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Life Meaning Following Combat Among Air Force Security Forces
Personnel

Craig J. Bryan
National Center for Veterans Studies, Salt Lake

City, Utah and The University of Utah

William B. Elder
The University of Utah

Mary McNaughton-Cassill and
Augustine Osman

University of Texas at San Antonio

Ann Marie Hernandez and Sybil Allison
University of Texas Health Science Center San

Antonio

An active duty Air Force ground combat unit (n � 189) completed surveys about
trauma and combat exposure, mood symptoms, and meaning in life. Two dimen-
sions of deployment-related traumas were assessed: combat (e.g., firing weapons,
being fired upon) and aftermath (e.g., seeing dead bodies, injury). Results of
regression analyses indicated that Airmen who experienced more intense combat
reported less presence of meaning in life, although the significant interaction with
gender suggested declines in meaning in life were especially pronounced among
males with higher combat intensity. In contrast, more intense aftermath exposure
was associated with slightly stronger meaning in life, with no differences by
gender. Intensity of combat exposure might differentially affect perceived meaning
in life for male versus female combatants.

Keywords: military, Air Force, meaning in life, combat

Following adversity and major stressors,
individuals demonstrate a continuum of re-
sponses. Some individuals demonstrate symp-
toms of trauma that are chronic and debilitat-
ing, others experience minor symptoms for a
short period of time, and some seem to re-
cover quickly but decompensate with time
(Bonanno, 2004). For those in military ser-
vice, there is converging evidence of in-
creased posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
rates following war-zone deployment (Vast-

erling et al., 2010) with exposure to a combat
situation correlated with screening positive
for PTSD (Hoge et al., 2004; Hoge, Auchter-
lonie, & Milliken, 2006). Combined samples
of U.S. service members deployed to Iraq or
Afghanistan reveal estimated PTSD rates of
14% (Tanielian & Jaycox, 2008) These sol-
diers were also significantly more likely to
leave service during the year following de-
ployment (Hoge et al., 2006).

For many who are exposed to loss through
traumatic events, positive changes such as
improved relationships and shifts in life phi-
losophy occur (Bonanno, 2004; Tedeschi &
Calhoun, 2004). These positive changes have
been found following a wide range of stres-
sors including medical diagnoses, natural di-
sasters, assaults, and military combat (Linley
& Joseph, 2004). For example, in studies of
those who have lost a spouse or parent, 10 –
42% of participants reported less depression,
positive changes, and a deeper understanding
of life following the death of a loved one
(Bonanno et al., 2002; Shuchter & Zisook,

Craig J. Bryan, National Center for Veterans Studies, Salt
Lake City, Utah and Department of Psychology, The Uni-
versity of Utah; William B. Elder, Department of Education,
The University of Utah; Mary McNaughton-Cassill and
Augustine Osman, Department of Psychology, University
of Texas at San Antonio; Ann Marie Hernandez and Sybil
Allison, Department of Psychiatry, University of Texas
Health Science Center at San Antonio.

Correspondence concerning this article should be ad-
dressed to Craig J. Bryan, National Center for Veterans
Studies, 260 S. Central Campus Dr., Room 205, Salt Lake
City, UT 84112. E-mail: craig.bryan@utah.edu
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1993; Schwartzberg & Janoff-Bulman, 1991).
These positive changes may also occur in
military populations following combat expe-
riences. Elder and Clipp (1989), for instance,
found that combat veterans from the Vietnam
War were more likely to endorse positive than
negative outcomes resulting from their com-
bat experiences. Specifically, 60 –70% of the
combat veterans in their sample reported
newfound ability to cope with adversity, self-
discipline, greater independence, and a
broader perspective on life.

Along these lines, Tedeschi, Park, and Cal-
houn (1998) documented the phenomenon of
self-reported positive changes after a highly
stressful event in their studies of posttrau-
matic growth. Following a traumatic event,
individuals are intrinsically motivated to re-
build the assumptions, values, schemas, and
personal narratives that have been challenged
by the experience. Through a process of ac-
commodation and assimilation, trauma survi-
vors search for meaning to understand what
has happened, and how and why the event
happened (Joseph & Linley, 2005). As new
information is accommodated, positive, per-
sonal growth occurs, leading to stronger rela-
tionships, resilience, and a clearer philosophy
of life (Joseph & Linley, 2005). The more that
an individual actively thinks about and makes
meaning of the event, the more likely it is that
posttraumatic growth will take place (Tedes-
chi et al., 1998).

