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The Key Spouse Reference Guide is the primary resource tool for Key Spouses.  This guide assist you in your role as a key spouse.  The following areas are discussed:
· History of the Key Spouse Program

· Role of the Key Spouse

· Key Spouse’s responsibilities

· Working within the chain of communication

· Professional privacy issues
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Getting started as a Key Spouse

· Providing information and referral services

· Acting as a communications link

· Suggested Forms and additional reference materials 

History of the Key Spouse Program

In 1997, the United States Air Force implemented the 

Key Spouse Program at five high deployment bases.  Selected

bases modeled the Navy’s Ombudsman program.  Although the program was not adopted 

AF wide many lessons were learned in the area of assisting military   
family members--specifically as it related to deployments and periods of family separation.  The Key Spouse Program is designed to be a tool for organizational leadership and tailored to meet the needs of individual units.  

The Key Spouse Program is a partnership between the Key Spouse, organizational leadership, and the Family Support Center.  This program is drastically different from a traditional spouse’s group.  Organizational leadership empowers a volunteer to assist with quality of life programs and services directed at family members.   The Key Spouse Program provides a framework for stability and support.   Key Spouses inform, support and refer family members to the appropriate base agencies. This dynamic group of individuals can do much to enhance the flow of communication between spouses, leadership and base support agencies.  An effective Key Spouse Program enhances mission readiness.
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ROLE OF THE KEY SPOUSE
The Key Spouse is connected to the unit.  The Commander appoints the individual in writing and refer her/him to the Family Support Center for training.
The Key Spouse:

· Serves as a communication link between the Commander, First Sergeant, and unit families

· Provides information and referral services to unit families

· Acts as a role model to demonstrate good coping and stress management skills

THE KEY SPOUSE’S RESPONSIBILITIES

The Key Spouse’s performance directly impacts the quality of life and morale of unit families.  The Commander and First Sergeant rely on the Key Spouse’s judgment, reliability, and positive attitude in accomplishing the goals of the program.

The Key Spouse’s responsibilities are to:

· Welcome incoming members and their families

· Participate in the phone tree as directed

· Maintain a family readiness roster of information

· Provide the Commander/First Sergeant, with information and feedback regarding family readiness issues

· Provide information and referral assistance to families during crisis or difficulty

· Meet with and provide feedback to Commander and First Sergeant

· Perform other functions as determined by the Commander
Leaving the Key Spouse Program

A Key Spouse may leave the program at any time without repercussion.  He or she should write a simple letter of resignation and submit it to the unit commander.

There are situations that may require the Commander/First Sergeant to ask a volunteer to leave the program, for example, breaching confidentiality or failing to perform duties within an agreed-upon timeframe or basic philosophical differences.
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WORKING WITHIN THE CHAIN OF COMMUNICATION

The Key Spouse Program is an official program of the Family Support Center and operates within a military framework.  Although it doesn’t have a chain of command, its “chain of communication” works in much the same way.  It allows for effective communication and for issues to be resolved efficiently.

Following are descriptions of all the critical players in the Key Spouse Program.

Commander 
The Commander establishes and maintains the Key Spouse Program within the unit.  He or she determines the direction of the program and provides unit support.  The Commander selects, appoints in writing, and replaces the Key Spouse.

Any problems within the Key Spouse Program should be taken to the Commander or the First Sergeant.  Examples of problems include, but are not limited to:

· Conflict between other volunteers

· Key Spouses who are not following guidelines

· Perceived lack of support from base agencies

The Key Spouse should always follow the chain of communication, initially contacting the First Sergeant, and then the Commander if the situation warrants.  The Key Spouse can also contact the Family Support Center for advice and assistance when warranted, but should always keep the First Sergeant and Commander informed.

First Sergeant

The First Sergeant serves as the Key Spouse’s main point of contact and is the vital link between the Commander and the Key Spouse.  The First Sergeant organizes and coordinates all aspects of the Key Spouse Program and reports directly to the Commander. 

The First Sergeant:

· Recruits Key Spouses and coordinates their training 

· Establishes a communications network, e.g., a phone tree 

· Monitors the program and keeps the Commander informed

FAMILY SUPPORT CENTER (FSC)

Family Support Centers are the primary "go to" agency for Key Spouses.

