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Chapter 5

Building an Effective FRG—Preparing to Contact Soldiers and Families
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Welcoming New Soldiers and Families
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Making contact—communication—is another of the essential ingredients, and it takes on many forms—some of which will be discussed in this chapter. The first people to be informed of the arrival of new soldiers and their families are the battalion S1 (personnel officer) and the first sergeant of the assigned unit. The hospitality/ welcome committee chairperson must make regular contact with these key soldiers and get updates on new arrivals. New arrivals’ names, phone numbers, addresses, and other information should be reported to the FRG leader and the phonetree chairperson. Normally, the FRG leader or, in the leader’s absence, the hospitality/welcome committee chairperson makes the first welcome call to the new spouse. In a very large unit, this function may be routinely delegated to the hospitality/welcome committee. In any event, the initial call should:

· welcome the new family to the unit and FRG;
· inform the spouse about upcoming FRG events; 
· provide the spouse with the name and phone number of their family’s phonetree POC; and
· inform the spouse that someone from the hospitality/welcome committee will soon contact them to set an appointment to visit. The person visiting the spouse will bring a community welcome packet, an invitation to an FRG event, a copy of the FRG Information Survey (sample shown in Figure 4, pages 41–42) to complete, and a small gift (such as a loaf of friendship bread or a plant).
At the next FRG meeting, the FRG leader should introduce the new family to the group and invite them to participate in the FRG.
FRG Membership Roster
The FRG membership roster—compiled from the unit alert roster and completed FRG Information Surveys—consists of names, addresses, telephone numbers, and other pertinent information on unit soldiers and families. Participation must be on a voluntary basis. To achieve maximum participation, the FRG leader needs to explain to the members—preferably at an FRG meeting—the purposes of collecting this information, how it will be used, and how it will be protected from unauthorized use. A Privacy Act Statement should be included at the end of the FRG Information Survey. 
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As a rule, to protect the families’ personal data from unauthorized use, only a few key leaders should have a complete copy of the FRG membership roster or the phonetree. To avoid identity theft, Social Security numbers and other sensitive information must be omitted, too; careful control of all copies of the rosters must be exercised at all times. All leaders must ensure that FRG rosters and phonetrees are not given to any third party. Obsolete copies must be collected and destroyed. When a key leader leaves the job or moves, that leader’s copies should be turned in to the supervisor. Remember, people entrust FRG leadership with personal information. Help them protect their privacy and enjoy being in the FRG, too.
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The FRG Phonetree
The phonetree chairperson uses the current membership roster (if any), completed FRG Information Surveys, and information on new families from the hospitality/welcome committee chairperson or first sergeant to prepare or update the FRG phonetree. The chairperson also recruits POCs and provides training for them. After training, POCs call all families assigned to them on their branch of the phonetree and let the families know that they are the family’s POC and how to contact them.

How Does the Phonetree Work?

The FRG leader calls the phonetree chairperson (or each of the POCs) to relay FRG information. The phonetree chairperson, in turn, calls each POC and passes on the message. If the phonetree chairperson is unable to reach any POC, he or she calls the next person on the branch, who fills in as POC until the POC returns. When all calls are completed, each POC calls the phonetree chairperson or FRG leader and reports the outcomes of the calls. (See Figure 7.)
When family members call their POCs, the process is reversed. If a POC can’t answer a question or concern, the POC calls the chairperson or FRG leader. In any event, the POC logs every call on the phonetree log form (see sample in Figure 8). Of course, the POC logs and reports any significant event or information up the chain, as well. 

Phonetrees can be built according to platoons, arranged geographically by the location of the families, or divided up alphabetically. Each POC should be responsible for contacting between 5 and 10 families. POCs need to be reliable and must understand how to maintain confidentiality. They must be able to provide accurate information and to keep accurate records of calls. 

[image: image2.png]* Rear Detachment Officer fills in when
Commander deploys with unit

| —
Other Unit
Officers Commander
i
[ [ 1
Unit FRG Other FRG
First Sergeant Leader Committees
e— _|—
Phonetree
Chairperson

s





Figure 7. Sample FRG Phonetree.

Phone Log

	Date
	Name
	Action/Issue
	Talked To
	Left Message
	Returned Call

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	


Figure 8. Sample Phonetree Log Form.