A key process toward posttraumatic growth
is the ability to make meaning of the trauma.
Meaning-making as a coping strategy for those
who face unwanted or unchangeable events has
recently been studied in stress and coping re-
search (Park & Folkman, 1997). Meaning has
been defined as “perceptions of significance”
and has been shown to lead to less psycholog-
ical distress and greater life satisfaction, better
adjustment, and the ability to move on (Brooks
& Matson, 1982; Horowitz, 1990; Holahan,
Moos, Holahan, & Brennan, 1995) Results of
several studies suggest the presence of meaning
has a protective effect against psychological
distress (Johnson, Wood, Gooding, Taylor, &
Tarrier, 2011; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler,
2006) and is associated with recovery following
trauma (Park & Ai, 2006; Southwick, Gilmar-
tin, McDonough, & Morrissey, 2006). This in-
verse relationship extends to Iraq and Afghani-

stan veterans, for whom a stronger presence of
meaning in life is associated with less severe
PTSD symptoms (Owens, Steger, Whitesell, &
Herrera, 2009).

In contrast, a recent meta-analysis of 87 stud-
ies found that the search for meaning following
adversity is related to greater psychological dis-
tress including posttraumatic symptoms, de-
pression, and anxiety (Helgeson, Reynolds, &
Tomich, 2006). It has been proposed that the
search for meaning is an associated feature of
unresolved cognitive processing, such that the
search for meaning in life is akin to the absence
of meaning in life (or meaninglessness; Linley
& Joseph, 2011). Perhaps not surprisingly,
meaninglessness is associated with increased
likelihood to seek out mental health treatment
among combat veterans (Fontana & Rosenheck,
2005), and finding meaning in life is proposed
to be a critical component of the emotional
processing that leads directly to the many pos-
itive changes observed following adversity, as
well as enhanced psychological well-being (Jo-
seph & Linley, 2008; Zika & Chamberlain,
1992).

Unfortunately, research on the impact of
combat experiences on veterans’ sense of mean-
ing in life is limited. Although a stronger sense
of meaning in life has been found to be corre-
lated with less severe PTSD symptoms and gen-
eral psychological distress among veterans
(Currier, Holland, Chisty, & Allen, 2011; Gil-
lies & Neimeyer, 2006; Owens, Steger, White-
sell, & Herrera, 2009; Park, 2010; Park & Folk-
man, 1997; Schok, Kleber, Elands, & Weerts,
2008), even when controlling for depression
and guilt (Owens et al., 2009), neither of these
studies considered the associations among fac-
tors that might contribute to a strengthening (or
weakening) of meaning in life, such as trauma
intensity, differential types of trauma exposure,
and gender differences. The primary aim of the
current study was therefore to explore the asso-
ciations among combat- and noncombat-related
stressors and traumas with meaning in life in a
sample of active duty military personnel. We
sought to determine whether meaning in life
was affected by trauma intensity and types of
deployment-related experiences. Finally, we
sought to determine any gender differences as-
sociated with the formation of life meaning
following combat exposure.
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Method

Participants

Participants included 189 active duty Secu-
rity Forces personnel stationed at an Air Force
Base in the southeast United States with a pri-
mary ground combat mission and frequent de-
ployments. Almost all participants (93.7%) had
deployed at least once, and most had deployed
multiple times (M � 2.20, SD � 1.67, range:
0–8). The majority of personnel reported at
least one deployment with traditional combat
duties such as area security, quick reaction
force, or police transition team. Other endorsed
mission types included base security and sup-
port operations, humanitarian operations, and/or
detainee operations. Of these 189 Airmen, 181
(95.8%) completed the surveys. The sample
was predominantly male (n � 150, 79.4%),
with an average age of 25.96 (SD � 5.92) years.
Racial distribution was 59.8% Caucasian,
23.3% African American, 2.6% Native Ameri-
can or Alaskan Native, 1.1% Asian Ameri-
can,.5% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander,
9.0% “other,” and 3.7% unknown. Only 8.5%
endorsed Hispanic/Latino ethnicity as well.