The FSC has the following responsibilities:
· Provides oversight and coordination regarding all family readiness issues

· Provides Key Spouse training 

· Provides referral support to the CC, First Sergeant, and the Key Spouse


Working Relationships With the Key Spouse

The exact nature of the relationships between the Key Spouse and the other players in the Key Spouse Program may vary from unit to unit.  Key Spouses should ask the First Sergeant to clarify any differences from the chart below.  

	ROLE
	Relationship with/TO

Key SPOUSE

	Commander
	Establishes, maintains, and determines the direction of the Key Spouse Program.  Provides resource support.  Appoints in writing  and replaces Key Spouses.

	First Sergeant
	Is responsible for the overall coordination of the Key Spouse Program.  Is the primary point of contact for Key Spouses.

	FSC
	Provides training and information and referral services.

	Unit Families
	Interact regularly with Key Spouses as needed.
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For a sample form to keep track of each player’s contact information within the chain of communication, see the Forms section at the end of this reference guide.
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PROFESSIONAL PRIVACY ISSUES

The Key Spouse has an obligation not to divulge personal information shared by unit families.  Safeguarding private sensitive information shows respect for a family’s privacy and protects the credibility and integrity of the Key Spouse Program.
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Privacy Act of 1974

The Privacy Act of 1974 limits access to personal information that Airmen provide to their command.  The information the command collects must be relevant and necessary to accomplish the mission.  Key Spouses may receive some of this personal information protected by the Privacy Act because they are command appointed representatives who need this information to perform their duties.

Disclosing Information

The Key Spouse can disclose personal information about airmen and their families only to the Commander or First Sergeant.
Others who may contact the Key Spouse for personal information may include:

· State and local officials in abuse cases

· Medical personnel

· Substance abuse and law enforcement offices

· Judicial or investigative services at the installation

Note:  These people may contact the Key Spouse for personal information, the Key Spouse should refer them to the Commander or the First Sergeant.

A Key Spouse cannot disclose information about airmen and their families outside of the command.

In addition, the Key Spouse cannot give out phone numbers and addresses of families to other families in the unit without their consent, or use the roster for personal gain.  (For example, the roster cannot be used as a source of potential clients for a business.)

Below are some guidelines for handling information:

· Do not disclose a caller’s name or any personal information without the caller’s permission unless required by law or regulation to disclose the information to the Commander or the First Sergeant
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Do not repeat general information without the caller’s permission.  General information may include number of children, housing area, work section, type of vehicle, etc.

· Protect any written notes regarding the call 

· Protect a caller’s privacy.  Do not use the caller’s name when checking on the availability of a resource

· Remember that families don’t have to follow these rules.  Be careful about sharing personal information in order to show empathy
· If the caller starts discussing issues that require disclosure, state that Key Spouses are mandated reporters (more about that in the next section)

Remember that failing to protect private information is grounds for immediate dismissal.

Mandatory Reporting

Although protecting sensitive information is one of the most critical parts of a Key Spouse’s job, there are times when sensitive information must be shared with the Commander and First Sergeant.  

These situations include, but are not limited to:

· Circumstances that are potentially embarrassing to the unit (the Commander will clarify what he or she considers embarrassing to the unit)

· A serious crime (examples: drug activity, weapons reselling ring)

· Child abuse or neglect

· Spouse abuse

· Drug abuse

· Potential danger to self (example: suicide)

· Potential to others (example:  homicide)
· Any situation about which the Key Spouse believes the Commander or First Sergeant should be notified

· Expectation of media coverage regarding a family issue

When the Key Spouse is in doubt about whether to report confidential information, the following people can offer advice on what to do:

· Family Support Center
· Commander
· First Sergeant

· Chaplain

GETTING STARTED

After a Key Spouse has been selected and trained, one of the first steps is to meet with the Commander/First Sergeant to discuss leadership’s expectations and how the Key Spouse Program will best benefit the unit.  Another step is to start tackling the administrative nuts and bolts, and part of that is to set up a home workspace.

If possible, you should set aside a special area of your home for Key Spouse work.  Have the following items available:

· A phone

· Space to work/take notes

· Pens/pencils

· Important phone numbers and resource files 

· Key Spouse Program forms and records

· Roster of Assigned Families

· Unit Family Contact Sheet

· Key Spouse Contact Log

· A log for recording Key Spouse hours

Remember Key Spouses must protect any information about Air Force families covered by the Privacy Act.  Ideally, the workspace should allow enough privacy to speak to families without being overheard.  In addition, the Key Spouse should have a way to secure sensitive information.