Benefits of an Effective FRG Phonetree[image: image6.wmf]
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· Monthly or more frequent contact reduces social isolation and helps new spouses build friendships. It reassures family members that there is a functioning communication system in place for them when they need it. Regular contact enhances their sense of belonging and provides information they need, including news about upcoming FRG events. 
· It also gives families a secure feeling that there is someone to talk to during family emergencies.
· Spouses can express concerns to their POCs, who can provide them self-help information or pass those concerns to a higher level for resolution. POCs should be careful that they don’t only contact the families to ask spouses to help with FRG projects. POCs need to express genuine concern for the families’ well-being. 
· Run well, the phonetree will be used exclusively for official purposes, not for someone’s personal agenda (especially not for commercial purposes). When this rule is followed faithfully, spouses learn to welcome calls from their POCs and to call them readily when they need information or help.
· A good working relationship between the POC and assigned families can help improve quality of life and morale. Leaders—both military and volunteer—who know their soldiers and spouses develop a greater understanding of their needs, which makes them better leaders and makes military life more enjoyable for the soldier and his family. This is a win-win situation for all.
· Moreover, the soldier witnesses a consistent level of support and enjoys peace of mind when he or she is deployed. In turn, the soldier can focus on the mission and be safer during his or her tour of duty.
How the Phonetree POC Gets Started

You are a newly appointed phonetree POC and have completed POC training. The phonetree chairperson gives you the list of names and telephone numbers for your assigned families. Now what? You’re a little nervous, wondering how the spouses in your phonetree branch will react to you. You don’t know everyone, and you’re not sure of how the ones you do know will respond. Some of the spouses’ soldiers outrank your spouse, but you realize that doesn’t matter; you want to help every family in the FRG—no matter who they are. And you need to call everyone in your branch of the phonetree regularly. 
Here is a sample first-call script :
“Hello, this is ________________ from ______ Family Readiness Group. Is this __________? (Pause) Good. Do you have a couple of minutes to talk? (Pause) Okay. I’m calling to introduce myself and say hello. I need to let you know that I’m your point of contact in the FRG phonetree. I’m the person you can contact if you have any questions or concerns while your soldier is in the field or deployed. Also, I’ll be calling you occasionally to pass on messages from the FRG leader or commander and also to test the phonetree. If you need to call me, my number at home is _________. The FRG leader’s name and number are ____________________. I will give you a copy of our branch of the phonetree so you can contact someone else when you can’t reach me. Is there anything I can help you with while we’re on the phone?”
Read through the script several times before calling anyone, and try to sound natural—not like you’re reading a script! Next, think of some likely scenarios that could happen when you start the calls:
· If the responder says he/she cannot talk now, ask when would be a good time to call back. Then follow up.

· If the responder is willing to talk now, complete the script smoothly, and follow with information about upcoming FRG events.

· Don’t spend more than five minutes on each call, unless the responder has questions. 

· If you don’t have the answer, say so and either tell the responder that you will get an answer and call back, or tell the responder whom to call. Be sure to follow up, and make sure he/she gets what is needed.

· On the other hand, if the responder tells you he/she does not want to participate in the FRG phonetree, don’t take it personally. Politely say that you understand and you hope to see him/her at the next FRG event. Remember, everyone is a member.
· Use your phonetree log forms to record the results of each call.
· When you’ve completed the phone calls, let your chairperson or FRG leader know the results.
· Report any significant events or problems.
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Six Types of Phone Calls

Phonetree POCs, chairpersons, and FRG leaders regularly make and receive calls to and from assigned family members. This is mostly good—it is necessary for FRG members to stay connected during garrison and deployment missions. Consider the six types of calls that are discussed below.
[image: image9.wmf]Information calls. These calls may be made to pass information from the commander, the rear detachment officer, or the FRG leader to all FRG members. Each person in the calling chain should write down the message when it is received and repeat it exactly when relaying the message to ensure accuracy. Or a spouse may call a POC seeking information. The POC needs to make sure information provided is accurate and current, as well, since outdated information can create problems for the caller. If the POC doesn’t have the information the caller needs, tell the caller how to find it, or the POC should find out and return the call. All POCs and the phonetree chairperson should maintain a notebook containing a list of key resources on post, important memorandums, and other information on agencies and services for Army families—the POC Smart Book.
[image: image10.wmf]Problem calls. Calls involving problems or concerns of spouses are much like information calls. They should be handled with tact, politeness, and good listening skills. To help the callers, the POC should be sure to understand and record all necessary information. By asking pertinent questions, the POC may help callers to think of their own solutions. If the POC is not sure of what to do, tell the caller so; then investigate and return the call. The POC should not tell the caller that he/she can’t help. Often, the POC can help by simply providing a phone number for a post agency. Finally, the POC should follow up on all calls, even if it is just to check that everything is all right.
[image: image11.wmf]Social calls. Everyone—especially a new Army spouse—needs someone friendly and sympathetic to talk to occasionally. All Army spouses face loneliness at times; however, phonetree POCs and other leaders need to limit calls received so they don’t take too much time away from important things—like having a little time for themselves and their own families! If the phonetree POC or leader is busy when someone calls, tactfully let the caller know that it isn’t a good time to talk and a time that would be better. By the same token, leaders need to keep calls they make to FRG members short but friendly. Remember that some spouses feel awkward when the commander’s spouse or another key soldier’s spouse calls.

