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Chapter 3

Building Your frg—

Getting Started
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Are You Ready?
Are you ready to start up a unit FRG—or perhaps energize an existing one? Yes, if and only if you have the first and most important of the essential ingredients—leadership—firmly rooted in your mind and heart. And you are ready to move on to the next step if you have wholeheartedly embraced the primary reasons for having an FRG.
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How can you tell if you and other leaders in the FRG are ready? There are several ways. First, review the completed FRG Leadership Checklist from Chapter 2 (page 33), and study the results. Identify problems that can be show stoppers for the FRG, and decide how to resolve or improve them. Discuss the matter with the family readiness consultants at Army Community Service or your Guard/Reserve family program staff. They can help leaders focus on problem areas and find ways to resolve the problems.
If leaders in the FRG or the unit are not ready, what can be done to get ready? Start over with Chapters 1 and 2. Arrange for some special training. Remember: everything you do from here on—and the success or failure of the FRG—will be determined largely by what you do and how you do it. 
How Do You Get Started?

· Obtain and study FRG materials.
· Attend available FRG training (see Chapter 2).
· Meet with the unit commander.
· Obtain and study copies of the battalion and unit Family Readiness Plans.
· Confer with the Family Readiness Liaison (FRL).
· Talk with the current or past FRG leader(s), if possible. 
· Brainstorm family readiness issues with the commander, first sergeant, their spouses, and key FRG chairpersons. Focus on essential ingredients and key tasks of effective FRGs.
· Set up a meeting with the battalion FRG leader and other key spouses. Discuss similar issues.
· Make plans to incorporate the key tasks.
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Key Tasks of an Effective FRG

[image: image8.wmf]Unit

Commander

Battalion

Commander

Welcome

Committee

Chairperson

Publicity

Committee

Chairperson

Fundraiser

Committee

Chairperson

Newsletter

Committee

Chairperson

FRG Events

Committee

Chairperson

Treasurer

and

Alternate

Childcare

Committee

Chairperson

Points of

Contact

Phonetree

Committee

Chairperson

Unit FRG

Leader(s)

Battalion

FRG Leader

When the essential ingredients are translated into actions or tasks that an effective FRG does for its soldiers and families, the result is a list of key tasks. The following list includes most of the key tasks for which leaders organize the FRG, plan its activities, and run it:
	To Do
	Key Tasks

	· 
	Invite everyone in unit

	· 
	Establish goals

	· 
	Training classes

	· 
	Recruit volunteers

	· 
	Welcome newcomers

	· 
	Establish phonetree

	· 
	Conduct meetings

	· 
	Plan events

	· 
	Conduct fundraisers

	· 
	Manage finances

	· 
	Publish newsletter

	· 
	Keep records

	· 
	Recognize volunteers

	· 
	Maintain contact


[image: image2.wmf]Plan the First FRG Meeting
After initial coordination with the leadership, set a date for the first FRG meeting. Use the three R’s to plan: reach, research, and recruit. The three R’s provide a solid foundation for success. Briefly, the FRG leader needs to call (reach) as many unit spouses as possible. Use the sample phone “script” in the Communication section (page 45) of this chapter, or devise one to use. This initial contact accomplishs three things. First, it’s an opportunity for the FRG leader to connect with the members. Second, the FRG leader can ask for (research) a short list of concerns each member has about the unit, the FRG, and related matters. Finally, the FRG leader may find (recruit) some willing and able volunteers to help with FRG tasks. 

What Should the First Meeting Accomplish?