Instruments

Meaning in life. The Meaning in Life
Questionnaire (Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler,
2006) is a 10-item self-report scale that assesses
two dimensions of meaning in life: (a) five
items assessing the presence of meaning in life,
or the extent to which the individual feels his or
life is currently filled with meaning (e.g., “I
understand my life’s meaning”), and (b) five
items assessing the search for meaning in life,
or the active engagement in identifying mean-
ing in one’s life (e.g., “I am always looking to
find my life’s purpose”). Participants respond to
each item on a 7-point Likert-scale ranging
from 1 (absolutely untrue) to 7 (absolutely
true), with higher scores indicating stronger
perceived meaning in life. The scale has high
internal consistency (.82) and correlates with
other measures of mood and personality traits in
the expected directions (Steger et al., 2006).
The internal consistency estimates for the pres-
ence of meaning and search for meaning sub-
scales were .90 and .88, respectively, in the
current sample.

Trauma exposure. The Traumatic Events
Scale is a checklist of potentially stressful or
traumatic events (e.g., sexual assault, natural
disaster, physical or domestic abuse) created by
the authors. The scale lists 18 different experi-
ences and asks respondents to indicate if they
have experienced each event during their lives
(yes/no). Items are summed to obtain an overall
metric of exposure to traumatic events. An item
asking about exposure to “military combat (e.g.,
torture, war zone, prisoner of war, hostage)”
was omitted, however, to minimize artificial
inflation of associations with other variables.
The internal consistency estimate for the Trau-
matic Events Scale was .76 in the current
sample.

Combat exposure. The Deployment Risk
and Resilience Inventory (King, King, & Vogt,
2003) measures various dimensions and aspects
of deployment-related issues. Two scales were
used in the current study: the Combat Experi-
ence Scale and the Aftermath of Battle Scale.
The Combat Experiences Scale asks partici-
pants about the frequency of experiencing a
range of combat-specific events such as direct
exposure to firing a weapon, being fired upon,
witnessing injury and death, and going on spe-
cial missions and patrols on a scale ranging
from 1 (never) to 5 (daily or almost daily). The
Aftermath of Battle Scale asks participants
about the frequency of experiencing a range of
events associated with the outcome or conse-
quences of combat such as observing or han-
dling human remains, dealing with prisoners of
war, and seeing devastated communities and
homeless refugees, using the same scoring scale
as the Combat Experiences Scale. Both scales
are reliable (�.86) and correlate in the expected
directions with measures of psychological dis-
tress among Iraq war veterans (Vogt, Proctor,
King, King, & Vasterling, 2008). The internal
consistency estimates for the Combat Experi-
ences Scale and the Aftermath of Battle Scales
were .76 and .87, respectively, in the current
sample.

Negative affect. The General Distress sub-
scale of the 27-item Anxiety Depression Dis-
tress Inventory (Osman et al., 2011) was used to
assess negative emotionality. The scale is com-
posed of nine descriptors of general distress
(e.g., was disappointed in myself, felt discour-
aged, felt hopeless, felt like a failure) that re-
spondents rate on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
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from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). Reliability
estimates exceed .80, and convergent validity is
supported by moderate to large correlations
with other measures of negative emotional
states (Osman et al., 2011). The internal consis-
tency estimate for the distress scale was .78 in
the current sample.

Procedures

Participants were gathered at two separate
unit meetings during the work day. At each
meeting, the purposes of the study were ex-
plained and informed consent. Unit leaders
were not present during informed consent to
minimize potential coercion. Survey packets
were distributed to Airmen choosing to partici-
pate, were completed anonymously, and then
returned upon completion. Airmen were pro-
vided food and refreshments regardless of par-
ticipation. This study was approved by the Uni-
versity of Texas at San Antonio’s Institutional
Review Board and the Air Force’s Office of
Research Oversight and Compliance.

Data Analytic Approach

Outcome variables were first inspected for
distributional properties. The presence of mean-
ing subscale demonstrated significant negative
skew and was therefore reverse scored to pro-
vide a positive skew, enabling us to use gener-
alized linear regression modeling for a Poisson
distribution. For ease of interpretation of re-
sults, however, coefficients are converted and
presented such that higher presence of meaning
scores coincide with stronger meaning in life

(i.e., higher scores indicate health). The search
for meaning subscale was approximately nor-
mally distributed, however, so no transforma-
tions were required; linear regression modeling
was used for search for meaning. Analyses were
conducted in several steps to identify the most
parsimonious and optimal fit. In the first step, all
variables were entered into the regression equa-
tion simultaneously. This initial model was then
trimmed by alternately removing and replacing
predictors and comparing the resulting good-
ness-of-fit statistic (i.e., Aikaike’s Information
Criterion) using the smaller-is-better criterion.
Gender interactions were also tested using this
same approach. Robust estimation was used for
all analyses, and predictors were centered prior
to analysis. Power analyses were conducted us-
ing G�Power 3.1.3 (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, &
Lang, 2009). For a two-tailed test with p � .05,
the current sample size was sufficient to detect
small effects—Exp (�) � 1.3 for Poisson re-
gression, f2 � .08 for linear regression—with
power � .80.

