers.  

Multiple Mediation Model  

To address research question one and hypotheses one and two, a multiple mediation path 

model was conducted to examine the direct and indirect associations between unit support and 

work-family balance and intentions to remain and intentions to leave through morale, 

relationship quality, and depressive symptoms. Several control variables were included based on 

associations with the main variables, including age, gender, White racial identity, Black racial 

identity, educational attainment, and deployment history. Intentions to remain and intentions to 

leave were allowed to covary. Based on model fit indices, the path model demonstrated 

acceptable model fit (χ² = 267.752, df=32, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.960; TLI = 0.922; RMSEA = 

0.047). Though the χ² statistic was statistically significant, this was likely a result of the large 

sample size. Based on R-square values, 22.6% of the variance in intentions to remain and 17.1% 

of the variance in intentions to leave were accounted for by the path model. Figure 2 provides the 

graphic representation of the model. Direct effects can be found in Table 2 and indirect effects 

are provided in Table 3.  

Direct Effects 

Unit Support. Accounting for all other variables, greater unit support was associated 

with less severe depressive symptoms (β = -0.214; p < 0.001). Greater unit support was also 

associated with greater morale (β = 0.449; p < 0.001) and greater intentions to remain (β = 0.117; 

p < 0.001). Finally, greater unit support was associated with lower intentions to leave (β = -

0.135; p < 0.001). 
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Morale. Accounting for all other variables, greater morale was associated with greater 

intentions to remain (β = 0.172; p < 0.001). Greater morale was also associated with lower 

intentions to leave (β = -0.208; p < 0.001).  

Work-family Balance. Accounting for all other variables, greater work-family balance 

was associated with greater relationship quality (β = 0.284; p < 0.001). Greater work-family 

balance was also associated with less severe depressive symptoms (β = -0.321; p < 0.001) and 

greater morale (β = 0.195; p < 0.001). Though lower work-family balance was associated with 

greater intentions to leave (β = -0.058; p < 0.001), work-family balance was not associated with 

Soldiers’ intentions to remain (β = 0.020; p = 0.256). 

Relationship Quality. Accounting for all other variables, greater relationship quality was 

associated with less severe depressive symptoms (β = -0.149; p < 0.001). Poorer relationship 

quality was also associated with greater intentions to remain (β = -0.046; p < 0.001). However, 

relationship quality was not associated with Soldiers’ intentions to leave (β = 0.014; p = 0.400). 

Depressive Symptoms. Accounting for all other variables, more severe depressive 

symptoms were associated with lower morale (β = -0.242; p < 0.001). More severe depressive 

symptoms were also associated with greater intentions to leave (β = 0.077; p < 0.001). However, 

depressive symptom severity was not associated with Soldiers’ intentions to remain (β = -0.022; 

p = 0.222). 

Indirect Effects 

Unit Support. All the indirect paths beginning with unit support are explored below.  

 Intentions to Remain. Accounting for all other variables, in general, unit support had 

significant total (β = 0.207; p < 0.001) and total indirect effects (β = 0.091; p < 0.001) on 

Soldiers’ intentions to remain. Morale explained the indirect association between unit support 
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and intentions to remain, such that greater unit support was associated with greater morale, 

which was in turn associated with greater intentions to remain (β = 0.077; p < 0.001). Depressive 

symptoms did not explain the association between unit support and intentions to remain as an 

independent mediator (β = 0.005; p = 0.223). However, morale and depressive symptoms worked 

together to explain the association between unit support and intentions to remain, such that 

greater unit support was associated with less severe depressive symptoms; less severe depressive 

symptoms were associated with greater morale, which in turn were associated with greater 

intentions to remain (β = 0.009; p < 0.001). 

 Intentions to Leave. Accounting for all other variables, unit support had significant total 

(β = -0.255; p < 0.001) and total indirect effects (β = -0.120; p < 0.001) on intentions to leave. 

Unit support was indirectly associated with intentions to leave through morale, such that greater 

unit support was associated with greater morale, which was then associated with lower intentions 

to leave (β = -0.093; p < 0.001). Similarly, depressive symptoms explained the indirect 

association between unit support and intentions to leave, such that greater unit support was 

associated with less severe depressive symptoms, which were then associated with lower 

intentions to leave (β = -0.017; p < 0.001). Morale and depressive symptoms also worked 

together to explain the association between unit support and intentions to leave. Greater unit 

support was associated with less severe depressive symptoms; less severe depressive symptoms 

were associated with greater morale, which in turn was associated with lower intentions to leave 

(β = -0.011; p < 0.001). 