Clearly, the first meeting must be brief and coupled with a fun event—like a potluck dinner. Keep the essential ingredients and the key tasks in mind when planning the meeting. Also, remember the commander’s soldier and family readiness goals. The FRG leader’s presentation should include only the information the FRG members need to know. Don’t have a long discourse on every aspect of operating the FRG. Concentrate on a short but effective meeting, and be sure to address the top concerns gathered from the phone calls. If any of those concerns are controversial, discuss them with the commander first, or use good judgment as to whether to bring them up at all at this first meeting. 
Will there be any special guests at this meeting, like the battalion commander and his spouse? A speaker from the installation or the local community? Be sure to discuss visitors and the agenda with the commander. The main purpose of the first meeting is to reach out to the soldiers and their families and get them interested in the FRG.
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To get people interested, explain the benefits of being an active member. Show the Operation READY video, Family Readiness Groups—A Place to Belong. Keep in mind that their participation is purely voluntary. Consequently, the first meeting is a sales presentation of sorts, and the first impression the FRG leader and other leaders convey to everyone is likely to be the primary reason why many participate—or opt not to. In practical terms, leaders have 15 to 20 minutes to “close the sale” to most people. So it is important that leaders plan and execute well. And don’t forget the food and childcare!

	Benefits of the FRG

The FRG leader, the commander, and other leaders need to know and pass on to others the benefits of having a strong FRG. Soldiers and families need to understand what’s in it for them. This is especially true for new members, new FRGs, or newly revived FRGs. Not only must leaders tell about the benefits—soldier and families must be shown! Benefits include:
· helps families learn to be more self-reliant,
· promotes better use of post resources,
· conduit for friendships,
· builds cohesion and morale,
· provides peace of mind for families and soldiers,
· conduit for information,
· improves families’ ability to cope with separation,
· integrates new soldiers and families into the unit and Army family,
· reduces social isolation,
· enables soldiers to focus on mission,
· opportunities to do fun things together,
· opportunities to help others,
· opportunities to build new skills, and

· takes some workload off the chain of command.
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Suggested Outline for Planning the First FRG Meeting 
Assess potential FRG membership:
1. Review the alert roster and existing FRG records, if any.

2. Review the completed Family Readiness Group Information Survey forms (sample form shown in Figure 4, pages 41–42).

Advertise the FRG meeting:
1. Personal contacts via telephone

2. Personal invitations (mailed to family members)
3. E-mail, if available
4. Commander/first sergeant announces to unit
5. Flyers (attach to Leave and Earnings Statements [LESs])
Complete the telephone campaign:
1. Use the sample call script in the Communication section (page 45) of this chapter.

2. Be friendly, informal, and brief.
Identify resources required:
1. Childcare issues

2. Meeting location with seating to accommodate the group (i.e., dining facility, family readiness center or unit day room, especially because food will be served, etc.)
3. Equipment needed (audiovisual, flip charts, markers)
4. Food, drinks, napkins, paper plates, utensils, etc.
5. Support staff for first meeting
6. Transportation and parking
Develop the meeting agenda, which may include: 
1. Welcome and sign-in table with name tags, agenda, and FRG Information Survey forms (Figure 4); get children settled in childcare room
2. Social time—friendly conversation
3. Start meeting—introductions and purpose of the meeting
4. Brief discussion of role and importance of FRG
5. Brief discussion of unit mission and deployment issues (if any guest speakers, put them here, but keep them brief)
6. Unit information (training schedule, upcoming events)
7. Overview of group norms

a. No rank at family meetings and events
b. Respect others’ ideas
c. Avoid excessive war stories
8. Complete or update the Family Readiness Group Information Survey form (Figure 4)

9. Ways to disseminate information (phonetrees/newsletters)
10. FRG plans and actions:
a. Member concerns from initial phone canvass
b. Leader elections and appointments
c. Volunteer recruitment
d. FRG activities (outings, holiday parties, etc.)
e. Fundraisers (car washes, bake sales, cookbooks, etc.)
f.   Family member training (FRG, AFTB)
g. Future meeting dates, times, locations, etc.
11. Wrap-up, questions and answers

12. Drawing for door prizes
13. Adjourn (on time!)
14. Note: Serve food after or during the meeting. 
Family Readiness Group Information Survey

(Please fill in the applicable areas)

1.
Sponsor’s name 





___________ Unit _____________ Rank _________
2.
Home address


3.
Home phone 








Work phone 










4.
E-Mail address:
























5.
Your name 









 Birthday 



 Anniversary 





6.
Place of employment 











 Work phone 






7.
Children:

Name 
 Age
Birthdate


Name 
 Age
Birthdate


Name 
 Age
Birthdate


Name 
 Age
Birthdate


8.
Location of children’s schools:


9.
Are you and your spouse expecting a baby? Yes _____ No _____


If yes, when is the due date?


