
When the Elizabeth Dole Foundation released the Hidden Heroes RAND Report in 2014, one of the critical 

observations the study revealed was the limited availability of respite care for military and veteran caregivers, 

and a lack of awareness of its importance. A key recommendation stated, “Respite care should be made 

more widely available to military caregivers and alternative respite strategies should be considered.” To 

address this crucial need, the Foundation formed the Respite Impact Council with the goal of engaging 

key leaders across the Elizabeth Dole Foundation’s Hidden Heroes: The National Coalition for Military 

Caregivers, along with military caregivers themselves.  The Council began by assessing progress to date 

and more importantly, committed to the development of an action plan for the future in the respite care 

arena. The Council’s first step in enacting change was to create a comprehensive definition of respite 

care informed by the organizations that work in this area, and by the experiences of military and veteran 

caregivers who know its critical importance.  

RESPITE IMPACT COUNCIL

DEFINING RESPITE: 
FIRST STEP TO A COMPREHENSIVE ACTION PLAN  

TO IMPROVE SERVICES FOR MILITARY FAMILIES

This definitional document guides the work of the Respite Impact Council and also offers 

insights into the vital role that respite plays in the lives of military caregivers.

- — Jennifer Mackinday, Elizabeth Dole Foundation Fellow, Indiana

As a military caregiver, I take great joy in providing care for my brother James, a combat wounded 

post-9/11 veteran. But sometimes the physical and emotional effects of caregiving can be overwhelming. 

That’s why the support of the respite care I receive is vitally important. Respite provides my brother 

and me with a healthy break, allowing me to re-energize and giving my brother opportunities to socially 

engage more in the community.  Our entire family is stronger from the increased feelings of wellbeing 

respite has given us, and we are able to enjoy improved family activities and interactions as a result.
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The Elizabeth Dole Foundation Respite Impact Council supports a lifespan approach to military caregiver 

respite and uses as our guide the definition of respite provided by the Lifespan Respite Care Act:

In addition, according to ARCH National Respite Network and Resource Center, “Respite takes on various 

forms; may be of short or long duration; may occur one time, multiple times as needed by the caregiver, 

or be regularly scheduled; may include paid or voluntary services; may involve different types of providers 

and services of varying degrees of formality; may be provided in-home or at some other location (e.g., 

center or camp); may involve or require direct staff with varying degrees of experience or training, or who 

possess various credentials; may be designed to address different chronic or disabling conditions, types 

of dependency, age levels of dependent persons, and levels of dependency.”

Below are a few examples of respite programs already in place across the U.S. supporting service 

members/veterans and their caregivers:

Child Care Aware® of America 

has been administering 

Exceptional Family Member 

Program (EFMP) Respite Care 

for over seven years to benefit 

military families who have 

children with special needs. 

Legacy Corps is a community-

based caregiver support program 

by and for veterans of all wars 

and veteran/military families. 

Respite services currently are 

available at 15 sites across the 

country in 11 different states. 

The Department of Veterans 

Affairs offers respite care and 

uses the following definition: 

Respite care services are 

personal care and supportive 

services delivered in the home, 

nursing home, hospital, adult 

day care center, or assisted living 

facility, for the express purpose 

of temporarily relieving the 

caregiver(s) of caregiving duties.

CHILD CARE AWARE® OF 

AMERICA’S MILITARY RESPITE 

CARE FOR CHILDREN WITH 

SPECIAL NEEDS

DEPARTMENT 

OF 

VETERANS AFFAIRS 

RESPITE CARE

LEGACY CORPS FOR 

VETERANS  

AND MILITARY 

 FAMILIES

PLANNED OR EMERGENCY CARE PROVIDED TO A CHILD OR ADULT 

WITH A SPECIAL NEED IN ORDER TO PROVIDE TEMPORARY RELIEF 

TO THE FAMILY CAREGIVER OF THAT CHILD OR ADULT.

LEARN MORE LEARN MORE LEARN MORE
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EFMP Respite Care is high-quality child care for the exceptional children of military members in order to give 

their parents a break. Finding and paying for high-quality child care for children with special needs presents 

significant challenges for military parents since they are often away from their families’ support.  Through 

EFMP Respite Care, eligible parents are helped to interview with and select from a pool of appropriately 

trained and screened providers who are matched to meet the special needs of the family. The care is usually 

provided in the family’s home. Providers receive continuous training geared to the special circumstances 

of the children in their care. EFMP Respite Care is available to eligible Service Members throughout the 

United States. 

Child Care Aware® of America partners with and provides technical assistance to local agencies near military 

installations as well as throughout the United States to recruit, train, screen, mentor and monitor providers. 

The agencies in turn work with families to find the providers who best match the special needs of the 

children. The agencies provide enhanced respite child care referrals for the children of eligible families. The 

goal is to give parents a much-needed break.  From parents’ perspective, respite care is a temporary break 

from caring for exceptional children while having the assurance that their children are cared for by trained 

and screened respite care professionals. The temporary relief of respite care allows parents to reinvigorate 

themselves, their marriage and return to parental duties refreshed and renewed. 