Keeping the Roster of Assigned Families

The First Sergeant maintains a roster of assigned unit families that generally includes names, addresses, and phone numbers.  The Key Spouse will receive updated copies of the roster from the First Sergeant.  

Rosters of assigned families can be used only for official business.  Some examples are reaching unit families with message from command, welfare calls to spouses of deployed personnel, etc.  

Roster information may be kept as part of a database on the computer.  If so, it should not be left on the hard drive of the family computer.  Save it to disk or CD and secure the file. 

The Key Spouse should find out what to do with the old rosters once the updated versions come in.  Some units may want the old rosters to be returned or shredded. 

Each unit has their own format for a roster.  The following are two sample roster formats.  Keep in mind that the roster should be designed to meet the needs of the unit.


Unit Recall Roster (example)

Name/Rank/Goes By



Spouse


Children

Adam, John C SSgt  / JC



Marah


3

Address   31 Henry Lane, Fredericksburg, VA 22408   
Phone    540-555-1100

Name/Rank/Goes By



Spouse


Children

Bucella, Brian E Major / Brian


Janet


2

Address   27 Rhode Blvd. Stafford, VA 22554

Phone    540-555-4879

Name/Rank/Goes By



Spouse


Children

Darnell, Arthur M. SSgt./ Art


Sue


N/A

Address   110 Wayne St. Manchester, VA  22222

Phone    703-555-0427

Would continue on like this alphabetically . . .

Unit Recall Roster  (example)

	Name/

Rank
	Last

Name
	Spouse
	Children
	Address
	Phone

Number

	SSgt John
	Adam
	Marah
	3
	31 Henry Lane, Fredericksburg, VA 22408
	540-555-1100

	Major Brian
	Bucella
	Janet
	2
	27 Rhode Blvd., Stafford VA 22554
	540-555-4879

	SSgt Arthur
	Darnell
	Sue
	0
	110 Wayne St., Manchester, VA 22222
	703-555-0427

	…
	…
	…
	…
	…
	…

	
	
	
	
	
	




Sending Welcome Letters

Units often introduce the Key Spouse to newly assigned families by sending them welcome letters.  Each unit may already have a template for the letter in place.  The following is an example of the text to include in the letter; it should be personalized to fit the needs of the Key Spouse and unit.

Hello,

I would like to welcome you to our unit.  We all hope your stay here will be one of the best experiences of your military career.  We have a very active Key Spouse Program.  I’m happy to say that I have been appointed as your Key Spouse.  If you haven’t been involved in the Key Spouse Program before, it’s a great way to stay informed about what’s going on in the unit and the happenings on the base.

I will call sometime after you’re settled to say hello and see if I can help in any way.  I realize that the first few days and weeks can be hectic.  If you need anything or would just like to call someone who’s been here a while to ask some questions, my phone number is _________________.

If you don’t hear from me within 2 weeks, please give me a call.  I probably have an incorrect telephone number for you and can’t reach you.  I really look forward to meeting you and welcoming you in person.

Sincerely,

Making First Contact With Families

Generally, the Key Spouse follows up on the initial welcome letter by making a phone call to the new family.  Here are some tips for making this call:

· Make the first-contact call when you are feeling enthusiastic and upbeat

· Do not take it personally if someone isn’t interested in the Key Spouse Program or has had a bad experience with it.  Assure the person that he or she is welcome as part of the unit

· You may have to contact people without phones by letter

· E-mail is also an option for following up after the initial contact, if the person has released his or her e-mail address

The following is a checklist you can use for your first telephone contact with a family.

· Hello, this is __________.  May I speak to _________________?

· State that you’re a Key Spouse

· Explain what the Key Spouse Program is and the tasks you do

· Ask if the address you have is correct

· Fill out the Unit Family Contact Sheet, if possible (see Forms sections at end of Referce Guide
· Relate any unit news/invite them to any upcoming unit and base events

· Give them your phone number (and/or e-mail address)

· Let them know you can assist them by offering resource information and referrals.  (You also have access to the Family Support Center for military-related concerns)

· Ask them if they mind a follow-up call or if they’d prefer to be contacted via e-mail

· Ask if there is an alternate contact number, e.g. work, cell phone, neighbor, etc.