Results

Means, Standard Deviations, and
Intercorrelations

Means, standard deviations, and intercorrela-
tions of all variables are displayed in Table 1.
Presence of meaning was correlated with less neg-
ative affect whereas the search for meaning was
correlated with slightly more severe negative
emotions. Higher perceived presence of meaning
was also significantly correlated with lower search

Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations of All Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Presence of meaning —
2. Search for meaning �.28�� —
3. Number of deployments .14 �.06 —
4. Combat �.04 .04 .21�� —
5. Aftermath �.01 .02 .35�� .59�� —
6. Trauma exposure �.14 �.13 .19� .25�� .33�� —
7. Negative affect �.50�� .20�� .00 .02 .14 .20�� —
8. Gender �.04 .14 �.16� �.10 �.14 �.09 .09 —

M 27.73 21.44 2.20 .44 .63 4.59 16.14 �.31

SD 6.57 8.19 1.67 .35 .58 3.13 7.65 .39

� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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for meaning, suggesting that those with a weaker
sense of purpose in life tended to report more
active search for purpose. A greater number of
experienced stressful or potentially traumatic
events in life (M � 4.59, SD � 3.13) was corre-
lated with a greater number of deployments, more
intense combat exposure, more frequent aftermath
events, and more severe negative affect.

Gender Differences in Trauma Exposure

Participants reported experiencing (M �
4.59, SD � 3.13) potentially traumatic events
during their lives, ranging from a total of zero to
15 endorsed events. Men (M � 4.74, SD �
3.15) and women (M � 4.00, SD � 3.14) did
not differ in the number of lifetime potentially
traumatic events (Mann–Whitney U � �1.374,
p � .169).

Mean intensity of combat exposure scores
ranged from 1.00 (never) to 3.09 (a few times
each month), with an overall mean score of 1.44
(SD � .35). Men reported slightly more intense
combat exposure (M � 1.45, SD � .35) than
women (M � 1.36, SD � .35), although this
difference fell just shy of statistical significance
(Mann–Whitney U � �1.784, p � .074).

Intensity of aftermath exposure scores ranged
from 1.00 (never) to 4.33 (a few times each
week), with an overall mean score of 1.63
(SD � .58). Men reported significantly more
frequent exposure to aftermath events (M �
1.66, SD � .57) than women (M � 1.45, SD �
.58; Mann–Whitney U � �2.352, p � .019).

Factors Associated With Presence of
Meaning in Life

In the initial model (see Table 2), a stronger
sense of meaning in life was significantly asso-
ciated with a greater number of deployments
(B � .150, SE � .034, p � .001), less exposure
to noncombat stressors and traumas (B �
�.076, SE � .032, p � .017), less intense
combat exposure (B � �.092, SE � .040, p �
.023), and less intense negative affect (B �
�.312, SE � .022, p � .001). To determine if
the relationship of combat exposure with mean-
ing in life differed by gender, the Gender �
Combat exposure was calculated and added to
the regression model. Inclusion of the interac-
tion term was statistically significant (B � .209,
SE � .059, p � .001) and improved model fit.

No other gender interactions were statistically
significant or contributed to improved fit, how-
ever. In the final model, a stronger presence of
meaning in life continued to be associated with
the previously mentioned variables and was ad-
ditionally predicted by more intense aftermath
of battle exposure (B � .085, SE � .040, p �
.033). As depicted graphically in Figure 1, in-
creased combat intensity was associated with
reduced presence of meaning in life for both
men and women, but this negative relationship
was more pronounced for men. Specifically,
men who had experienced low levels of combat
reported a stronger meaning in their lives than
women, but men who experienced high levels
of combat reported less meaning in their lives
than women. To test the robustness of these
findings among those Airmen with greater com-
bat exposure, we repeated the regression anal-
yses with only those Airmen who had deployed
at least two times (n � 92), as they had signif-
icantly higher combat exposure, t(176) � 2.088,
p � .038 and aftermath of battle exposure,
t(176) � 4.326, p � .001 relative to those
Airmen who had never deployed or deployed
only once. No differences in the results of re-
gression analyses were found, however.