[image: image12.wmf]Gossip and rumor calls. If callers are talking just to gossip, the POC should indicate disinterest in the gossip. Gossip can hurt others whether or not it is true, and it must be discouraged tactfully and firmly. In the case of rumors, tell the caller the facts, if known. Otherwise, the POC should check on the subject and call back. Tactfully ask the caller not to pass the rumor on; then investigate and return the call. 
[image: image13.wmf]Chronic calls. These types of calls can be very disruptive, and the POC may get resentful or angry when a member calls too often. Try to be tactful but assertive, though. POCs can control chronic callers by screening calls. POCs don’t want to miss important calls, but they shouldn’t allow chronic callers to dominate their time.

Crisis calls. Handling crisis calls can be difficult and unnerving. Keep in mind that the caller is likely to be upset, and the POC needs to be calm and methodical. POCs need to be careful of how they respond to distraught callers. Don’t say “settle down” or “get a hold of yourself.” Do assure the caller that help is available, and don’t make promises that can’t be fulfilled. Keep the caller talking; listen carefully, and ask questions to clarify what is being said, what the situation is, and what actions have already been taken. An excellent way to ensure the right questions are asked is to use a POC Problem Resolution Form (sample shown in Figure 9, page 102) and the decision diagram for helping a distressed person (Figure 10, page 103). In dealing with crisis calls, be sure of the information and advice provided. If the POC doesn’t know what to do, the POC should tell the caller that they will contact another source and will then call back with possible courses of action. If practical, encourage the caller to help themselves. If the caller does not know what to do, suggest some ideas to choose from. In real emergencies, the caller may be hysterical, and the POC may have to to make the emergency contacts for the caller.
Causes of crisis calls may include separation, divorce, miscarriage, serious injury or illness, or even the death of a family member. Aside from trauma to the family concerned, such events may have serious impacts on other members of the unit and their spouses. The morale of the unit and families may be adversely affected, as well. Here are some ground rules for such calls.
· Separation and Divorce. This is a delicate situation. POCs should avoid taking sides, or they might find themselves confronted by the other party. The key to handling calls involving domestic disputes is to be neutral but sympathetic, and refer the caller to a professional (a chaplain, Family Advocacy Program, or other appropriate agency). Never counsel the caller. Instead, the POC should say something like, “Mary, I’m really sorry to hear about this, but I’m not qualified to offer you advice on what to do. I’ll get you the phone number to the chaplain’s office.” Marital problems affect the entire family, and there is little the POC can do. Smiles, hugs, and kind gestures may be the only other support POCs can give. Remember, too, to maintain confidentiality and avoid engaging in gossip.
· Miscarriage. The loss of an expected child is heartbreaking for the family and their friends. People respond to loss in different ways. Often, the family may want to be alone for a while to deal with their sorrow, so it is best to check with the family before visiting them, and phone calls should be brief. A call and a sympathy card may be all they want, but if acceptable to the family, the POC may consider organizing a meal for them. Respect the privacy of the family. They will let the POC know what needs, if any, they may have.
· Loss of a Spouse or Other Family Member. Likewise, the loss of a spouse or other family member can impact friends, neighbors, and the unit. Communication with the grieving family is essential, but first contact normally is made by the commander. The commander may determine what the grieving family needs or wants and will advise the FRG leader of what to do next. 
Use of the phonetree to inform the unit and its spouses is appropriate as long as the desires of the family are respected and the commander has approved the notice. A memorial service gives unit members an opportunity to express their grief and demonstrate support to the family. Other kind gestures may include babysitting, organizing meals, transportation to and from the airport, caring for pets, and sending a card and flowers. Ask the family what they want. Do they want visitors other than family, or do they prefer to be alone? 
· Loss of a Service Member. The loss of a fellow soldier is tragic and devastating for all. The FRG leader will never make casualty notifications. Only the experts—Casualty Branch personnel—are authorized to release such information to the family, using procedures detailed in Army regulations. The post Casualty Assistance Office (CAO) and a military chaplain will notify the family in person. The CAO will assign a representative to assist the family with funeral arrangements, benefits, insurance, and other matters. The commander will let the FRG leader know what to do next. 
The FRG leader should focus on family support issues. Consider what the needs of the family may be, and assist the Chain of Command. The commander may ask the leader to call each FRG family to coordinate a meeting to inform spouses. Again, the gestures and assistance to the grieving family listed above may be fine, but first check with the spouse. Calm and unobtrusive organization at such times provides comfort and helps control confusion and stress.
· Family Problems (Abuse/Juvenile Offenses). Families at every social level experience serious family problems. Other than referral, there is little the POC or FRG leader can do when family problems involve spouse or child abuse, serious behavior issues, or juvenile crime. If the POC is confronted with an immediate emergency, call 911 and then the FRG leader, who in turn, should inform the commander. Even if it is not an emergency, don’t take sides (vocally, anyway), counsel, or offer advice to family members. The POC should not try to intervene personally in the family’s problem because this could subject the POC to harm. While POCs need to be sympathetic and helpful, only trained professionals should deal with dysfunctional families.
· Missing Children. Family and friends of a missing child can experience gut-wrenching grief and fear. As soon as parents determine that their child is missing, they should contact the local police department and the commander. If a frantic spouse calls the POC, make sure the authorities have been notified. If the incident occurred on post, contact the Military Police, as well. Sometimes children can be found quickly. Be sympathetic and supportive to the parents and siblings, if any. Be a good listener. (Other sources of help for missing or abused children include: the National Runaway Hotline [1-800-621-4000], Family Advocacy Program, Families in Crisis, Victim Advocacy, and the Abuse Hotline.)