10. Please list any family members with special needs 


11. Do you have a driver’s license? Yes ___ No ___  Access to a car? Yes ___ No ___

12. What foreign languages do you speak? 


13. Does your spouse speak English? Yes ________  No ________ 


What other languages does your spouse speak? 


14. Other than your spouse, who would you notify in an emergency?  (Friend/neighbor)


Name 
 Relationship 



Phone 
 Address 


Figure 4. Sample FRG Information Survey.

15. What are your hobbies and special interests? 


16. When is the best time to call you? 

17. What topics would you like to discuss or hear about at a Family Readiness Group 

 meeting?


18. Could you help with any of the following? (Check any that apply.)

FRG Activities 



 
Telephoning 



 
Fundraising 





Newsletter 



 


Baking 




 

Planning 




Other (Specify) 

19. I give my permission for my phone number to be published in the Family Readiness Group Contact Roster.  _____ Yes
_____ No

Your signature 












Date 











PRIVACY ACT STATEMENT

Authority: 10 U.S.C. Section 3010, 5 U.S.C. 522a

Principle Purpose Information will be used to provide support, outreach and information to family members.

Routine Uses: Primary Use of this information is to facilitate volunteers in providing command information to family members concerning unit events and in emergencies.

Mandatory or Voluntary Disclosure: Voluntary

Figure 4. Sample FRG Information Survey (continued).
FRG Volunteers

[image: image10.wmf]The first FRG meeting is planned, and there is already a small nucleus of volunteers who are willing to help. FRG leaders need help to be successful—there’s far too much to do for one person, and besides, we need to work and play together as a team. Now the FRG leader and key volunteers need to brainstorm about the FRG’s needs. What key FRG tasks need leadership to ensure that they get done? (Chapter 4 provides a discussion of volunteer training, management, and a list of volunteer postions that are needed, with job descriptions.)
Some volunteer positions require a lot of work, and the chairpersons need additional help to get things done. With help from the commander, first sergeant, and the phonetree committee, the chairpersons can recruit additional volunteers. Be patient when recruiting volunteers. In most cases, spouses want to meet the FRG leader before agreeing to help. Keep in mind that most spouses are very busy and will do well to attend FRG meetings and events at all. It will take time and effort, but spouses who aren’t quite so busy will be recruited to help. Use the Family Readiness Group Information Survey (sample in Figure 4) to identify some additional candidates. 
Figure 5 is a “wiring diagram”—as soldiers call organizational charts—which provides a graphical representation of the FRG organization. The key positions address the essential ingredients and key tasks of the FRG. In general, this is what the FRG should look like when everything is in place. Of course, each committee will have volunteer members, who are not shown in the diagram. In time, the FRG leader will get a better feel for the needs of the FRG and perhaps will make changes in the structure, as needed. Each FRG should be organized based on the essential ingredients and the key tasks the FRG needs to accomplish in order to operate well, grow, and become a truly effective FRG. 
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Figure 5. Typical FRG Organizational Structure.