Work-family Balance. All the indirect paths beginning with work-family balance are 

explored below.  
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 Intentions to Remain. Accounting for all other variables, work-family balance had a 

significant total (β = 0.064; p < 0.001) and total indirect effects (β = 0.044; p < 0.001) on 

intentions to remain. Morale explained the indirect association between work-family balance and 

intentions to remain, such that greater work-family balance was associated with greater morale, 

which was in turn associated with greater intentions to remain (β = 0.034; p < 0.001). 

Relationship quality also explained the indirect association between work-family balance and 

intentions to remain, such that greater work-family balance was associated with greater 

relationship quality, which was in turn associated with lower intentions to remain (β = -0.013; p 

= 0.005). However, Soldiers’ depressive symptom severity did not explain the association 

between work-family balance and intentions to remain as an independent mediator (β = 0.007; p 

= 0.221).  

There were interactions between morale, relationship quality, and depressive symptoms 

as multiple mediators of the association between work-family balance and intentions to remain. 

Greater work family balance was associated with less severe depressive symptoms, which were 

associated with greater morale, which was then associated with greater intentions to remain (β = 

0.013; p < 0.001). Also, greater work-family balance was associated with greater relationship 

quality, which was associated with less severe depressive symptoms, which was associated with 

greater morale, which was finally associated with greater intentions to remain (β = 0.002; p < 

0.001). However, this indirect path was not significant when morale was removed as a mediator 

(β = 0.001; p = 0.226). 

Intentions to Leave. Accounting for all other variables, work-family balance had 

significant total (β = -0.141; p < 0.001) and total indirect effects (β = -0.083; p < 0.001) on 

intentions to leave. Morale explained the indirect association between work-family balance and 
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intentions to leave, such that greater work-family balance was associated with greater morale, 

which was in turn associated with lower intentions to leave (β = -0.040; p < 0.001). However, 

relationship quality did not explain the association between work-family balance and intentions 

to leave (β = 0.004; p = 0.402). Depressive symptoms explained the indirect association between 

work-family balance and intentions to leave, such that greater work family balance was 

associated with lower depressive symptoms, which in turn were associated with lower intentions 

to leave (β = -0.025; p < 0.001). 

There were interactions between morale, relationship quality, and depressive symptoms 

as multiple mediators of the association between work-family balance and intentions to leave. 

Greater work-family balance was associated with less severe depressive symptoms, which were 

associated with greater morale, which was associated with lower intentions to leave (β = -0.016; 

p < 0.001). Similarly, work-family balance was associated with greater relationship quality, 

which was associated with less severe depressive symptoms, which were associated with lower 

intentions to leave (β = -0.003; p < 0.001). Finally, greater work-family balance was associated 

with greater relationship quality, which was then associated with less severe depressive 

symptoms; more severe depressive symptoms were associated with greater morale, which was 

lastly associated with lower intentions to leave (β = -0.002; p < 0.001). 

Control Variables 

 Several covariates were included in the model based on previous research and significant 

associations with main variables in the current study. Soldiers who were older tended to report 

greater morale (β = 0.083; p < 0.001), greater intentions to remain (β = 0.290; p < 0.001), and 

lower intentions to leave (β = -0.176; p < 0.001). Women tended to report lower unit support (β 

= -0.102; p < 0.001) and more severe depressive symptoms (β = 0.070; p < 0.001). Soldiers who 
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identified as White tended to report greater romantic relationship quality (β = 0.090; p < 0.001) 

and lower intentions to remain (β = -0.067; p < 0.001). Soldiers who identified as Black tended 

to report lower unit support (β = -0.075; p < 0.001) and lower romantic relationship quality (β = -

0.080; p < 0.001). Soldiers with higher levels of educational attainment tended to report greater 

work-family balance (β = 0.034; p = 0.051), greater unit support (β = 0.099; p < 0.001), and 

greater morale (β = 0.079; p < 0.001). Finally, Soldiers who had completed more deployments 

tended to report greater intentions to remain (β = 0.122; p < 0.001). Intentions to remain and 

intentions to leave covaried, such that greater intentions to remain were associated with lower 

intentions to leave (β = -0.454; p < 0.001). 

Multigroup Moderation Model 

 To address research question 2, multigroup moderation of the path model was conducted 

with duty status (i.e., active-duty versus National Guard or Reserve) as the moderating variable. 

First, an unconstrained model was tested in which all paths were allowed to vary across the two 

groups. Then, an additional model was tested in which all paths were constrained to be equal 

across the two groups. To determine whether differences existed between active-duty and 

National Guard or Reserve Soldiers, a chi square differences test was conducted. Multigroup 

moderation results are presented in Table 4. The test indicated that there were statistically 

significant differences between active-duty and National Guard or Reserve Soldiers (Δ χ2 = 

60.771, df = 30, p < 0.001). Given these results, each path of the primary model was examined 

separately unconstraining the path and comparing model fit to the fully constrained model. Chi 

square differences tests were again conducted to compare these new models with the fully 

constrained model. A few significant differences emerged between active-duty and National 
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Guard or Reserve Soldiers. Those paths are explored here. All other paths are presented in Table 

4. 