· Provide personal information about how long you’ve been in the area, etc.  This will relax the person on the other end and give you a discussion lead-in for the next call or contact

Using the Unit Family Contact Sheet

The Unit Family Contact Sheet is a tool used to check and supplement the information on the unit recall roster.  The Family Contact Sheet should be filled out during initial call.  The Key Spouse should report changes or updates to the First Sergeant.

If families resist giving this kind of personal information, the Key Spouse should respect their decision and report it to the First Sergeant.  The unit can help gather information from that point, if needed.

	[image: image2.wmf]
	For a sample Unit Family Contact Sheet, see the Forms section at the end of this reference guide.


Using the Unit Family Contact Log

The Unit Family Contact Log is used to keep a record of family contacts.  The Key Spouse should log all attempts to reach a family, even if he or she is unsuccessful or leaves a message.

The Contact Log helps the unit track data to include how often the family has been contacted, what kinds of family issues arise, and the types of questions families ask.  
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	For a sample Unit Family Contact Log, see the Forms section at the end of this reference guide.


Unit Support

Each unit may support the Key Spouse Program by providing: 

· Office space, meeting space, and storage space, if feasible 

· Office supplies and access to equipment (e.g., necessary computer hardware and software to support database management and word processing/desktop publishing software)

· Telephone services (including answering machine or voice mail)

· Use of official mail, for official purposes, provided that the mailings carry the return address of the unit
PROVIDING INFORMATION AND REFERRAL SERVICES

The Key Spouse will spend most of his or her time providing information and referral services to families.  There are two steps in this process:

1. Gathering information about the resources that exist

2. Getting that information out to the families who need it

Gathering Information About Resources

The first step is to develop a file of local resource agencies and organizations.

Local Resources

The Family Support Center (FSC) is a good source of 

information concerning referral services for the local area.    

Use the following tips for gathering information about local resources:

· Identify all the military organizations in the area

· Identify the chaplain that supports the unit

· Find the TRICARE region that supports the area

· Use the Find-It Guide, base phone book, and the local telephone guide 

· Local school counselors are often great sources

· Establish personal contacts by phoning or visiting these organizations.  Utilize spouse group meetings to invite organizations to present their services
It is often helpful to imagine what a unit spouse would find useful to know about an agency or service when gathering information about local resources.

Agencies and organizations often have printed materials available that describe their services, but nothing beats visiting in person.  The Key Spouse can observe the quality of service and the way clients are treated during a personal visit. 

A worksheet that the Key Spouse can use to gather information about local resources is provided on the next two pages.

LOCAL ORGANIZATION’S INFORMATION WORKSHEET
WHO?

Agency Name ________________________________________

Contact Person ________________________Phone Number ______________________

Who makes the initial contact?  (Can a spouse call directly?  Must a referral be made?)

WHAT/WHY?

What specific services/programs are offered?  (Attach brochures or other information if available.) 

Why would someone need to use this service?

WHEN?

What are the operating hours? _______________________________________________

WHERE?

Where is it located?  (Get address and directions.)

· HOW?


How does one get there?  (Is it on a bus line?  Is transportation offered?  Is parking available?)

How (and when) is the contact made?  (Do you need an appointment?  Can you walk in?  Is contact made via phone or mail first?)

Is any kind of documentation or information needed in order to receive service (e.g., birth certificate, military I.D., driver’s license, financial records, etc.)?

Information Resources
There are many organizations available that provide valuable resource information, and many of these organizations have branches in your local area.  Use the base phone book,  

the installation’s Family Support Center (FSC), or access the Information Resource Center on AFCrossroads.com to obtain local phone numbers.  

PERSONAL FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE

The Personal Financial Management Program (PFMP) offers seminars and counseling on financial planning, home buying and selling, money management, budgeting, and consumer protection and credit management.  Consultants and Technicians work closely with base leadership to provide "First-Termers" specific classes and individual counseling. The PFMP takes a proactive approach to debt management and involves base representatives as well as the local community in service development. Services vary depending on base needs - check with your Family Support Center for unique activities in your area!.
INFORMATION AND REFERRAL (I&R)





The FSC  maintains information about human service resources on base and in the local community (both military and civilian) and link people who need assistance with the appropriate service providers and/or to supply descriptive information about the agencies or organizations which offer services. The I&R process involves establishing contact with the individual, assessing the individual's long and short-term needs, identifying resources to meet those needs, providing a referral to identified resources, and, where appropriate, following up to ensure that the individual's needs have been met.

