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It's all about family

Strong family readiness groups seen as key to unit morale

Spc. Matthew MacRoberts

A strong family readiness group (FRG) may be asimportant
to unit readiness as proper training, according to subject matter
experts.

“A family readiness group can make or break the morale of a
unit,” said Shirley West, advisor to the Ultima FRG at the U.S.
Army Sergeants Major Academy, Fort Bliss, Texas. “A bad one
can tear apart aunit.

“Having astrong FRG isan important part of aunit’swell-
being. Knowing their families know where resources are, what
the unit’'s mission is and that they have someoneto turnto in a
time of need givesthe soldiers great piece of mind during
deployments. It allows them to focus on the mission instead of
worrying about their families,” said West.

So, what doesit take to build asuccessful FRG?Holly
Gifford, the Deployment Readiness manager for Army Community
Service (ACYS) at theArmy Community and Family Support Center,
Alexandria, Va., offerssomeideas. First, thecommander is
responsible for ensuring his or her unit has an operating FRG,
Gifford explained. Research indicates familiesfare better in
unitsthat have effective FRGsin place prior to deployment.

In many cases, commanders appoint soldiers to serve as the
family readinessliaison from the unit to communicate between
the commander and the FRG leader. In addition to acting asan
information conduit, the liaison can assist the FRG leader in
finding volunteers.

“A commander wants to make sure that his soldiers and
families get theinformation they need and that families’ needs
are being met by the command,” said L eonaFerrell, director of
the Family Readiness Center at Fort Campbell, Ky.

The commander or his liaison starts building his group by
filling thethree key positions: the FRG |leader, anewsl etter editor
and a phone-tree contact person, according to Gifford.

“An FRG leader hasto be something you feel. It isn’t for
everybody. Your heart hasto beinit or it isjust smply some-
thing you could never pull off. It requires selflessness, hard
work, commitment and a superhuman understanding of the
different types of people and individual needs within a group,”
said Ferrell, who advises FRG representativesfrom the 101
Airborne Division (Air Assault), one of the most deployed
commandsintheU.S. Army.

An FRG leader hasto have a strong personality in order to
help peopl e accept news like deployment, extensions of deploy-
ment or cancellations of scheduled redeployments. “People
expect you to listen and have the magic words to make their pain
go away. It's hard to help others when you feel you need help
yourself,” Ferrell explained.

“It should be someone who is tough enough to not be
intimidated by the “green-suit” side of the house but is soft
enough to also deal with the family-member side,” said Ferrell.

West el aborated on the FRG leader’s duties. “ A leader
should be a delegator,” she said. “ They should not be the doer
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for the whole battalion or brigade. Their role isto supervise and
oversee. They cannot be the do al, be all.”

A commander should appoint an FRG leader in writing and
evaluate that |eader every six months.

When selecting volunteersto fill the FRG’s leadership
positions, the commander should choose the person best
qualified for the job rather than based on the rank of their
spouse, according to West. Many lower ranking soldiers
spouses are especially good leaders and should be appointed to
positions based on their abilities.

Ferrell concurred with West. “ Volunteers are too hard to
come by to toss them aside for something as menial as how high
their soldier ranks,” she said.

Even so, that’s not to say that senior leaders’ spouses don’t
have arolein the FRG. Senior spouses canfill avital role by
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A soldier of the 3rd Infantry Division’s Headquarters and

Headquarters Battery, Division Artillery, redeployed from
Iragi Freedom to Fort Sewart gets a warm welcome from his
wife and daughter.
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acting as advisors, giving the
younger, less-experienced spouses
an opportunity to grow and gain
experiencein leadershiproles.

No commander expectsa
spouse to know everything he or
shewill needtolead an FRG
Those appointed to key positions
may seek guidance on the basics
of FRG management at their local
ACS. ACSaso hostsArmy
Family Team Building courses
that are taught by experienced
FRG volunteers. ACS can aso
offer new leadersthe Opera-
tion Ready FRG Leaders
Handbook on CD. The
handbook is an invaluable
resource for those learning
the FRG ropes, according
to Gifford.