The first significant difference was identified in the path from unit support to depressive 

symptoms (Δ χ2 = 5.049, df = 1, p = 0.025). Unit support was associated with less severe 

depressive symptoms to a greater extent for active-duty Soldiers (β = -0.224; p < 0.001) than 

National Guard and Reserve Soldiers (β = -0.188; p < 0.001). Additionally, duty status 

moderated the path from work-family balance to depressive symptoms (Δ χ2 = 6.279, df = 1, p = 

0.012), such that work-family balance was associated with less severe depressive symptoms to a 

greater extent for active-duty Soldiers (β = -0.325; p < 0.001) than National Guard and Reserve 

Soldiers (β = -0.260; p < 0.001). Duty status also appeared to moderate the association between 

unit support and intentions to remain (Δ χ2 = 6.069, df = 1, p = 0.014). Unit support was 

associated with intentions to remain to a greater extent for National Guard and Reserve Soldiers 

(β = 0.193; p < 0.001) than active-duty Soldiers (β = 0.102; p < 0.001). 

Three additional moderated pathways approached significance, including the paths 

between morale and intentions to leave (Δ χ2 = 3.769, df = 1, p = 0.052), relationship quality and 

intentions to remain (Δ χ2 = 3.388, df = 1, p = 0.066), and depressive symptoms and intentions to 

leave (Δ χ2 = 3.609, df = 1, p = 0.057). Lower morale may matter more for active-duty Soldiers 

(β = -0.215; p < 0.001) compared to National Guard or Reserve Soldiers (β = -0.156; p < 0.001) 

regarding their intentions to leave. Additionally, in a comparison that approached significance, 

greater relationship quality was associated with lower intentions to remain for active-duty 

Soldiers (β = -0.056; p = 0.001), but relationship quality and intentions to remain were not 

associated among National Guard or Reserve Soldiers (β = 0.011; p = 0.748). Lastly, it may be 
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that depressive symptoms are associated with intentions to leave among active-duty Soldiers (β = 

0.087; p < 0.001), but not National Guard or Reserve Soldiers (β = 0.002; p = 0.960).  
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

This study first aimed to explore how work-related factors, family-related factors, and 

personal well-being contributed to Service members’ intentions to remain in or leave military 

service. Furthermore, prior research indicated that challenges associated with balancing military 

duties and full-time civilian careers may complicate military career decision-making among 

members of the Reserve Component (i.e., National Guard and Reserves; Griffith, 2015; Kapp & 

Torreon, 2021; Schuh et al., 2016; Schumm et al., 2001). Thus, this study also sought to examine 

potential variation in the interactions of work-related factors, family-related factors, and personal 

well-being as determinants of Service members’ career intentions based on whether they are 

active-duty versus National Guard or Reserve members. Below, the key takeaways, limitations 

and future directions, and implications derived from this study are explored. 

Determinants of Military Career Intentions  

The first purpose of this study was to explore how work-related factors, family-related 

factors, and personal well-being predict Service members’ intentions to remain in and/or leave 

military service. Work-related factors tested in this model included Soldiers’ self-reported unit 

support and morale. Family-related factors included self-reported perceptions of work-family 

balance and romantic relationship quality. Lastly, Soldiers’ personal well-being was reflected 

through their self-reported depressive symptoms. Multiple factors emerged as salient 

determinants of military career intentions. Importantly, while individual determinants were 

assessed, the influence of these factors on military career intentions were observed holistically  

across life domains. That is, each of these factors functioned together to inform Service 

members’ intentions to remain in or leave the military. 
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Supportive Work Environments are Critical for Retention 

The contributions of unit support and morale highlighted that the supportive nature of 

Service members’ work environment is of important consideration for their intentions to remain 

in or leave the military. First, it was hypothesized that greater unit support would be directly 

associated with greater intentions to remain and lower intentions to leave, and indirectly 

associated with these outcomes through lower depressive symptoms and greater morale. The 

results indicated that greater unit support was directly associated with greater intentions to 

remain and lower intentions to leave. That is, Soldiers who reported greater perceived support 

from their unit members and leaders tended to report greater intentions to remain and lower 

intentions to leave the military. These findings align with a recent investigation of retention 

among 740 post-deployment active-duty Soldiers; perceptions of low cohesion among their unit 

members and leaders were associated with a greater likelihood of leaving the military (Vasterling 

et al., 2015). Notably, in that study, poor unit cohesion and fewer years in the military were the 

only two work-related factors associated with military attrition. Deployment-related stressors and 

war-zone stress exposure were not directly associated with retention. Those findings coupled 

with findings from the current study position unit cohesion as an important leverage point for 

addressing retention.  