RELOCATION ASSISTANCE








To provide relocating members and their families with the skills, tools and information they require for a successful relocation.  Workshops, automated resources and literature are available.
Air Force Crossroads:  Provides an easy one step process for locating a particular military installation where additional links can direct you to specific agencies with the organization.
TRANSITION ASSISTANCE





To equip separating and retiring military and civilian personnel and their families with skills and knowledge for reentry into the private sector. Emphasis is placed on transition preparation rather than job placement.

EMPLOYMENT ASSISTANCE SERVICES



To provide airmen and their families resources and skills needed to secure employment.  Typically, workshops such as resume writing, interviewing techniques, dressing for success and other topics pertinent to securing employment are offered.  Also a great place to learn about local, national and international employment opportunities.
AIR FORCE AID SOCIETY




The Air Force Aid Society is the official charity of the Air Force.  It provides assistance in the form of interest free loans or grants depending on circumstances.  A great resource for financial assistance to deal with unexpected emergencies.  

CRISIS ASSISTANCE





Family Support Centers are a great resource to anyone facing a crisis.  Never hesitate to refer someone to your local FSC.
AIR FORCE ONE SOURCE ASSISTANCE


Air Force One Source is another resource  Key Spouses can use themselves or recommend to families.  One Source is offered on a web site and via toll free number.  The Family Support Center can provide current website and phone number information.  One Source is available 24/7 and is designed to provide support, advice, and resources in addition to what is available on base and in the community. One Source can give information and support on a wide range of everyday issues, including:
· Parenting and child care

· Education

· Older adults

· Midlife and retirement

· Deployment and reunion 

· Finances

· Legal

· Everyday issues

· Work

· International concerns

· Relocation

· Emotional well-being

· Substance abuse

· Grief and loss

· Family Support Center - (Fill in for installation)
· American Red Cross - (Fill in for installation)
· TRICARE - (Fill in for installation)
Getting Information to Families

The first step covered in providing information and referral services was gathering information about resources.  The second step is to get that information out to the families who need it.

The Key Spouse will find that he or she will use the resource information gathered to respond to most routine calls from unit families.

There are four types of routine calls:

· Information

· Complaint/grievance

· Recurring

· Service demands.

Information Calls

Information calls are the most common type of routine call.  Callers will usually have questions about the types of services available, the hours of operation, etc.  For example, a spouse may call with a question about the services the Air Force Aid Society (AFAS) offers.
Complaint/Grievance Calls

In this type of call, someone generally complains about a service.  People may call the Key Spouse because they’ve already tried normal channels to solve a problem, with no success.

If the Key Spouse believes the person’s complaint is valid, he or she can work through the chain of command with that person to resolve the problem.

Recurring Calls


Sometimes people will call repeatedly because they are lonely or have something they want to complain about.  One example of a recurring call could be a caller with a family problem that he or she cannot or will not resolve.  Another example is a caller who misses a deployed service member.

The Key Spouse may have to be firm when handling these calls.  One way to do this is to politely inform the caller that there is a routine time limit to phone calls.  If the problem seems to be loneliness, another option is to arrange for another spouse in the unit to act as a “phone buddy” to call this person.

Service Demand Calls

Sometimes a person will call to say, “I need a babysitter today” or “I need a ride to the doctor’s office.”  Although emergencies do happen, these are generally not the kind of services the Key Spouse should personally provide.  

One way to solve a childcare problem is to refer the caller to the Child Development Center (CDC), American Red Cross, or the FSC for a list of certified babysitters.   To address the driver request, brainstorm possible solutions with the caller.

Whatever the type of call, it’s important for the Key Spouse to understand why the person is calling and what kind of referral is needed.  The next section will focus on the steps involved in handling routine phone calls.
Steps in Handling Routine Calls

There are five steps in handling routine calls:

1. Greeting

2. Record keeping

3. Business of the call

4. Closing

5. Follow up as needed

Each step is described separately below.

Greeting

The Key Spouse should remove as many distractions from the work area as possible, so that when a call comes in, he or she can really listen to what the person is saying.

The first step is to greet the person in an upbeat, positive way.

Record Keeping

In the second step, the Key Spouse must get some identification from the caller, both for the Key Spouse Contact Log and to establish the caller’s eligibility for requested services.

Ask for the spouse’s name and service member’s name and check it against the family roster.  Then enter that information in the Key Spouse Contact Log.
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	For a sample Key Spouse Contact Log, see the Forms section at the end of this reference guide. 


