FRG Leaders as Dealers of Hope

Revisiting the role of the Family Readiness Group leader

By Traci A. Cook, adapted from Chaplain Darrell Thomsen’s inspiring words at the CC.com  “On Fire!” Rendezvous, Washington, DC, 30 January 2004.  Chaplain Thomsen is currently the Community Chaplain at the United States Military Academy at West Point.

Everything rises and falls on leadership.  

As the leader of your unit’s Family Readiness Group, you are often the first and most visible impression of an Army spouse that new spouses will see.  You will be watched and evaluated, simply because of the position you hold.  As the leader of this unique organization, it is up to you to provide strong leadership, uncompromising character, and an optimistic approach to each situation you encounter.

Because FRGs are mandated by the US Army but founded on volunteers, you are in a unique situation.  You cannot (and should not) expect any spouse to participate, volunteer, or even appreciate the work of the unit’s Family Readiness Group.  You must focus on being what Chaplain Thomsen describes as a “dealer of hope,” and let everything else fall into place.

Hope is our most precious possession.  When a person feels they have hope, amazing things can be accomplished.  When hope is robbed of them, the results can be disastrous.  As humans, we have an innate need to feel the hope in a situation.  As Army spouses, we must rely on hope to be encouragers of our soldier’s mission, and to support each other through the trying times.

Influential leaders are dealers of hope.  As the leader of your unit’s Family Readiness Group, you will, in large part, determine the hope of those spouses.  Will they feel that their contributions (whether great or small) are valued?  Will they be able to see the “bright side” of Army life?  Can they maintain the role of supportive spouse for their soldier?  Will they feel encouragement from their fellow spouses in the FRG? 

Chaplain Thomsen described hope in this acrostic, which has been adapted to describe the FRG’s role from his original message regarding leading soldiers:


Honor – Honor your volunteers and FRG members.
Optimism – See the opportunity, not the problem.
Perseverance – Maintain your commitment and enthusiasm, even when things get tough.
Encouragers – Always approach interactions with your volunteers with an attitude of encouragement.
Honor begets honor.  If you choose to honor your FRG members and volunteers, they will also honor you.  If the “culture” of your FRG is one of positive interactions, enthusiasm for the Army, pride in your unit, and encouragement of spouses and soldiers, your group will be a truly dynamic and effective part of the overall unit.

Trust is the most valuable and vulnerable asset.  Once trust is broken, it is extraordinarily difficult to regain.  In your tenure as FRG leader, it would seem nearly impossible to repair broken trust.  That is why establishing and maintaining trust from the beginning is of utmost importance.

Chaplain Thomsen gives these suggestions on how to build trust:

1. Take responsibility.

Never play the “blame game” with your volunteers.  As the leader of the FRG, it is up to you to take full responsibility for the FRG, even when something goes wrong, and especially when it’s not “your fault.”  Be honest and forthright with your commander, but approach each situation with the realization that you are the responsible party.

2. Seek to understand your people.

Each FRG member will have a different level of experience with Family Readiness Groups.  If you strive to understand where each person has been,  you will gain a much better perspective on how to serve them.

3. Security is essential.

Every conversation you have with an FRG member is to be considered sacred.  Do not break confidentiality under any circumstances.  It only takes one negative experience to taint a person’s view of FRG, and ultimately, of the Army.  Be sure that your FRG members feel security in what they say to you.

4. Be thankful.

There is no greater gift than gratitude.  Tell your volunteers often how much you appreciate their involvement.  Use a variety of creative ways to let them know that you notice and value what they are doing.  Be sure to include those spouses who are not “actively” involved.  Being the spouse of a soldier carries enough sacrifice and dedication to warrant thanks.

Golden rule of leadership:  Listen to others as you would like to be listened to.

Choose to listen.  In our busy lives, there is a fine line between being an effective listener and becoming overwhelmed by those who need to talk.  As the FRG leader, you want to build trust with your members and encourage them to seek assistance when it is needed; however, you must also draw the line before it negatively impacts your own family.  It is during these situations that you can rely on the mission of the FRG – to resource, not rescue – and use that as a guideline for how you will deal with each conversation.

The following are the most and least important words in dealing with humans (adapted from an anonymous short essay, “Short Course in Human Relations.”)

The least important word in building trust is “I.”
The most important word in building trust is “we.”
The 2 most important words are “Thank you.”

The 3 most important words are “Could you please?”
The 4 most important words are “What is your opinion?”
The 5 most important words are “You did a great job!”
The 6 most important words are “I admit that I was wrong.”

What a powerful reminder of the importance of what you do!  It is not about the FRG leader, but about the team, the soldiers and spouses who make up the FRG – that is what matters the most.  As FRG leaders, you really serve as a resource center, a facilitator of information and resources, an encourager of the spouses whose soldiers give their all each day.  You are dealers of hope, providers of encouragement, listeners, and servants.  And, at the end of the day, if you can say that you earned the trust of your volunteers, you can truly call yourself a dealer of hope, and what better title is there than that?

For more information on being an effective FRG Leader, see http://FRG.army.mil.

To add your own comments or ask questions, contact Traci Cook at traci.cook@us.army.mil or Angela Crist at angela.crist1@us.army.mil.