Beyond the direct associations between unit support and military career intentions, unit 

support was also related to two salient constructs that also had some bearing on military 

retention. This means that unit support had both a direct and an indirect effect on retention, 

primarily through depressive symptoms and morale.  

Previous research established a link between Service members’ mental health and their 

career intentions, with poorer mental health (e.g., more severe depressive symptoms) being 
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associated with lower intentions to remain (Lancaster et al., 2013) and greater intentions to leave 

(Wright et al., 2012). This investigation positioned depressive symptoms as a mediator, or 

linking mechanism, between unit cohesion and retention. Findings suggest that depressive 

symptoms did mediate the association between unit support and intentions to leave. However, 

depressive symptoms did not mediate the association between unit support and intentions to 

remain. These differential results were somewhat surprising but may indicate that depressive 

symptoms serve as a more of a motivating factor to leave the military than to stay. That is, 

Service members who have more severe depressive symptoms may seek to leave the military in 

response to their poor mental health, while those who are in good mental health may not derive 

their status as a reason to stay in the military. Congruent with the current study’s findings, a 

profile analysis of 6,501 Canadian military personnel conducted by Meyer et al. (2013) 

demonstrated that Service members who were uncommitted to their military jobs tended to 

report having more severe depressive symptoms. These Service members also engaged in greater 

job-seeking outside of the military context. Similarly, it appears that depressive symptoms are a 

significant contributor to Service members’ desire to leave the military and may push them 

towards seeking other careers. 

Morale was also posited to be a linking mechanism between unit support and military 

career intentions. Previous research has demonstrated close positive associations between 

perceived cohesion among unit members and morale, such that greater unit support was 

associated with greater morale (Ivey et al., 2015). Furthermore, some research has demonstrated 

associations between Service members’ morale and their intentions to remain (Ivey et al., 2015; 

Schumm & Bell, 2000). In the current study, Soldiers who reported greater unit support tended to 

report greater morale, and in turn tended to report greater intentions to remain and lower 
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intentions to leave. Though depressive symptoms did not mediate the association between unit 

support and intentions to remain, morale explained an association between depressive symptoms 

and both intentions to remain and intentions to leave. These findings highlight the important 

mediating role morale plays in connecting Service members’ perceptions of unit support to their 

military career intentions as well as how personal mental health (e.g., depressive symptoms) 

appears to spill over to impact morale, which then has robust implications to retention. 

Balancing Work and Family Life and Mental Well-being Matter  for Retention 

 Next, the model highlighted the family-related factors that were theorized to impact 

retention. Specifically, work-family balance was positioned to be directly associated with 

intentions to remain and/or leave military service and indirectly associated with intentions to 

remain and/or leave military service through romantic relationship quality, depressive symptoms, 

and morale.  

Interestingly, work-family balance was not directly associated with Soldiers’ intentions to 

remain, but it was associated with intentions to leave. At first glance, it may appear that these 

findings contradict previous research regarding the salience of work-family balance for retention. 

For example, King et al. (2020) surveyed 1,309 Air Force women and discovered that success at 

balancing work and family demands contributed to retention, namely intentions to remain in the 

military. In the current study, work-family balance was not associated with intentions to remain, 

but poorer work-family balance was associated with greater intentions to leave. This, in part, 

may align with previous research in which factors associated with perceptions of work-family 

balance, such as work-family conflict, have contributed to intentions to leave (Zarei, 2019). Like 

depressive symptoms, it is possible that work-family balance is a more salient determinant of 

reasons to leave military service than to stay. For instance, it’s possible that Service members 
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who feel that they are unable to balance their work and family obligations may choose to leave 

the military and focus on their family obligations. This would reflect the struggle many military 

families face with the competing obligations of the military and the family as “greedy 

institutions” (Segal, 1986).  

A similar dilemma has been reflected in the civilian literature. For example, Watanabe 

and Falci (2016) found that university employees who reported greater conflict between work 

and family obligations tended to report greater intentions to leave. Another study of 620 health 

care and senior services customer-contact employees demonstrated a direct relationship between 

poorer work-family balance and greater turnover intentions, reinforcing the role of work-family 

balance as a potential deterrent from remaining in one’s job (Vanderpool & Way, 2013). 

