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This Guide, outlines the Squadron Key Spouse Program and how to implement it.  

This section covers the Key Spouse Program history, and the benefits of an effective Key Spouse Program.  The remaining sections in this reference guide describe the:

· Roles and responsibilities of Key Spouse 

· Development of an effective Key Spouse Program.
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The last section of this reference guide contains forms and other tools for your use.

History of the Program

In 1997, the United States Air Force implemented the 

Key Spouse Program at five high deployment bases.  The selected

bases served as a test bed and modeled their program from 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 deployment 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 drastically different from a traditional spouse’s group in that organizational leadership empowers a volunteer to assist with quality of life programs and services directed at the family members.   The appointed individual or individuals will work closely with organizational leadership and may become the focal point for information and support to families in their unit.    The Key Spouse should be a tool for unit leadership and provide a framework for stability and support.   Key Spouses are there in times of need for their peers, as well as providing unit level involvement to address issues impacting family members.   An effective key spouse program will enhance mission readiness and enhance the flow of information between leadership, base support activities and squadron spouses.   Key Spouses are there to inform, support and refer family members to the appropriate base agency often starting with the First Sergeant.  The Key Spouse Program is a partnership between the Key Spouse, organizational leadership, and the Family Support Center.  Contact the Family Support Center for more information. 

Key Spouse Program Defined: 

The role of the Key Spouse is specifically defined by the unit and tailored to the individual needs of the unit.  Key Spouses are a valuable part of the unit team.  This team usually consists of the Commander, First Sergeant, and the Key Spouse.
Key Spouses serve as the focal point for information and support to families in their units.  A Key Spouse is someone that is there when a family member needs to talk, and can also point families in the right direction for various services.  Key Spouses are directly linked to the Family Support Center, which provides training and is an excellent source of information and support.  Key Spouses are an important resource for military families because they are PEERS.  As AF spouses, they “know what it is like!” 

Benefits of a Key Spouse Program

An effective Key Spouse Program:

· Provides an open, efficient communication link between the Commander and families in the unit

· Promotes family readiness

· Improves the quality of life for unit families

· Assists families in finding and using available base and community resources

· Welcomes new families and familiarizes them with available services

· Increases sense of “unit caring”

· Provides the Commander with a “heads up” on potential problems

ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF KEY SPOUSE PROGRAM PLAYERS

The Key Spouse Program is a Family Readiness Program and operates within a military framework, as illustrated in the diagram below.  








Commander 

The CC establishes and maintains the Key Spouse Program within the unit.  He or she determines the direction of the program and provides funding and unit support.  The CC 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 Key Spouses

· Key Spouses who are not following guidelines

· Perceived lack of support from base agencies
First Sergeant

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

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 to the Key Spouse:

· 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


Key Spouse

The Key Spouse is a spouse of a service member in the unit.  The Commander (CC) appoints the Key Spouse in writing.

The Key Spouse:

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

· Provides information and referral services to unit families

· Acts as a role model in demonstrating good life skills.  
The Key Spouse’s performance directly affects the quality of life and morale for unit families.  The Commander relies 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 families

· Participate in the phone tree as directed

· Maintain a family readiness roster of information

· Provide information and referral services to families

· Provide the CC, via the 1st Sgt, with information and feedback regarding family readiness issues

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

Family Support Center

The Family Support Center’s provides Key Spouse training and referral support through the many programs offered at the center.

Unit Families

Through education provided by the FSC, other base agencies and the Key Spouse Program, families become more self-reliant.  They are more aware of the available resources, better informed better prepared for deployment, and able to deal more effectively with emergencies.

Working Relationships 

The exact nature of the relationships between the Key Spouse and the other players in the Key Spouse Program and how they work may vary from unit to unit.  The table below is a general guide.

	ROLE
	RELATIONSHIP WITH/TO CC

	First Sergeant
	Works for the Commander.  Is the primary point of contact for Key Spouses.

	Key Spouse
	CC appoints and/or replaces.  CC provides resource support and primary guidance via the First Sergeant.  

	Family Support Center
	Commander uses as a tool to provide Key Spouse Program training and referral support.

	Unit Families
	Commander uses the Key Spouse Program as a communication link to unit families and to provide information and referrals. 


DEVELOPING AN EFFECTIVE KEY SPOUSE PROGRAM


This section of the guide covers the following topics:

· Selecting, appointing, and replacing Key Spouses


· Providing guidance and support for the Key Spouse Program, including:

· Unit support

· Administrative support

· Training 

· Motivation and recognition

Selection/Appointment/Replacement

The selection of the Key Spouse is perhaps the most crucial factor in the success of the program.  The Commander is looking for the person best able to represent the unit and serve its families.