CHILD CARE AWARE® OF AMERICA’S 

MILITARY RESPITE CARE FOR CHILDREN 

WITH SPECIAL NEEDS

This program is invaluable to my 

family. My family is in a better place 

mentally, and my husband and I are 

able to strengthen our marriage 

and parenting skills thanks to this 

program. Having a special needs 

child is the toughest thing I have 

ever done in my life.  This program 

helps all of our family. We are able to 

dedicate time to each of the children 

individually, and my husband is able 

to focus on his duties at work…

The program has been very helpful in ensuring the needs of my family were 

addressed, from doctor appointments, emergencies, and a break, shopping 

for food, and time with my spouse when needed.  This program has helped me 

be mentally and physically present at work and do my job while supporting 

my spouse and children when needed.  I don’t have to worry about their 

well-being while away … We military families are away from family and 

friends that would usually be the social support we would depend on.  The 

fact that this service is offered helps families and the military member from 

being more at risk for abuse, negligence, depression, divorce and suicide.  I 

can speak about this as a fact because once we got involved in this program 

the constant lack of sleep, fighting and suicidal ideation ceased.  Our family 

was able to heal and focus on what was really needed.
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PARENT TESTIMONIALS

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON CHILD 
CARE AWARE

usa.childcareaware.org

usa.childcareaware.org/help 
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The Legacy Corps. program utilizes highly trained volunteers to provide a range of caregiver support 

services including in-home respite care, information and linkages to other community support systems, 

hospital to home transition services, and other related services.  Legacy Corps is administered by the 

University of Maryland, Department of Health Services Administration (UMDHSA). UMDHSA has over 27 

years of experience in developing and implementing community-based volunteer service models and has 

a strong commitment to veteran/military families. The primary purpose of Legacy Corps is to provide an 

evidenced-based model of volunteer-driven respite services that will help to fill the gap in the need for 

services specifically targeted to military caregivers. Legacy Corps utilizes 582 highly trained and experienced 

volunteers, many of whom are veterans or veteran/military family members, each of whom provides a 

minimum of 450 hours of respite and caregiver support services per year. This national network of respite 

and caregiver services supports and sustains over 490 active military or veterans as caregivers or recipients 

of care and 865 families of veteran and military families at 15 sites in 11 states by providing 280,800 hours 

of respite and other support services.  The expressed goal of the program is to decrease caregiver burden 

and stress and enable families to sustain their role as caregivers.  Legacy Corps assesses the short and 

long- term impact and outcomes of its volunteer-driven service model and maintains a comparative data 

base with over a decade of data.  Legacy Corps has demonstrated that through its services that caregiver 

stress is statistically significantly reduced from baseline to follow-up and that perceptions of fair or poor 

emotional health (as reported by caregivers about themselves) are cut in half.

LEGACY CORPS FOR VETERANS  

AND MILITARY FAMILIES 

WHAT CARL HAS TO SAY ABOUT LEGACY CORPS AND MARIO:

“I really look forward to his visits, and the help he gives me.  The fellowship- that’s a great benefit…  

I’ve gotten to know him real well, I consider him a friend. There is a bond, once you’re in the service, 

especially if you’ve been in combat, and you meet somebody , regardless of the difference of age, 

or the wars they were in, there’s a mysterious bond, where you feel like you knew this person all your 

life, because they’ve been where you were, at another time.”

WHAT MARIO HAS TO SAY ABOUT HIS LEGACY CORPS SERVICE:

“I served in the Army for 5 years and did my small part, which included over 2 years deployed to combat 

overseas. I felt like just because my enlistment was up, it didn’t mean my service had to be. So I joined 

Legacy Corps to help out the families of veterans that may find it difficult to find or even accept help. 

I knew that I was very blessed to have survived deployments to some of the most dangerous combat 

zones like Mosul and Baghdad, and I knew that I wanted to do anything I could to help those families. 

Even though what I do is small, I hope it makes a difference to the families I serve.”
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TESTIMONIAL FROM LEGACY CORPS VOLUNTEER AND HIS CARE RECIPIENT

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON  
LEGACY CORPS

http://sph.umd.edu/

department/hlsa/ca/history-

and-mission-legacy-corps

CARE RECIPIENT:   
CARL, AGE 83

a B-29 Gunner in the 

Korean War, flying 30 

missions.

LEGACY CORPS 
VOLUNTEER:  
MARIO, AGE 32

US Army 2002-2007- 

Airborne Corps and 

Military Police, 25 

months combat.
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In all cases, The Department of Veterans Affairs respite 

care remains distinct from the routine use of Geriatrics 

and Extended Care (GEC) services in that the focus 

and purpose of respite care is providing relief for the 

caregiver. VHA respite care services are generally limited 

to 30 days per year total from all settings in which 

respite is provided. A VA physician prescribes respite care 

services. The VA also partners with private organizations, 

like Fisher House Foundation, to create initiatives that 

augment existing programs. 

HERO MILES 

Public-Private Partnerships can work to successfully fill gaps in provided respite care for military caregivers.  

Many Veterans, especially those with behavioral health or cognitive issues may not feel comfortable with a 

stranger providing respite services and may prefer to have a family member or friend stay with them instead 

of hiring someone.  Unfortunately, many Veterans and their families live far from their extended family.  VA 

has partnered with the Fisher House Foundation and their Hero Miles Program to provide donated frequent 

flyer miles to caregivers and Veterans participating in VA’s Program of Comprehensive Assistance for Family 

Caregivers.  Family members or friends can use the donated miles to fly to the Veteran’s home. Since the 

establishment of this partnership, 3,000 Veterans have used Hero Miles to fly in a family member or friend 

to provide respite.

DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS 

RESPITE CARE
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PARTICIPANT TESTIMONIAL

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON 
DEPARTMENT OF VETERAN’S 
AFFAIRS CAREGIVER PROGRAMS: 

caregiver.va.gov

caregiver.va.gov/support/

support_services.asp 

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON THE 

HERO MILES PROGRAM: 

fisherhouse.org/programs/

hero-miles/ 

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON 

FISHER HOUSE: 

fisherhouse.org

Tomorrow I leave to visit my veteran son and his family. I’m filled with gratitude 

to you for providing me with the opportunity to be with them. I’ll be able to give 

them much-needed emotional support as well as assistance with their day-to-day 

responsibilities. Just the anticipation of my visit has given them (and me) a lift!” 

— Recent user of Hero Miles 
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