Business of the Call

In the third step, the Key Spouse needs to:

· Identify the need or problem

· Take action (generally by making a referral)

· Make sure the caller knows what to do next.

To begin to identify the caller’s need, use a phrase like “How can I assist you?” or “What can I do for you today?” to lead the caller into discussing the reason for the call.

Good listening skills really come into play when trying to figure out why someone is calling.  Tips for good listening include:

· Focus on what the person is saying, or perhaps not saying
· Listen to the voice intonation, and if in person, pay attention to their affect

· Be nonjudgmental

· Show empathy (example: “I understand that you’re frustrated because ______ is happening”)

· Ask questions to clarify what the caller is saying

· Paraphrase what the caller said to check your understanding of what he or she needs

Once you understand the situation, take action by making the referral.  

· Before making a referral, find out if the person is currently involved in a treatment program

· Ask the caller if he or she has a pencil and paper to write down the information

· Explain the agency or service, any documents the agency or service needs, and what will happen once the person makes contact (too many referrals may be confusing)
· Don’t be afraid to take time to think about a referral.  It’s all right to tell the caller that you’ll do some research and call back, unless the safety of an individual is at stake

The last part is to develop an action plan with the caller.  An action plan lets the caller know what to do next and what to expect.  Here are some questions you will need to answer for the caller:

· Who will make the contact with the agency or service?

· When will the contact be made?

· What questions do you need to ask?

· Who will go to the agency or service?

· Who is the point of contact at the agency?

· How will the individual travel to the agency or service?

Ask the caller if he or she has any questions.  Then confirm that the caller has the correct information and understands the next steps to be taken.  Never make specific promises regarding an agency’s services.  

Closing

The fourth step in handling routine calls is to close the call.

If the call was fairly simple, you may close by saying, “Call me if you need anything else.”  If the call was complex, be sure to summarize what was discussed.  Make sure the caller knows what to do next.

If you need to follow up, let the caller know when to expect your call.

Follow Up as Needed

The Key Spouse may want to follow up in a few days to see if the caller was able to get the service or if another referral is needed.

Crisis Intervention

Not all calls will be routine.  There are other types of calls Key Spouses may have to handle, such as:

· Crisis (personal or family)
· Emergency (life-threatening)
· Suicide (threats of personal harm)

Crisis Calls

A person could be in crisis and call for any of several reasons, including:

· Unit accident with fatalities

· Chronic illness

· Divorce

· Bankruptcy

Crisis calls can involve one person, a family, or the whole unit.  In a crisis, the caller feels unable to cope with the situation.  The caller needs information, emotional support, and the reassurance that he or she can handle the situation.

Keep in mind that the caller may be overwhelmed by emotion.  The person may be feeling a combination of the following emotions:

· Anger – a common emotion which may be expressed overtly or covertly.  The anger could be directed at another, turned inward, and if resolved, may result in depression.   An example would be when a caller refers to his or her spouse or others in a derogatory or sarcastic manner.

· Helplessness – manifests itself when an individual feels unable to cope and feels he/she has nowhere to turn.  One example might be a caller who says he or she is just not “strong enough” to be an Air Force spouse.


· Anxiety – a combination of worry and uncertainty.  Anxiety is a normal response to challenging situations, but when it gets out of hand, anxiety can lead to confusion, poor judgment, questionable decisions, and self-defeating behaviors.  It can immobilize a person.  One example of extreme anxiety might be a caller whose spouse is deploying soon.  The caller could be so anxious about the enormity of what he or she needs to accomplish before his or her spouse deploys that he or she may just do nothing.

· Lowered self-esteem – the person doesn’t see himself or herself as competent.  An example might be a caller remarking that he or she “has never been successful at anything”.

If your caller is overwhelmed by emotions, let him or her know that these feelings are a normal part of a challenging event and that it’s okay to have these feelings.  Be sure to gauge the caller’s emotional state.  You may have to calm him/her down before addressing the issue.  

Remember also that the concept of crisis is relative.  One person’s crisis is an ordinary event to someone else.  Maintain your objectivity and do not over-identify with the caller.  You are not responsible for another person’s crisis or their lack of action to resolve the crisis.

Emergency Calls

An emergency call is often a life-and-death situation involving a serious or terminal illness, injury, or death.  Immediately notify the Unit Commander, First Sergeant, or other appropriate authorities (e.g., 911, Security Forces, etc.).   
The Key Spouse should be sensitive to the feelings involved and the facts of the situation.  Remain positive and assure the caller that he/she will receive quick and competent assistance.  The referral should be very specific. 