However, maintaining a satisfactory balance between work and family obligations may not 

necessarily serve as an incentive for Service members to stay in the military.  

Various indirect associations between work-family balance and the two indicators of 

retention, intentions to remain and intentions to leave, were also examined. First, relationship 

quality explained the association between work-family balance and intentions to remain, such 

that greater work-family balance was associated with greater relationship quality, which in turn 

was associated with lower intentions to remain. This finding was contradictory to expectations. 

Wilcove et al. (2003) reported that a sample of 8,165 Navy personnel demonstrated through 

structural equation modelling that greater satisfaction with romantic relationships, as a 

component of personal factors, was associated with greater intentions to reenlist. No similar path 

through relationship quality was found from work-family balance to intentions to leave in the 

current study. This also contrasts with some prior findings. A Dutch sample demonstrated a link 

from work-family conflict to intentions to leave through relationship satisfaction (Andres et al., 
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2012). Though the current study’s results differ from prior research, the inclusion of additional 

mediating variables may help better elaborate on the mediating role of relationship quality. 

In the current study, depressive symptoms did not independently mediate the association 

between work-family balance and intentions to remain or intentions to leave, but work-family 

balance was associated with more severe depressive symptoms. This result is consistent with a 

study of war-zone-deployed conducted by Borowski et al. (2021) Veterans which found that men 

who reported that work interfered with family responsibilities tended to have more severe 

depressive symptoms.  

Finally, morale appears to have played a key mediating role for the association between 

work-family balance and military career intentions. That is, greater work-family balance was 

associated with greater morale, which in turn was associated with greater intentions to remain 

and lower intentions to leave. In addition, morale also helped to explain the mediating roles of 

relationship quality and depressive symptoms in predicting military career intentions. Soldiers 

who reported greater work family balance tended to report greater romantic relationship quality, 

less severe depressive symptoms, greater morale, and thus greater intentions to leave and lower 

intentions to remain. Without the context of morale, relationship quality and depressive 

symptoms were not significant mediators for both career intentions outcomes. This finding 

highlights that the mechanisms through which work-family balance can contribute to career 

intentions is multifaceted and thus require the simultaneous consideration of work-related 

factors, family-related factors, and personal well-being for retention. 

Influences on Military Career Intentions Differ Based on Duty Status 

 The second aim of this study was to explore whether this model of retention fit similarly 

for Soldiers based on their duty status (i.e., being a member of the Active Component versus the 
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Reserve Component [National Guard or Reserve]). In other words, do these determinants of 

retention matter similarly for active-duty members and those serving in the National Guard or 

Reserve? Given the exploratory nature of this investigation, specific outcomes were not 

hypothesized. Multigroup moderated mediation indicated a significant difference between active-

duty and National Guard or Reserve members in the hypothesized path model. This initial 

finding demonstrates that work-related factors, family-related factors, and personal well-being 

may contribute to Service members’ career intentions in different ways depending on whether a 

Service member is serving in the Active Component versus the Reserve Component. Further 

analyses identified several specific pathways which differed between the two groups. 

 The first significant differences observed between active-duty and National Guard or 

Reserve Soldiers were in the paths from unit support and work-family balance to depressive 

symptoms. In general, Soldiers who reported greater perceived support from fellow unit 

members and unit leaders tended to report less severe depressive symptoms. This association was 

more robust for active-duty Soldiers. Similarly, Soldiers who reported greater work-family 

balance tended to report less severe depressive symptoms. This association was also amplified 

for active-duty Soldiers. Given the limited research on differential associations in work-related 

factors, family-related factors, and personal well-being, these findings offer novel insight into 

relationships among various determinants of military retention. It may be that for Soldiers who 

serve in the military as a full-time occupation, their mental health is more closely tied to unit 

cohesion, a central source of work-related social support, and the ability to balance work and 

family demands (Brooks & Greenberg, 2018). Importantly, although the relationships between 

unit support, work-family balance, and depressive symptoms were stronger for active-duty 

Soldiers, they were still significant for National Guard and Reserve Soldiers as well.  
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 An additional significant difference between active-duty and National Guard or Reserve 

Soldiers was observed in the path from unit support to intentions to remain. Among both active-

duty and National Guard or Reserve personnel, Soldiers who reported greater perceptions of 

support from fellow unit members and unit leaders tended to report greater intentions to remain 

in the military. This association was more robust for National Guard and Reserve Soldiers. As 

mentioned previously, certain determinants of career intentions may function as incentives for 

Service members to remain in the military. Perhaps feeling more supported by one’s unit 

members and leaders may serve as such an incentive. Randall (2006) reported that among a 

sample of 26,250 Army National Guard personnel, perceptions of leaders’ interest in unit 

members’ well-being contributed to Soldiers’ intentions to remain in the military. The current 

study echoes these results and suggests that unit support is indeed a salient factor related to 

retention intentions among Reserve Component members. National Guard and Reserve members 

commit less working time to the military and balance military responsibilities with their civilian 

careers (Kapp & Torreon, 2021). Thus, Reserve Component Service members may be 

disconnected from their fellow unit members. It’s possible that feeling a sense of connectedness 

with their unit members may be a source of encouragement to continue in military service. 