Factors Associated With Search for
Meaning in Life

In the initial model (see Table 3), a greater
search for meaning in life was significantly as-

Table 2
Multivariate Regression Analyses Predicting
Presence of Meaning in Life

Step Predictors B SE p

1 Number of deployments 0.150 0.034 �.001
Gender 0.028 0.072 0.703
Trauma exposure �0.076 0.032 0.017
Combat �0.092 0.040 0.023
Aftermath 0.069 0.040 0.079
Negative affect �0.312 0.022 �.001

2 Number of deployments 0.147 0.034 �.001
Gender 0.037 0.072 0.607
Trauma exposure �0.072 0.032 0.025
Combat �0.247 0.058 �.001
Aftermath 0.085 0.040 0.033
Negative affect �0.312 0.022 �.001
Gender � Combat 0.209 0.059 �.001

Note. Generalized linear regression with robust estimation
for Poisson distribution. Combat � combat experiences
scale; Aftermath � aftermath of battle scale.
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sociated less exposure to noncombat stressors
and traumas (B � �1.422, SE � .674, p �
.035) and more intense negative affect (B �
2.001, SE � .647, p � .002) but was not asso-
ciated with either combat exposure or aftermath
of battle exposure. Similarly, no gender inter-
actions were statistically significant, suggesting
no differential effect of predictors on Airmen’s
search for meaning in life. Results did not differ
when considering only those Airmen who had
deployed two or more times.

Discussion

In the current sample of active duty Air Force
Security Forces personnel, greater presence of
meaning in life was associated with a greater
number of deployments, fewer experienced life-
time traumas, and less emotional distress.
Search for meaning was also associated with
fewer experienced lifetime traumas but was also
associated with more severe emotional distress.
These results align with previous research find-

ings that indicate a negative relationship be-
tween presence of meaning and emotional dis-
tress and a positive relationship between search
for meaning and emotional distress (Linley &
Joseph, 2004; Steger et al., 2006). Number of
deployments was associated with a stronger
presence of meaning in life, indicating that Air-
men who had deployed more often tended to
report a stronger sense of meaning in life. These
findings align with recent research indicating
that Iraq and Afghanistan veterans rank their
time serving in combat zones among their top
three “most life-changing experiences” (Capella
University, 2008) and might suggest that suc-
cessfully completing deployments may estab-
lish a greater sense of life meaning among Air-
men, which may in turn lead to a tendency to
expect to thrive in the future and feeling part of
a larger mission and purpose (Maguen et al.,
2008).

When considering the type and intensity of
deployment-related experiences, however,
some notable differences were observed. First,
Airmen reporting more intense combat expo-
sure tended to report less presence of meaning
in life, whereas more intense aftermath expo-
sure was associated with slightly increased pres-
ence of meaning. These data suggest that dif-
ferent types of deployment-related experiences
may be differentially related to the presence of
meaning in life. Specifically, even for military
personnel with an established belief system, act-
ing in combat situations may pose more diffi-
culty to postdeployment integration of life
meaning. Frequent exposure to direct violence
may lead to questioning whether actions trans-
gress a moral code and internalizing core beliefs

Pr
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f m
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 in

 li
fe

Female

Male

Figure 1. Interaction of gender with intensity of combat exposure on presence of meaning
in life. Low combat � 2 SDs below the mean, high combat � 2 SDs above the mean.

Table 3
Multivariate Regression Analyses Predicting Search
for Meaning in Life

Predictors B SE p

Number of deployments �0.242 0.715 .735
Gender 1.994 1.577 .206
Trauma exposure �1.422 0.674 .035
Combat 0.717 0.809 .376
Aftermath 0.048 0.830 .954
Negative affect 2.001 0.647 .002

Note. Combat � combat experiences scale; Aftermath �
aftermath of battle scale.
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of guilt and shame. This is a different trauma
experience from witnessing the aftermath of
combat, which centers on basic negative emo-
tions, such as fear, anxiety, or sadness. Playing
an active role in combat may require a more
complex process of justifying the need for de-
ployment, which has been found to lead to
positive descriptions and benefits of having
served (Burnell, Boyce, & Hunt, 2011). The
current study further suggests that being de-
ployed more often is associated with increased
search for meaning in one’s life, but searching
for one’s meaning was not related to exposure
to either combat or the aftermath of battle.
Given that the presence of meaning in life is
associated with positive mental health outcomes
and the search for meaning in life is associated
negative mental health outcomes, these results
suggest that repeated deployments may have
benefits as well as drawbacks for Airmen. Ad-
ditional research is needed to uncover the rela-
tionships among deployments, presence of
meaning, and search for meaning. Longitudinal
studies that track presence of and search for
meaning in life across multiple deployments
would be especially useful.