One last tip is to deal only with the caller, even though he or she may be talking about someone else involved in the situation.

Suicide Calls

The tips for handling crisis and emergency calls also apply to suicide calls.  In all of these calls, remember that the Key Spouse has mandatory reporting obligations in these situations.  Take immediate action to inform the appropriate authority.  You should call the established emergency response numbers. 

Other crisis intervention tips are:

· Always take the threat of suicide seriously


· Don’t make promises that everything will be all right

· Get the person’s name, location, and phone number in case he or she hangs up

· Get help.  Try to keep the caller on the phone while someone else calls the police.  If another person is in the house with you, give him or her a note to phone for help


ACTING AS A COMMUNICATION LINK


In addition to providing information and referral services, the Key Spouse’s acts as a communication link between families and the unit.

The flow of information goes both ways.  Family concerns and questions are relayed through the Key Spouse up the chain of communication, while the First Sergeant or Commander disseminates unit news and other information back to the families through the assigned Key Spouse.

This communication link becomes particularly important during strategic and operational changes in the deployment mission or other contingencies at home.  
Strategic and Operational Events

The Air Force lifestyle is punctuated by separations due to deployment, mobilization, or crisis situations.  Whether family separations are planned or unexpected, the Key Spouse assists families by keeping the lines of communication open and providing assistance in finding resource information.

Deployment

The Key Spouse Program plays an important role in helping families prepare for deployment.  Key Spouses may be asked to support pre-deployment briefings and other family pre-separation activities and events.  During deployments, Key Spouses assist by keeping families informed as directed by the unit.  The Key Spouse will receive information from other sources as well (e.g., Family Support Center, Services, etc.)
Most units that deploy on a regular rotation arrange for Key Spouses to work with a designated representative (often the First Sergeant or FSC) to address family problems that require command attention.

Families that face separation often go through distinct stages of adjustment, which are described on the following page.

Stages of  Deployment


Stage 1:  Predeployment


Prior to deployment spouses will feel anticipation.  This generally occurs 4 to 6 weeks before the member deploys.  The remaining spouse feels tense, selfish, and guilty about not wanting the member to go.  There is also frustration because the member is putting in extra hours to get the unit ready to deploy, while so much needs to be done to prepare the household for the separation.  Both the member and the spouse are physically and mentally exhausted. There may be unacknowledged anger about the situation, which can trigger depression or physical problems.  Spouses may become more distant and they may stop sharing their thoughts and feelings.  Feelings of disorganization and sadness are common.  Children may react by withdrawing or misbehaving.

Stage 2:  Deployment

Most people are in this stage for the majority of the separation.  It is characterized by relative calm.  Once the separation occurs, a sense of emptiness sets in.  Old routines are gone.  Spouses will begin to feel confident that they can handle their daily affairs.  However, if a crisis occurs, people can be thrown back into states of withdrawal and depression.

Stage 3:  Reunion

This last stage can be the most difficult.  Getting the house and family ready for the member’s return often exhausts the spouse.  Members are also exhausted and excited by their return and spend a lot of time sleeping, which can be frustrating to the spouse.  Both the spouse and the member are happy to be reunited, but they have to work out accumulated tensions and reestablish the rules for living together.

The Key Spouse can use these stages to assure spouses that their responses and feelings are normal, given the situation.  These general stages can also be useful in spotting a problem.  They are a norm against which behavior can be measured.  Someone whose reactions appear extreme when measured against these stages may need a counseling referral.


Crisis Response Plan

Unfortunately, accidents and crisis events can occur whether a unit is deployed or not.  Word will spread quickly through a unit, and media coverage may bring more confusion and misleading information.  Having a plan for communicating before a crisis is crucial. That plan needs to be in place before the crisis occurs.

After a unit crisis, an official message will be released as soon as possible.  However, the message may be delayed until there is:

· Verification of the correct unit or individuals involved

· Official notification of immediate family members

The Key Spouse Program should have a crisis response plan in place.  Key Spouses should ask the First Sergeant for details about the plan, including:

· What is the Commander's plan for communication in a unit crisis?

· How will the Key Spouses be informed of the crisis?

· How often will Key Spouses receive updated information?

· To whom should questions be referred?

· How do Key Spouses help individuals or families in crisis?