Communication
[image: image12.wmf]
Communication is one of the five essential ingredients of effective FRGs. At this point, the FRG leader is working on the start-up phase, contacting all unit families, making introductions, and inviting families to the first FRG meeting. 
Telephone calls to members are vitally important, but they take a lot of time. This is one good reason to have a co-leader—an NCO spouse (if the leader’s husband is an officer)—or have the FRG phonetree to help with calls. Keep in mind that some young spouses and junior soldiers may feel intimidated by calls from the spouse of the commander or other senior leader. This is another excellent reason to have help from an NCO spouse; enlisted families will likely relate well to them. 
In fact, all leaders in the FRG need to relate well to all members. Remember, when calling FRG members, you are doing a selling job. You are selling opportunities for Army families to participate actively in the FRG. Be sure to remind other leaders of this central fact. 
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The entire conversation should last only a few minutes, depending on how receptive Mary is. Don’t apologize for calling. If it’s not a convenient time to talk, Mary will let you know. Make a note, and call her back at the appointed time. If she says she is not interested in participating, tell her calmly that you understand. She may tell you why. If not, you can try asking if there is any problem you can help with—there’s no need to press it beyond that point if Mary is not willing to discuss it. Let her know she is welcome at FRG events any time, and thank her for her time before hanging up.
[image: image14.wmf]Other phone tips include: 

· Don’t call too late; generally, 8:30 p.m. is a good limit.
· Don’t talk too long; you have other calls to make.
· If the other person takes up too much time, remove yourself graciously after finishing your business. “Well, I’ve got to go now. Thanks so much for your time. See you soon. Bye now.”
· Use the other person’s name, but don’t overdo it.
· Be pleasant and positive—smile while you’re talking.
· Be sincere; the other person can tell if you’re not.
· Speak distinctly so the other party can understand you; don’t chew gum, eat, or do chores while talking.
· Listen carefully to make sure you understand what the person says.
· Don’t take rudeness personally; not everyone will welcome your call.
· Don’t gossip; if the other party brings up gossip, either don’t respond or let the person know you can’t discuss it.
· Honor confidentiality. Don’t make the mistake of revealing to other parties information given to you in confidence. 
Conducting the Meeting

Okay, everything is in place—chairs, projector, snacks, drinks, handouts, signup sheets, and childcare. It’s five minutes until “showtime.” People are beginning to show up, and guess what? You’re getting nervous!
Not to worry. Just relax, smile, and greet people as they come in. Make sure they get signed in, name tags for their shirts or blouses, copies of the handouts, and places to sit. Just talking with the FRG members will help you relax. Let your warm personality show.
When meeting time arrives, get everyone’s attention and start right in. Here are some more pointers:
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Encourage Participation

The FRG can provide support and friendship to its members; however, some members may feel more comfortable seeking this support from neighbors, their church, friends outside the unit, or family members. It’s important that members develop lines of support, learn to be self-reliant, and use post resources when needed. They should also give the FRG a chance because it can offer unlimited opportunities to build good friendships with other FRG members.
Encourage participation in the following ways:

· Use phonetrees, help from the commander, and other communication to get the word out to all soldiers and spouses.
· Survey soldiers and family members to determine needs, interests, and desired frequency of meetings.
· Plan practical and fun activities. Keep meetings brief and enjoyable.
· Communicate with newcomers on their arrival. Tell them about FRG activities, and help them feel welcome.
· Ensure that the FRG provides timely and accurate information and doesn’t become a rumor mill; although rumors can’t be completely eliminated, they can be curtailed with accurate information. 
· Present a positive image. FRG meetings are not a forum for political or personal agendas, Army bashing, etc.
· Keep meetings informal and friendly.
· Be careful not to allow the FRG to polarize into separate groups—officer spouses vs NCO vs EM, or different races or other categories. Remember that everyone has skills and experiences to share for the good of the FRG.
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Group Dynamics