Where to Look

The Key Spouse must be the spouse of a unit member.  The CC can:

· Ask for volunteers at a family activity

· Ask for recommendations from the officers, senior non-commissioned officer (SNCO), chaplain, FSC, and the departing Key Spouse

· Look in both the officer and enlisted communities

What to Look For


The ideal candidate for the Key Spouse position should have the following characteristics:

· Experience in the military life

· Maturity

· The time and energy to do the job

· Organizational and coordination skills

· Ability to follow directions and understand the chain of command

· Trustworthiness

· Dependability

· Outgoing, friendly, self-confident personality

· Ability to communicate and listen well

· A positive attitude about the Air Force

Avoid selecting candidates that:

· Have severe family problems

· Want to advance their spouse’s career

· Want status and power

· Don’t support the objectives of the program or the mission of the Air Force

Interviewing Candidates

The next step is to interview potential candidates to find out more about them.  As you interview each candidate, ask yourself the following questions:
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	· Does this person seem competent?

· Can I work with this person?

· Will this person work well with staff and base agencies?  

· Does the candidate’s family support the idea?



	
	


Use the interview as an opportunity to talk about priorities for the Key Spouse Program and to find out if you can work closely with this person.   You may want to also get feedback from some of the people/agencies who might be familiar with your prospective candidates.

Appointing the Key Spouse

When a candidate is selected, you should take the following steps:

· Notify the candidate

· Send a Letter of Appointment to individual and the Family Support Center – Flight Chief
· Ask the First Sergeant to coordinate training with the Family Support Center 

· Introduce the new Key Spouse to the senior members of the unit.  (This stresses the your support of the Key Spouse Program)

· Make an appointment to discuss in detail the your priorities and expectations about the program.  This is your opportunity to set the direction of the program.  Also, make a schedule for further meetings

· Make sure that the Key Spouse meets with the First Sergeant.  Although the First Sergeant will assist the Key Spouse with routine matters, you should have an open-door policy to discuss special needs and issues as they arise
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	For a sample Letter of Appointment, see the Forms section at the end of this guide.
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	For a list of questions to use at the first meeting to help you and the Key Spouse tailor the program to the needs of the unit, see the Forms section at the end of this guide.


Sometimes there is an agreed-upon trial period for the new Key Spouse, e.g., 3 months.  During this period, the Key Spouse cand decide whether or not this is something they really want to do and you and the First Sergeant can decide whether the spouse is someone you will be comfortable working with.  

It’s a good idea to have a 1-year term limit for the Key Spouse, with the option to renew it.  If a good candidate can’t be found, some units have selected co-coordinators to share the responsibilities.

Replacing the Key Spouse

If you are unhappy with the Key Spouse’s performance, then it is unfair to the unit, the Key Spouse Program, and the person in question to allow him or her to continue in the job.

Your right of dismissal is absolute.  It should be used if and when necessary.  Make sure that you word all dismissals very clearly to avoid misunderstandings.  The dismissal of a Key Spouse should never reflect on his or her spouse in the unit.

Consider replacing the Key Spouse when:

· The working relationship or Key Spouse’s performance is unsatisfactory.  The Key Spouse’s performance could be unsatisfactory for many reasons, including a breach of confidentiality, inaccessibility to families, inability to do the job, or an unwillingness to participate in training.  Anything that undermines your confidence in the Key Spouse is sufficient grounds for replacement.

· The Key Spouse shows signs of burnout.  This is an occupational hazard, and it hurts not only the Key Spouse and his or her family, but also the Key Spouse Program and its ability to serve the unit’s families.  Consider a temporary leave of absence or termination.

If there is a change of command during the Key Spouse’s term, as the new commander you may reappoint the current Key Spouse or select a new one.  Unless there are reasons to dismiss the current Key Spouse, it is generally more convenient to keep him or her.  If this is done, the current Key Spouse should be notified in writing of the reappointment.

If you want to replace the current Key Spouse, one option is to do a short-term reappointment until a new one is found.  In any case, the new CC should meet with the current Key Spouse to provide new guidance and be briefed about the Key Spouse Program before automatically reappointing him or her.

Providing Support


No matter how dedicated the Key Spouse is, the program needs the active support of the Commander and First Sergeant to be effective.  This support includes:

· Guidance and direction

· Administrative support

· Training

· Motivation

Guidance and Direction

You should treat the Key Spouse as a member of your staff.  Speak to the Key Spouse directly or through the First Sergeant.  

The initial meeting with the new Key Spouse is a good opportunity to provide guidance and direction.  Clearly communicate your expectations about:

· Your priorities – some issues may be more important to you than others.  The Key Spouse also needs to know what the Airmen in the unit have been taught about their family readiness responsibilities.