When building the
FRG structure, keepin
mind that FRGs are not
limited to just spouses,
Ferrell pointed out.
“Theregulation allows
‘anyone who has avalid interest in the
military asawhol€' to participateinthe FRG,” Ferrell
said. Even local businesses have formed FRGsto help military
families, Ferrell said.

But FRGs don't have to be built from the ground up. Depart-
ment of the Army Pamphlet 608-47, Guideto Establishing Family
Support Groups, recommends checking with other local unit FRG
leaders, who may have similar requisites and can offer advice
based on what works and doesn’t work for them.

No matter what special considerations an FRG might have, the
one constant among al successful FRGsii's open communications.

“Aslong astheinformation is correct it’s very important to
communicate,” said West. Everyone must receive theinforma-
tion in the FRG and no one must feel left out.

“The FRG newdletter isamajor form of communication
between the command and FRG leadership,” said Gifford. Thisis
especially important for Reserve and National Guard unitsin
which most of the spouses are geographically spread out, and
where even the soldiers only see each other one weekend a
month.

Newsletters are one of the most effective ways to ensure
that all family members get the most accurate information. In
fact, many FRGsare now minimizing printing and distribution
costs by sending their newsletters viae-mail.

However, the units don’t expect FRG volunteersto furnish a
home office. In fact, the Army Research I nstitute that offers
guidance for FRG leaders states on their Web site that FRGs will
have access to Army facilities such as chapels, dayrooms,
dining facilities and theaters. FRGs may also use Army-issued or
leased copy machines, file cabinets, desks and chairs, according
to the Web site (http://www.ari.army.mil/frg/).

Debbie Thelen, the Fort McCoy (Wisconsin) NCO Academy
FRG |leader, headed up a project to convert a barracks into an
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FRG office. Their facilitiesinclude three children’s playrooms,
along with offices and meeting rooms.

“A lot can be doneif you persevere,”
Thelen said. “If you have anidea, run
withit. Aslong asyou have thefamily in
mind, it will besuccessful.

“1 believe if we have enough
functions and —most of all —fun, we'll
help to keep thefamilies' moraleand

overall well being positive,” she said.

And, happy, well-prepared families
usually leads to happy well-prepared

soldiers, according to Ferrell.

(Editor’s Note: Spc. Matthew
MacRoberts is a journalist assigned to the
Fort Bliss (Texas) Public Affairs Office.)

Operation READY
assists Army families
with deployment
challenges

By Jamie Danesi

Recent media attention has been focused
on the military family and what kind of support
family members are receiving from the armed

Services.

Preparing soldiers and familiesfor deployment — and
supporting families during the deployment and subsequent
reunions— is an ongoing priority for the Army. Operation
READY isthetool the Army usesto meet that mission.

Operation READY, or “ ResourcesAbout Deployment and
You,” isatraining and information resource which was devel-
oped after the Persian Gulf War from lessons |earned in deploy-
ment, according to the Army Community Service Web site. The
program covers all phases of the deployment and is available to
al soldiersand families.

The training materials include videos, handbooks and
checklists and cover such topics as coping with separation,
financial planning, reunion stress, resources for Army Reserve
and National Guard families, setting up and running aFamily
Assistance Center and FRGs.

For younger family members, Operation READY hasactivity
books for children ages 3 through the teens to help them manage
the stress of a parent’s deployment. Thereis also aguide for the
returning soldier with suggestions on ways to help the children
have amore positive reaction to his or her return.

Materialsare avail able through installation Army Commu-
nity Service centers. Reserve Component soldiers and their
families can accessthe materialsthrough their Army Reserve
Family Readiness Program staff or state Family Program coordi-
nators.

Family memberswho may not have accessto an installation,
can access Operation READY materialsonline at the ACS Web
site, http://www.goacs.org.

(Editor’s Note: Jamie Danesi writes for the Forces Com-
mand News Service)
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