 Several paths in the model also approached significance acknowledging some potential 

differences between active-duty and National Guard or Reserve Soldiers. For instance, only 

active-duty Soldiers who reported lower levels of morale tended to report greater intentions to 

leave. Morale and intentions to leave were not associated for National Guard or Reserve 

Soldiers. Prior research has demonstrated a link between morale and intentions to remain among 

a sample of National Guard and Reserve members (e.g., Randall, 2006), similar to the findings in 

the current study. Thus, morale may be a more salient determinant of National Guard or Reserve 
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member’s intentions to remain compared to their intentions to leave, though future research 

establishing a statistically significant result will be required to reach this conclusion.  

 Another observation that approached significant differences between active-duty and 

National Guard or Reserve Soldiers was in the path from couple relationship quality to intentions 

to remain. Active-duty Soldiers who reported greater relationship quality tended to report lower 

intentions to remain. This was not observed among National Guard or Reserve Soldiers. There 

was no significant difference between active-duty and National Guard or Reserve personnel in 

the lack of a contribution of romantic relationship quality to Service members intentions to leave. 

These results suggest that while relationship quality may be important for active-duty Service 

members’ intentions to remain, it may be a less salient contributor to career intentions for 

National Guard and Reserve Service members. 

 The last observation to approach significant differences between active-duty and National 

Guard or Reserve Soldiers was the association between depressive symptoms and intentions to 

leave. In examining the samples separately, active-duty Soldiers who reported more severe 

depressive symptoms tended to report greater intentions to leave. As discussed earlier, it may be 

that poorer mental health may function as a deterrent from continuing in military service but not 

an incentive to remain in the military. This may be true specifically for active-duty personnel 

rather than National Guard and Reserve Soldiers, who may consider not the status of their mental 

health when planning their military careers. However, future research with significant results will 

be required to obtain a more accurate depiction of this phenomenon. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 The findings of this study must be interpreted in the context of its limitations. First, all 

participants in the study were members of the Army. The results may have been more 
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generalizable to all Service members if participants from various military branches were 

included. However, it is important to note that prior research among more diverse samples of 

domestic and international military personnel demonstrated similar contributions of determinants 

of career intentions. Thus, the findings of the current study are still somewhat generalizable to 

American and some international Service members. 

 Another limitation regarding the sample used for the current study is that data collection 

occurred between 2011 and 2013. The operations in Iraq and Afghanistan which were a response 

to the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States were concluding during the 

early 2010s. As such, it is possible that the context of military service during this time may not 

reflect similar experiences to Service members nearly a decade later. Future studies may collect 

more recent data from Service members to understand whether similar patterns in the 

contributions of work-related factors, family-related factors, and personal well-being emerge. 

Third, this study was guided by the personal choice model (Capon et al., 2007), a family 

systems perspective, and recent empirical research to guide these inclusion of retention 

determinants. Yet, given the secondary nature of the data analyses, the selection of study 

variables and constructs were limited. Specifically, some constructs were measured with single-

item indicators (i.e., work-family balance, morale, intentions to remain, and intentions to leave). 

More robust measures may provide greater insight into future investigations. Furthermore, the 

measure of morale did not use descriptive language (i.e., “How would you rate your level of 

morale?”) that would ensure shared meaning of the construct among Soldiers completing the 

questionnaire. It is possible that the differences in how Service members personally define 

morale may have reduced the validity and reliability of the measure. Future research may include 

more comprehensive and descriptive measures to provide a more nuanced understanding of the 
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contributions of work-related factors, family-related factors, and personal well-being on Service 

members’ career intentions.  

Also, a few constructs (e.g., community involvement, met expectations) from the 

personal choice model were not included in this model because they were not assessed in the 

Army STARRS dataset and thus could not be included in the analyses. Future research on factors 

contributing to Service members’ career intentions may incorporate these constructs into the 

context of the expanded model in the current study. Another variable that would have been 

helpful to include was military rank (i.e., officer or enlisted). Because rank was not available in 

the dataset, educational attainment was used as a proxy. Rank may be an important determinant 

of Service members’ career intentions given that officers are often granted more privileges, 

benefits, and career opportunities than enlisted personnel (Kirby & Naftel, 2000). Therefore, 

future examinations of determinants of Service members’ career intentions may include rank as 

an additional predictor or control variable.  