· Confidentiality – what issues do you want the Key Spouse to report directly to you?  What issues can be reported to the First Sergeant, chaplain, etc.?  What are the laws on reporting suspected child abuse and neglect?  Use this opportunity to remind the Key Spouse about the mandatory reporting situations covered in training:

· Circumstances that are potentially embarrassing to the unit

· The expectation of media coverage regarding a family issue

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

· Child abuse or neglect

· Spouse abuse

· Drug abuse

· Potentially dangerous situations (example: suicide)

· Any situation that the Key Spouse believes you need to be aware of

· Meeting regularly – ideally every month.  This allows you to check the status of the Key Spouse Program and family morale.  If you delegate regular contact with the Key Spouse to someone else, it gives the impression that the Key Spouse Program is a low priority.  The Key Spouse Program’s existence confirms that you really cares about families and wants to hear what the Key Spouse, as representatives of those families, has to say.

· Point of contact – generally, the First Sergeant is the point of contact for routine matters.  During deployment, it is especially important for the Key Spouse to have a valid point of contact.   The point of contact, when other then the First Sergeant, should have experience with the unit families.

· Communication process – how will you communicate with the Key Spouse on routine matters during deployment?  How about emergency matters?

Administrative Support

Perhaps the most important administrative support the unit can give the Key Spouse is the current roster of all unit Airmen with the spouses’ names, home addresses, and phone numbers.  This information is crucial to have in an emergency, and the Key Spouse also needs it for the routine contact of families.

The unit should also 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 (i.e. answering machine or voice mail)

· Use of official mail, for official purposes, provided that the mailings carry the return address of the command.

Training

Your should make sure that appropriate training is provided to the First Sergeant and Key Spouses.  The First Sergeant is responsible for working with the Family Support Center to schedule Key Spouse training.

The Key Spouse Program training should be available through the Family Support Center.  If the unit is isolated, the First Sergeant may be responsible for providing training (using Key Spouse Program training materials provided by supporting FSC).  

Key Spouses who are trained at one installation will still need training about local resources and unit specifics each time they arrive at a new installation.


Motivation and Recognition

A highly motivated Key Spouse, like any other subordinate, does a better job.  Here are some tips for rewarding and motivating the Key Spouses:

· Express sincere, personal thanks for their efforts

· Introduce the Key Spouse Program and its purpose during incoming briefs or unit functions

· Recognize the Key Spouse at unit functions

· Post the Key Spouse’s picture with those of your other staff members

· Respect their opinions and suggestions

· Support the program by giving time

· Provide regular and dependable communication to the Key Spouse Program, especially during deployment or a unit crisis

At the end of his or her term, it is recommended that each Key Spouse receive a certificate of appreciation, perhaps at a ceremony that includes unit personnel and family members.

FORMS

SAMPLE APPOINTMENT LETTER

Organization’s Letterhead

MEMORANDUM FOR Ms/Mr..........
FROM: ----
SUBJECT: Key Spouse Appointment

1. You have been selected as a Key Spouse for (name of unit).  This appointment is contingent upon completion of Key Spouse Program Training with the Family Support Center (FSC) which has been scheduled for __________________________.   The FSC will notify me upon completion of training. 
2. The Key Spouse acts in an official capacity and may be given access to Privacy 
Act information to carry out certain tasks.  Our unit will assign duties and provide supervision to you while you are acting as our Key Spouse(s).

(Commander’s signature block)

cc: CCF
     MSS/DPF
EXAMPLE OF  DISCUSSION ISSUES FOR FIRST MEETING WITH THE KEY SPOUSE


1. What’s the history of the Key Spouse Program in this unit?

2. Commander's expectation for the Key Spouse Program?  What are his or her priorities?

3. How will the Key Spouse and the Key Spouse Program be introduced to the unit?

4. How is the Key Spouse Program supported administratively?  How does that change if the unit deploys?

5. If the unit deploys, will the First Sergeant be left behind?  If not, whom should the Key Spouse work with to support the unit’s families?  

6. What type of situations does the Commander want reported to him or her?

7. How will the Key Spouse communicate with the Commander?  How often?  (Examples: Will there be regular monthly meetings, or will we meet on an as-needed basis?)

8. Will the Key Spouse work through the First Sergeant on routine matters?

9. What communication systems are available (access to phone lines, newsletters, answering machines, e-mail, etc.)?

10. How will the Key Spouse have access to these communications systems?

11. How and when will information be updated during a deployment

12. How often are rosters updated?  How will Key Spouses know if new families have arrived?

13. Are families and designated beneficiaries of single Airmen included in the Key Spouse Program here, if requested?

      14.  What plans are in place should the unit experience a critical incident?  

15  How will internal conflicts with the Key Spouse be handled?  How will conflicts between the Key Spouse and staff be handled?

16  What are grounds for dismissal of a Key Spouse?

17  What are the procedures for removing a Key Spouse?

18.  How are Key Spouses recognized and rewarded for their service?

      19.  How are Airmen in the unit instructed on their personal readiness responsibilities?
      20.  Would the CC be comfortable with a 3- or 6-month trial period for all appointments?

Commander
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Families
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