Basic Rules of Crisis Intervention

1. Listen. Let the people involved speak. Be sure you hear how they see the problem and what they expect from you. Descriptively verbalize what you hear and what you see happening; do not be critical.

2. Remember that the person who has sought your help is important, even if they are talking on behalf of someone else. Work with the person who asked for your help.

3. You are a listener, a referral agent, and perhaps a friend. You can help by listening carefully and making suggestions only when the person cannot think of alternatives. Do not give advice or assume responsibility for the person’s problems or life. The goal of crisis intervention is to allow the individual involved to become responsible for themselves and the consequences of their actions. Work toward clarification of the situation.

4. Don’t be over-active. The tendency is to talk a lot and offer a great deal of help in the form of possible solutions. Let the person with the problem take the lead. Often the person needs and wants to talk the problem out.

5. Be empathetic and identify feelings. Is the person depressed, frustrated, angry? Encourage the person to talk on a feeling level.

6. Try not to become absorbed with historical excuses and reasons for present problems. Focus on what is happening now, and permit the person to explore what could be done to change it.

7. When dealing with family crises, give equal attention to each family member, whether they are adults or children.

8. When referring someone for additional assistance, be specific. Tell them where to go, when to be there, and who to see. If possible, give them the name and number of a specific person to see. Follow-up to be sure that the necessary service was provided.

9. Do not call others (police, rescue squad, military police, parents) without the permission of the person you are helping unless there is imminent danger—suicide or homicide. It is permissible to ask them if they are in danger or to ask them if they are thinking about suicide and have the means to carry it out. If you must notify the unit or rear detachment, tell them you are going to do so.

10. Provide reassurance that the person will be able to solve the problem.

11. People’s trust in you must be developed and maintained. This trust is earned by acting responsibly and confidentially.

	POC Problem Resolution Form

 Name 

	Address



	Date of Contact             Time               Contact Phone                    (Hm)                         (Wk)



	Sponsor Information

 

	Name    

                                                                  Unit

	Rank                                                          Location



	Nature of Emergency (include who, what, when, where, etc.):

	

	

	

	

	What help do you need?

	

	

	ACTION:                                    Who Called?                                           When?

	Police called?

	Ambulance?

	Fire Department called?

	Red Cross called?

	Transportation?

	Food?

	Lodging?

	Money?

	AER called?

	Emergency Child Care?

	

	Referred To:



	Follow-up Required?



	POC Signature :                                                      Date:




Figure 9. Sample POC Problem Resolution Form.