Within every group, a set of dynamics or relevant background factors exists. S. L. Tubbs, author of A Systems Approach to Small Group Interaction, states that there are six background factors that every group must understand. The six factors are: personality, gender, age, health, attitude, and individual values. Each member brings these factors to the FRG, and combined, they affect the group as a whole. There are other factors that must be recognized in the Army, too, including: rank, race, religion, and economic factors. 
How well soldiers and families relate to each other impacts on the success of the FRG and its mission: to build a support network. By socializing, members have opportunities to bond. However, some personalities may clash, and cliques may form. Some members may tend to gossip, and some may actively discourage others from participation in the FRG. The demands of the Army lifestyle and unit mission can cause stress and feelings of isolation. Social status and income levels may affect attitudes, and individual values will determine one’s behavior. Realize that all of these factors affect the FRG, and as a result, the group reacts in a unique behavioral style of its own.
The challenge for leaders and commanders is to find creative ways to help all these different personalities feel welcome and blend into a comfortable, well-knit family who work and play well together while they successfully accomplish tasks. For the most part, this challenge can be met by the FRG leader’s example of showing others goodwill and regard.
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All FRG leaders will encounter some resistance to change. In fact, Robinson and Robinson, authors of Training for Impact, report that “resistance is a predictable, natural, emotional reaction against...having to face up to difficult organizational problems…. Remember that resistance is a good thing. [It] is not a personal attack, but a reaction to the process….” 
A new FRG leader must be prepared for some resistance to his/her presence in the group. This is especially true if the FRG already has a leader or the past leader was very well liked (or disliked). When proposing changes, it’s good to step back to ensure the changes are needed, are thorough in thought, and are implemented with care. Get some advice from others first.

Resolving Conflict

Conflict is a natural part of living; it will happen in the FRG now and then, too. J. Stewart, author of Bridges, Not Walls, reminds us that “for a conflict to arise, the behavior of one or both parties must have consequences for the other.” It’s a fact of life that people are going to have different ideas and opinions, but the key to conflict resolution lies in how the people involved handle it. S. L. Tubbs, author of A Systems Approach To Small Group Interaction, gives five guidelines to remember in resolving conflicts: 
· Make sure you agree on the use of your terms/definitions.
· Build on areas of mutual agreement.
· Determine the specific changes necessary for a satisfactory resolution of the issues.
· Avoid personal attacks.
· Stick to the issues.
There will be times when the FRG leader has to help resolve conflicts between FRG members, but this should be done only when necessary. It’s best to solve conflict at the lowest level. This means allowing the members involved to work out their own disagreements if they can. 
If a conflict cannot be solved at that level, perhaps the FRG leader can help, but this must be done impartially and tactfully. Stephen Covey’s famous Seven Habits of Highly Successful People advises us to find win-win solutions to problems when we can. That is, enable both parties to win something in the resolution of the issue. If the group as a whole has a stake in the issue, perhaps brainstorming or a vote would resolve it.
When all else fails, however, it may be necessary to resort to some other avenue for resolution. The least comfortable route, perhaps, is the Chain of Command; but the outcome may not be win-win. Cases that involve the Chain of Command may have to be referred to the next higher level. Or, perhaps a third party, such as the ACS Mobilization and Deployment Readiness Program or the Volunteer Services Branch, can help. A last resort might be the Judge Advocate General or command Inspector General. Hopefully, this type of assistance won’t be needed, but it’s usually available.
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Childcare Issues

Providing for childcare is another major factor in the success of FRG meetings, as some events may be inappropriate for children. Examples may include planning meetings and meetings discussing sensitive topics. Realize that younger children can disrupt work and discourage volunteer participation. FRGs can arrange for childcare and training through post Child and Youth Services (CYS) telephone number 396-8110/5128, which offers two childcare options:
· Volunteer Child Care in Unit Setting (VCCUS). VCCUS involves the use of volunteers furnished by your unit or another nearby unit at no charge in exchange for a similar service for their FRG events. Volunteer training (overview of child development, health, and safety topics) is required prior to the FRG event, along with an inspection and approval of the child care site.  The time and place for the training are set by mutual agreement between CYS and the FRG leader. 
· Short-Term Alternative Child Care (STACC). Generally, the STACC option uses paid caregivers at a flat hourly rate, often with a minimum of one caregiver for two hours. Ft. Bragg CYS requires parents to have a copy of the child’s shot records and close toed shoes for the children.  Parents should not send food, except for infant formula. Any medication must be administered by the parent.  ild(ren). STACC is provided by CYS with paid staff. The total paid staff required will depend on the number and ages of the children.
Requirements for both programs include:

· CYS must provide training for unit volunteers. CYS can also provide information for Guard and Reserve FRGs on local area childcare resources if near an installation. 
· Someone on site must be certified in CPR.
· Childcare must be provided on site with the parents, or at least in an immediately adjacent building.
· The selected childcare location must be evaluated prior to use for safety and sanitation.
· Any deficiencies noted must be corrected before use.
· Ensure that activities such as VCR tapes, coloring books, toys, and organized games are developmentally appropriate for the children attending.
Obviously, childcare for FRG events requires careful planning. The FRG leader should ask the childcare chairperson to develop the FRG childcare program and get it in place early. 

Suggested Calling Script for FRG Leaders:





“Hello, Mary, this is __________. I’m the new FRG leader (or will be co-leader of the FRG with ____________ ). Is this a good time to call? Good. [If not, get a time to call back, thank her, and hang up.] I’m calling to say ‘hello’ and invite you to our upcoming FRG meeting at (time, date, and location). [Pause for Mary’s response, if any.] We will be discussing our plans for _______________ for the year. Also, I’m looking for a few more volunteers to help with our FRG events. By the way, do you have any concerns about the FRG that you want to discuss at the meeting? [Listen for her answer.] Okay, I’ll write that down and make sure it’s on the agenda. Well, thanks for talking with me, Mary. If you need to contact me about anything, my number is _____________. Please feel free to call. I look forward to meeting you at the meeting. Bye, now.”








Teamwork—The FRG Leader and the Unit Commander 





�





The FRG leader and the unit commander must work together for the benefit of the soldiers and families. Keep in mind that the commander is responsible for the FRG and must support it. When initially meeting with the commander, discuss family readiness issues, such as:





What are the commander’s family readiness goals? Does he have a plan?


What are the commander’s expectations and yours as FRG leader?


Mutual support and communication aspects.


FRG startup and operating issues. Focus especially on the five essential ingredients and key tasks of an effective FRG.


Unit training and FRG meeting and event schedules.


Resources needed by the FRG (e.g., access to alert roster, copy machine, mail/postage, telephone, computer, e-mail, funds, etc.).





What Are Group Norms for Your FRG?





Norms are ground rules for group interaction that apply to the FRG. For example:





Participation is voluntary.


Every soldier and family member is automatically an FRG member.


Show mutual respect and courtesy.


Create a positive, friendly environment.


There is no rank in the FRG.


No uniforms are worn at FRG events.


No cliques allowed in the FRG.


Everyone’s ideas are worthy.


Every adult member has a vote.


Decision making is shared, when feasible.


Everyone helps with FRG projects.


Everyone benefits from membership.


Everyone conducts him/herself well.








Personal Decisions about FRG Involvement





Army spouses support their soldiers in a number of ways. Some choose to actively serve in the FRG or other community activities. Others may choose to quietly support their soldiers at home without being active in the FRG or other outside activities. This is their choice and may hinge on the soldiers’ wishes, too. 





Beyond a friendly invitation, FRG leaders should not feel compelled to do a continual “selling job” on spouses for their participation in FRG events. Nor should unwilling or less active family members be judged by FRG leaders. Every family has to deal with its own stresses and problems, and supporting the soldier has different definitions for different people. Soldiers and their families generally do the best they can. In truth, everything spouses do—cooking, cleaning, taking care of children, ironing uniforms, working, and many other tasks—directly and indirectly supports their soldiers.





Remember that participation in the FRG is voluntary. The FRG leader’s challenge is to find ways to help people want to participate.
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