· How should the Key Spouses handle rumors?



Informing the Commander About Family Concerns


In addition to assisting families during various operational events, the Key Spouse also has a duty to provide feedback to the unit about family concerns via the chain of communication.

Units often want to know about family concerns and trends that might affect readiness.  Information from Key Spouses about the kinds and number of calls they’re getting, will help the CC get that “big picture” of how the unit is doing in the area of family readiness.

Units may ask their Key Spouses for statistical record of calls and contacts.  The First Sergeant will have more information about what kind of information the unit needs and how often they will request it.

Disseminating Unit Information to Families

Key Spouses also help disseminate unit information to families, particularly during deployments.

One way to get information to families is through 

a phone tree.  A phone tree can be used for unit 

information only.  The Commander decides when to use the 

phone tree and notifies the First Sergeant, who informs 

the Key Spouse.

Passing Along Official Information


The Key Spouse must always write down the message verbatim and repeat it exactly the same way to every person on the calling list.  It’s important to repeat the message verbatim because the original message becomes more distorted and less clear with each additional comment.  Remember that the Key Spouse is a representative of the command and every additional comment becomes part of the “official” message.

Here are some other tips:

· Don’t speculate about the content of the message

· Don’t add your perspective, opinions, or information from another source

· Due to the immediacy of disseminating information, ask families to defer questions until you have made all the calls or call a pre-established agency of approved information (follow your crisis plan).  Offer to call back later

Dealing With Rumors

When rumors arise, follow these strategies to combat them:

· Correct the information if you can

· Urge families to question the reliability of “unofficial information”

· Encourage families not to pass rumors.  Pass official information only

· Contact the First Sergeant for help in dispelling rumors

Dealing with the Media


The Air Force or a particular unit may be in the news because of a crisis situation or during a deployment.  The media may approach Key Spouses because they are official representatives of the unit.  

Follow these tips for handling media inquiries:

· You have no obligation to speak with or provide information to the media 

· Refer the media representative to the Public Affairs Office

· If someone persists, get his or her name, organization, and any questions he or she has and forward the information to the Public Affairs Office

· Notify the Commander or the First Sergeant of the attempted media contact  

FORMS

KEY SPOUSE PROGRAM CONTACTS

(Suggest omitting this form and use the one unit contact sheet.  All the information will be immediately available and at the Key Spouse fingertips.)
	Contacts
	Telephone Numbers
	Days/Hours Available
	Comments/Notes

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


UNIT FAMILY CONTACT SHEET


	
	Male Head of Household
	Female Head of Household

	Name:
	
	

	Military Status
	
	

	Rank
	
	

	Home Phone
	
	

	Work Phone
	
	

	E-mail Address
	
	


	Children in Household
	Gender
	Age
	Name/Phone for School and/or Daycare Facility
	Special Needs

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Other Household Members
	Gender
	Age
	Relationship to Household
	Special Needs

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Other Family Households Authorized to Care for Children
	General Notes/Comments

	Name
	

	Address
	

	Home Phone
	

	Work Phone
	


KEY SPOUSE CONTACT LOG

	Date
	Caller Name/ Phone #
	Sponsor Name
	Issue or Problem
	Action Taken
	Followup Action Required?
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SPEED REFERENCE


Family Name: ______________________


Working Spouse:  _________  Stay-at-home Spouse:  __________________________________


Primary Phone: ____________________


Recurring Issues:___________________ ___________________________________


______________________________________________________________________











IMPORTANT:  If you don’t know the correct answer to a question, say so.  Don’t guess!





IMPORTANT:  The Key Spouse is not a trained counselor!  The goal in these calls is to make the appropriate referral as quickly as possible.  Key Spouses should notify the Commander, First Sergeant, or other appropriate authorities immediately.  Maintain contact with the individual until help arrives.  After a referral is made, ensure you follow-up.








IMPORTANT:  Be sure to get the First Sergeant’s or Commander’s guidance on this issue.  Many commanders have prescribed responses based upon local resource availability.





IMPORTANT:  Depending on the crisis, and at the Installation Commander’s discretion, the Family Support Center will activate a Family Assistance Control Center (FACC).  The FACC is a family support system that allows agencies to respond collectively to wartime contingencies and peacetime emergencies to ensure personnel and their families receive effective support.





IMPORTANT:  Your FSC Consultants or Technicians can assist family members experiencing difficulties through any of the deployment stages. 





Local Access Numbers
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