      Helping a Distressed Person

Log call or visit on the POC Problem Resolution Form














Figure 10. Decision Diagram for Helping a Distressed Person.
Brief Descriptions of Post Community Resources

Army Emergency Relief (AER) 396-7289/2507 is a non-profit organization that offers relief to financially distressed soldiers and their families in emergency situations, such as paying utility bills to prevent disconnections, buying food to avoid deprivation, etc.
Chaplain Services 396-HELP include family ministry, religious education, and worship services. Army chaplains provide personal, marital, and family counseling, within the context of religious values. The crisis hotline is a 24-hour service to assist those in extreme emergencies (abuse, death, and/or serious illness).
Financial Readiness Program 396-8682 offers training and confidential help with budget counseling, consumer credit, debt liquidation, checkbook maintenance, consumer advocacy, and complaints.
Cumberland County Department of Social Services 323-1540 provides counseling and referral services to those experiencing personal problems, marital problems, family violence, and child abuse or neglect.
Exceptional Family Member Program (EFMP) 396-8682 assists families whose members require medical treatment, therapy, education, training, or counseling. EFMP has a listing of agencies within the area suited to the needs of exceptional family members.
Family Advocacy Program (FAP) 396-5521/4175 offers classes on parenting, conflict and stress management, marital stress, safety education, family violence prevention, unit briefings, and more. FAP works with agencies inside and outside the Army. 
Employment Readiness Program (ERP) 396-2390/1425 offers information and referral services for employment, education, training, transition, and volunteer opportunities.
Relocation Readiness Program (RRP) 396-8682 offers services, including loaner housewares and welcome packets to aid families in the moving process. They also operate a terminal of the Standard Installation Topic Exchange Service (SITES), which provides information on Army installations worldwide.
American Red Cross 396-1231 (After Hours 1-877-272-7337) assists military families with sudden emergencies that require the soldier’s presence (like serious illness or death of a family member). When the family contacts the Red Cross, they provide confirmation to the Chain of Command so the soldier can be released. Other help includes emergency loans (when AER is closed), disaster relief, instruction in first aid, CPR, babysitting courses, water safety, and more.





















None of the


listed problems?





Yes





Use common sense.





Call authorities NOW!





Be sure to log all key details on the POC Problem Resolution Form, and report any crises or emergencies to the FRG leader or commander. Follow up as needed, and control gossip.





Determine the problem and actions to be taken.


Ask, “How have you tried to solve this problem?”





Administrative Issues





Financial?


Legal?


Auto?


Housing?


Medical?


Emotional?


Sexual Harassment?





Personal Issues





Marriage?


Juvenile?


Depression?


Spiritual?








Crisis/


Emergency


Issues





Death?


Injury?


Illness?


Suicidal?





Yes





Refer to chaplain.





Refer to appropriate agency.





Yes





Yes





Attempt to Calm Her/Him





Maintain your composure—be calm and understanding.


Reassure him/her that help is available.


Keep him/her talking.


When he/she is calm enough, proceed.


If he/she cannot be calmed in 10 to 15 minutes, offer to call or refer him/her to a chaplain. If possible, get the person’s agreement first.





Is the caller exhibiting extreme feelings?





No





Yes





�





Privacy Act Statement: For further guidance, call the Freedom of Information Act Office on your installation. Also, consult AR 340-21, The Army Privacy Program.





The POC’s Smart Book





What do you need in the way of information and materials as a phonetree POC in your FRG? Here’s a list:





a list of assigned families and phone numbers for your branch of the phonetree,


an ample supply of phone message log forms,


a supply of emergency forms,


a current directory of key post agencies,


a copy of the unit training schedule,


a copy of the FRG event schedule,


a map of the post and surrounding areas, and


post and commercial phone books.





Keep your POC Smart Book near the phone so you can find it readily.





And what else do you need? A quiet room, a comfortable place to sit and take notes, a remote phone with a recorder, a computer with internet access, and a watch or clock.








Handling Calls Effectively





While listening, ask yourself these questions:


What is the caller really saying? Keep in mind that the call is important to the caller.


What basic needs does the caller have?


What expectations does the caller have? Are they realistic?


Who can help? As much as possible, refer the caller to resources that can be used by the caller to solve the problem.





Remember, FRG members need to learn to be self-sufficient. POCs don’t have to tell callers that, but they can teach by example. Be friendly and tactful in guiding callers to successful resolution of their own problems.
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