A second notable finding was a significant
interaction of gender with combat exposure on
the presence of meaning in life. More specifi-
cally, our data indicate that the negative asso-
ciation of combat exposure with meaning in life
is more pronounced for male relative to female
Airmen. Male Airmen with less intense combat
exposure reported more presence of meaning in
life than female Airmen, but male Airmen with
more intense combat exposure reported less
presence of meaning than female Airmen. This
finding is of particular concern because the ma-
jority of Operation Enduring Freedom/Opera-
tion Iraqi Freedom veterans are men. Previous
research has indicated that cultural masculinity
norms may impact mental health symptoms and
interfere with treatment and recovery (Carpen-
ter & Addis, 2000; Eisler, Skidmore, & Ward,
1988; McDermott, Tull, Soenke, Jukupcak, &
Gratz, 2010). Male veterans may also be more
likely to behave according to hegemonic mas-
culine role norms, such as exaggerated self-
reliance (Levant & Richmond, 2007), avoiding
seeking mental health resources (Lane & Addis,
2005), and inexpressiveness (Jakupcak, 2003;
Jakupcak, Tull, & Roemer, 2005) at least in part
because of hypermasculine military culture

(Barrett, 1996; Brooks, 1990). Considering
these previous studies, it may be that male vet-
erans who experience distress as a threat to
masculinity may avoid behaviors associated
with recovery, such as making meaning out of
these experiences.

The third significant finding of this study was
that with respect to noncombat trauma expo-
sure, Airmen experiencing a greater number of
life stressors and traumas tended to report less
presence of and search for meaning. This is
congruent with research that found that trau-
matic events before deployment placed individ-
uals as greater risk for later mental health com-
plications, such as PTSD (Bolton, Litz, Adler,
& Roemer, 2001; Slusarcick, Ursano, Fullerton,
& Dinneen, 1999), and suggests that experienc-
ing more trauma in life may not only degrade a
potential buffer for psychopathology and ad-
justment, but it may also inhibit the desire to
actively seek out a meaning, which in turn
might prime military personnel for long-term
vulnerability to emotional distress. It is impor-
tant to note, however, that the current study
measured simple exposure to a range of trau-
matic experiences but did not consider the fre-
quency or intensity of this exposure. For in-
stance, experiencing multiple or repeated forms
of trauma (e.g., sexual assault) might have in-
crementally more pronounced effects on one’s
perceived meaning in life relative to a single
episode of victimization, but the current study is
unable to address this issue. Additional research
is needed to determine how the frequency of
noncombat-related traumas could influence ser-
vice members’ sense of meaning in life.

Developing the ability to make meaning of
distressing psychological experiences, like the
development of resilience, may happen more
frequently under moderate, but not overwhelm-
ing, levels of trauma (Kumpfer, 1999). In this
study, experiencing multiple life stressors may
have been a predisposing risk factor or vulner-
ability of poor adaptive outcome in Airmen,
thereby decreasing the ability to make meaning
of aversive life experiences. Airmen with high
levels of noncombat trauma exposure and life
stressors might therefore lack the ability to re-
integrate the self using insight and growth be-
cause such integration did not exist prior to
deployment. Further, this finding may be sug-
gestive of a learned style of explaining events.
Those without a history of significant life
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trauma and who report fewer life stressors are
more likely to explain negative life events as
external, only affecting one aspect of life, and
unstable, which also leads to greater posttrau-
matic growth and ability to make meaning of
negative experiences (Reiveich, 1995). Airmen
who experience a high level of noncombat
stress may have developed a consistent, learned
style of explaining difficult events as attribut-
able to something negative about themselves,
and in a way that generalizes to other bad life
events (Peterson, Buchanan, & Seligman,
1995). Future longitudinal research is needed to
better understand the relationships among these
variables over time.

