Planning an FRG Meeting

By Traci A. Cook

Whether you are planning your first Family Readiness Group meeting or your last, you are to be commended for your efforts. The very fact that you are planning the meeting and taking on this responsibility speaks volumes about your dedication and commitment to your unit and to the Army. Realize that every moment you spend making this meeting a fun, informative, and beneficial time for your Soldiers and family members is important and appreciated. You may or may not receive many thanks, but you are valued.

The best meetings are organized, planned, and deliberate. Take a moment to thoughtfully consider this meeting. Do you need a meeting? What purpose do you have for the meeting? What goals do you hope to accomplish by meeting? If you decide that these questions cannot be answered well, you may not need to meet at all. Make sure that you, the Soldiers, and/or family members will benefit from meeting as a group. You may decide that meeting once a month will help your Soldiers and family members communicate, keep in touch, and gain valuable information. This is fine, too. Just remember that the focus is on your unit and your FRG. Do what works for you. Always discuss these issues with the battery/company commander, as he/she will have pertinent information to share as well.

Next, decide on a location. You can always use unit facilities (the battery or company orderly area, conference room, or meeting area), but keep other options in mind as well. Contact your Family Readiness Group liaison on post for ideas on meeting places. Army Community Services (ACS) is another good contact for locating a comfortable place to meet. You may even choose to go to the on-post library or bowling alley or to a local restaurant to meet. Use a questionnaire to determine the best meeting date and time. Having a brunch, luncheon, early afternoon, or evening meeting may better accommodate your Soldiers and family members. Be creative in meeting the needs of the FRG members. 

After you have decided the time, date, and location, you are ready to plan the meetings. One never-ending question most FRGs have is, "How do I get more people to attend?" Ensuring that your meeting time, date, and location are accessible to most of your families is a good start. Another way to make your meetings more attractive is to serve some type of food. See FRG Meeting Food Ideas (.doc) for creative ideas in having refreshments at your meeting. You may want to utilize FRG funds to purchase a basic "kit" for your meetings. Items such as paper plates, cups, napkins, plastic tableware, and/or canned drinks can be bought in bulk then used at each meeting. Again, the food you serve will be determined by what works for you. You want to strike a balance between offering food to make the meeting more enjoyable and keeping things simple enough to encourage families to participate.

Your next issue is what to talk about at the meeting. Having a beneficial program during your meeting can make a big difference in who will attend. See FRG Meeting Program Ideas (.doc) to help you think of some valuable programs for your meetings. Try to plan your programs several months in advance. This will make things easier for you and for the presenters. A nice touch is to present each guest presenter with a unit Certificate of Appreciation upon completion of the program. Ask your commander or Installation Volunteer Coordinator for ideas on the certificate. Before each meeting, make sure you touch base with the presenter to verify date, time, location, and topic for discussion. Generally speaking, 30 - 45 minutes is a good time frame to maintain the attention of your volunteers. You will want to clarify the program length with your presenter before the meeting date.

Planning for young children is always a must. Family members will feel much more welcome if they know that they can have their children present as well. You should plan to accommodate parents or plan your meetings at a time where childcare will be readily available elsewhere. Setting up a TV and VCR with a G-rated video can work wonders for keeping the attention of young children. Other ideas include providing: coloring sheets and crayons, picture books, chart paper and pencils, building blocks, paper dolls, and other easy-to-share items for kids. Make sure that all parents understand that the safety of their child(ren) is ultimately up to them. Whether or not you decide to provide childcare, be sure to contact CDS (Child Development Services) well before your meeting. They will need to inspect the area of your meeting to ensure child safety.

Planning fun activities during the meeting can help alleviate tension and create a friendly environment during the meeting. Allowing each member to introduce themselves will make them feel like a part of the meeting, and providing name tags for all helps everyone get to know each other more quickly. You may want to incorporate an "ice breaker" to put everyone more at ease. See FRG Meeting Ice Breakers (.doc) for ideas to get you started. Drawing for a door prize during the meeting is always a hit. You can find inexpensive patriotic items, seasonal crafts, and military-related knick-knacks that will be appreciated by the winning Soldier or family member. Better yet, solicit gift certificates from local vendors for free meals, games of bowling, and other free prizes. Your commander can provide a "solicitation letter" that lists your name as a volunteer for the unit and allows you to solicit on the unit's behalf. Many businesses will require a request in writing and this letter will provide you with the authority to solicit free items for your FRG.

A final tip for getting the involvement of more Soldiers and family members is to announce the meeting in advance. Utilizing a unit or FRG newsletter to announce the next meeting is very effective. You may even choose to send out invitations specifically for the meeting. Calling each member before the meeting can have very positive results. This gives family members a chance to ask questions before they get to the meeting. It also adds a more personal touch to the invitation to come to the meeting. Another option is to activate your FRG phone tree to remind members of the date, time, and location. Communicating with the battery/company commander is also important. He/She will be able to announce the meeting at formations, when he/she has the attention of the Soldiers.

Take a final look at the FRG Meeting Checklist (.xls) to help determine if you have done everything you need to do to set yourself up for success. You can always claim success when you have done all you can to make this a useful time for the Soldiers and their families. You are ready! Check all of your plans, organize your supplies, and when the day of the meeting arrives, you will be confident and ready to conduct a practical, beneficial, and fun meeting from which the Soldiers and family members will benefit.
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