Path analysis allows for the examination of causal hypotheses and strength of 

relationships among variables. However, these relationships are correlational and cannot 

determine the direction of effects. Given this limitation, in addition to the use of cross-sectional 

data which restricts the ability to infer causality and change over time, future studies will benefit 

from the use of analyses that indicate the direction of effects among work-related factors, family-

related factors, personal well-being, and career intentions among Service members. 

This study may inform future research on retention. First, while this study focused on 

military career intentions specifically, the findings may be somewhat generalizable to the wider 

civilian population. The current study’s results were concurrent with prior civilian literature (e.g., 

Odle-Dusseau et al., 2012) on retention. Furthermore, the personal choice model of military 
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retention was created based on civilian retention theories (Capon et al., 2007). Thus, future 

research may explore how work-related factors, family-related factors, and mental health work 

together to influence civilians’ intentions to remain in or leave their current positions of 

employment. In addition, the results of this study highlight the importance of conducting 

comprehensive assessments of factors contributing to military career intentions. Future studies 

may account for holistic perspectives on determinants of career intentions. Lastly, some Soldiers 

who participated in the current study indicated that they were uncertain about their military 

career intentions. This subgroup may be of particular interest for future longitudinal examination 

of what work-related factors, family-related factors, and personal well-being may serve as a 

turning point for Service members’ military career intentions. 

Practical and Policy Implications 

 This study had important implications for policy and practice to enhance military 

retention. The first point of intervention lies within units, namely cultivating a support 

environment and maintaining morale. Soldiers’ perceptions of support derived from their fellow 

unit members and unit leaders was an important contributor to their intentions to remain in the 

military, especially among National Guard and Reserve personnel. Increasing unit support is a 

multilevel process. Unit leaders may take action to create a more supportive work environment 

by showing concern and interest in the well-being of their subordinates. Military installations 

may also continue to organize community events to encourage social engagement among unit 

members and their families and build social support. However, it is important to acknowledge 

that installation-based events may be less relevant to National Guard and Reserve families, as 

they tend to be more widely geographically dispersed away from military installations. 
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Morale was another contributor to Soldiers’ intentions to remain and intentions to leave. 

Importantly, morale served as a mediator for other determinants of career intentions (i.e., unit 

support, work-family balance, relationship quality, and depressive symptoms). Thus, targeting 

morale may be an important step to reduce the likelihood of leaving and increase the likelihood 

of staying in the military. Each branch of the military operates a Morale, Welfare, and Recreation 

(MWR) program that seeks to promote military readiness and retention through community and 

family activities. Service members’ utilization of MWR services has been associated with 

improved satisfaction with military life, unit teamwork, and intentions to remain in the military 

(Marshall-Mies et al., 2011). Continued investment into these programs and encouragement of 

Service members to utilize their services may improve Service members’ career intentions and 

thus retention. 

In general, poorer work-family balance was associated with Soldiers’ greater intentions to 

leave. Furthermore, work-family balance had important implications for Service members’ 

depressive symptoms, another determinant of intentions to leave. These finding highlights that 

work-family balance-promoting policies may be a critical turning point for Service members 

who are considering leaving the military. More family-friendly work environments contribute to 

Service members’ greater commitment to military service (Huffman et al., 2008). The 

Department of Defense may update or implement policies which promote work-family balance, 

such as shorter deployments, extended maternity or paternity leave, providing opportunities for 

remote work, and offering flexibility for work schedules (Wadsworth & Southwell, 2011). 

Though greater romantic relationship quality demonstrated an unexpected association 

with lower intentions to remain, greater romantic relationship quality did indirectly contribute to 

greater intentions to remain and lower intentions to leave through less severe depressive 
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symptoms and greater morale. Thus, while relationship quality may not be an immediate priority 

for the promotion of retention, it may be useful to promote greater relationship quality alongside 

other determinants of military career intentions. Though improving one’s relationship quality is 

largely the responsibility of the romantic partners, a variety of resources may help couples work 

together to increase relationship quality. Couples may also access evidence-based relationship 

interventions, such as the Mindfulness-based Relationship Enhancement intervention that has 

demonstrated positive effects on military couples’ marital quality (Hinckley et al., 2020). 

Another intervention, Prevention and Relationship Education Program (PREP) for Strong Bonds, 

which is delivered by Army chaplains, has demonstrated moderate success at improving 

communication and bonding among Army couples (Allen et al., 2011). Military unit leaders may 

also contribute to efforts to improve relationship quality among unit members and their families. 