Results of the current study have important
implications for understanding and addressing a
trauma survivors’ perception of meaning in life,
especially given revisions to PTSD diagnostic
criteria in DSM-5, in which maladaptive beliefs
about the self and the world will be included as
symptoms (American Psychiatric Association,
2010). First, clinicians treating military person-
nel with deployment-related concerns should
also be mindful of noncombat-related stressors
and traumatic events, as helping service mem-
bers to make meaning out of past traumas may
prevent long-term inabilities to reconcile diffi-
cult experiences during deployment. Second,
preventative education that teaches service
members basic cognitive strategies for creating
meaning in their lives might lead to stronger
relationships, resilience, and a clearer philoso-
phy of life (Joseph & Linley, 2005). For exam-
ple, Bryan and Morrow (2011) recently de-
scribed a prevention program developed for
military personnel that explicitly incorporates
meaning-making and basic skills training in
identifying one’s purpose in life. Following de-
ployment, combat veterans with especially high
levels of exposure to combat violence and ag-
gression might benefit from interventions and
treatments that explicitly focus on meaning-
making. These approaches encourage individu-
als to derive positive meaning from negative
experiences, strengthen coping by changing
perception of traumatic experience, bestow a
sense of control over memories, and result in
positive well-being (Folkman, 2008; Helgeson,
Reynolds, & Tomich, 2006; Martin & Tesser,
1989; North, Pai, Hixon, & Holahan, 2011). For
example, a clear statement of the intent and
justification of the deployment may be of ben-

efit, helping service members to see combat
actions as isolated to the combat setting, not
reflective of one’s identity, and to draw impor-
tant and lasting conclusions about life meaning.
In addition, empirically validated treatments for
trauma such as cognitive processing therapy
(Resick, Monson, & Chard, 2007) and pro-
longed exposure (Foa, Hembree, & Rothbaum,
2007) directly target the maladaptive beliefs
about the self and the world that are often as-
sociated with a sense of meaninglessness in life.
Recovery in cognitive processing therapy and
prolonged exposure has been observed to be
associated with the development of a new
meaning in life with respect to the traumatic
event. Overall, these results suggest that it is
important to consider and understand how a
service member or veteran personally under-
stands the meaning in his or her life, as well as
how they seek to establish meaning in their
lives, especially within the context of stressful
or traumatic life experiences.

With respect to male Airmen, these findings
have additional implications. Specifically, treat-
ment efforts that acknowledge those elements of
masculinity that may play a role in recovery,
such as avoidance of considering the signifi-
cance of one’s combat experiences, are likely to
be much more effective. Masculine ideals, such
as inexpressiveness, may contribute to a reluc-
tance to examine and discuss the long-term im-
plications of their trauma, as well as willingness
to complete recommended care. Clinicians
might therefore introduce discussions regarding
how what male veterans are taught about being
a man has impacted their military experience,
their mental health symptoms, and attitudes to-
ward treatment.

Several limitations of the current study war-
rant discussion. First, the cross-sectional design
of our study does not allow us to determine
causality. This is especially important in light of
how little is known about how judgments re-
garding one’s meaning in life are formed and
are sustained over time (Steger et al., 2006).
Although it is generally believed that one’s
sense of meaning and purpose can fluctuate over
time in response to life experiences (Tedeschi et
al., 1998), to date there has been little investi-
gation of the stability of this construct over
time. Future studies that can track meaning in
life over time in relation to combat exposure
would be especially useful in better understand-
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ing how the variables mentioned here, such as
number of deployments, frequency of traumas,
gender, and type of combat experienced, inter-
act. Second, our study is limited by our use of a
single Air Force unit with a primary ground
combat mission and higher operations tempo,
which is unique among Air Force units. None-
theless, despite this mission set, the reported
levels of combat exposure are lower than other
ground combat units (e.g., Army or Marine in-
fantry), which could limit generalizability. Sim-
ilarly, conclusions might not generalize to non-
combatant military personnel or veterans who
are no longer on active duty. Our study should
therefore be replicated with a more representa-
tive military and veteran sample. In addition,
our reliance on self-report methodology for his-
torical data (e.g., trauma exposure) could poten-
tially limit conclusions due to biases in memory
and recall. Despite these limitations, the current
study provides useful preliminary data regard-
ing gender differences in the relationships
among various types of traumas with meaning
in life among military personnel.
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