In their randomized controlled trial including 250 Veterans in the civilian workforce, Brady et al. 

(2021) found that when work supervisors completed a supportive supervisor training to help 

employees ability to meet their marital needs, Veterans reported greater marital relationship 

quality. Future research may determine whether similar trainings conducted among military unit 

leaders may have similar effects on active-duty Service members’ romantic relationship quality. 

The final determinant of military career intentions examined in this study were Soldiers’ 

depressive symptoms. Depressive symptoms worked to “push” active-duty Service members to 

consider leaving the military. A variety of mental health resources are available to Service 

members, such as formal services military medical treatment facilities, counseling through 

support organizations (e.g., Military One Source), and treatment from civilian providers. 

Referring Service members to these mental health resources serves two purposes: first, to 

improve the well-being of Service members struggling with mental health concerns; and second, 
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to promote retention by reducing the burden of poor mental health on Service members’ 

commitment to military service. Unit leaders may play an important role in addressing Service 

members’ mental health concerns by monitoring their subordinates for symptoms of depression 

and encouraging those Service members who are struggling to seek support.   

Conclusion 

Adapting the framework of the personal choice model of military retention (Capon et al., 

2007) and family systems theory (Kerr & Bowen, 1988), this study was conducted to examine 

how work-related factors, family-related factors, and personal well-being contribute to Service 

members’ military career intentions (i.e., research question one). Data from 3,506 Soldiers who 

participated in Army STARRS were pulled to examine associations among unit support, morale, 

work-family balance, romantic relationship quality, depressive symptoms, intentions to remain in 

military service beyond their current obligation, and intentions to leave the military before their 

current obligation ends if they had the option to do so. Path analysis was conducted to model the 

direct and indirect effects of unit support on intentions to remain and intentions to leave through 

depressive symptoms and morale (i.e., hypothesis one), and the direct and indirect effects of 

work-family balance on intentions to remain and intentions to leave through romantic 

relationship quality, depressive symptoms, and morale (i.e., hypothesis two). This study also 

sought to explore whether the contributions of work-related factors, family-related factors, and 

personal well-being differed among Active Component (i.e., active-duty) and Reserve 

Component (i.e., National Guard or Reserve) personnel (i.e., research question two). Multigroup 

moderation mediation was conducted to test Soldiers’ duty status as a moderator of the initial 

path model. Results from the path analysis demonstrated significant direct and indirect effects of 

unit support and work-family balance on Soldiers’ military career intentions. The moderation 
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analyses revealed few significant differences in the contributions of work-related factors, family-

related factors, and personal well-being to military career intentions between active-duty and 

National Guard or Reserve Soldiers. 

The results of this study are situated in the context of their limitations. These limitations 

include the use of secondary data, data only being sourced from a single military branch, and the 

use of education as a proxy for rank. Limitations also stem from using single-item measures of 

work-family balance, morale, intentions to remain, and intentions to leave. Lastly, relationships 

among variables were examined using path analysis, which does not allow for the determination 

of direction of effects among variables. Future research may expand upon the current study’s 

findings by using primary source data, collecting data from multiple military branches, recording 

participating Service members’ rank, using validated, multi-item measures that capture the 

complexity of study constructs, and conducting analyses that allow for the interpretation of the 

direction of effects among variables. 

Despite these limitations, the results of this study inform opportunities to promote 

military retention through policy and resource development. Military unit leaders may benefit 

from trainings to create a supportive and family-friendly work environment and to recognize 

symptoms of depression to refer Service members to mental health resources. Resources 

provided through the DoD or support organizations also offer opportunities to increase morale 

(e.g., Morale, Welfare, and Recreation programs), romantic relationship quality (e.g., 

relationship education programs), and mental well-being (e.g., mental health treatment). Lastly, 

the DoD may reevaluate and update existing work-family policies (e.g., maternity and paternity 

leave, remote work opportunities) to facilitate work-family balance among Service members. 
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Together, these initiatives may work to support the DoD’s goal to retain highly trained military 

personnel and promote Service member readiness. 
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Figure 1 

Conceptual Model 

 

Note. This model accounted for Soldiers’ age, gender, white/black race, education and 

deployment history. 
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Figure 2  

Multiple Mediation Path Analysis of Associations Among Work-related Factors, Family-related 

Factors, and Personal Well-being on Soldiers’ Intentions to Remain and Intentions to Leave the 

Military 

 

Note. Standardized path coefficients are reported. χ² = 267.752, df = 32, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.960; 

TLI = 0.922; RMSEA = 0.047. This model accounted for Soldiers’ age, gender, white/black race, 

education and deployment history (see text). * = p < 0.05, ** = p < 0.01, *** p = < 0.001. 

 


