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Introduction

Deployments related to Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) have resulted in longer, more frequent periods of separation for Army families that at any other time since the establishment of the All-Volunteer Force. Even the families of Soldiers who have not been deployed have been affected by the demanding pace of current operations, as these Soldiers, too, are working longer hours and are under greater stress.
 Army families face a wide range of demands in their daily lives whether in times of peace or war,
  but the reality of ongoing combat operations increases the intensity of many of these demands, and creates unique stressors as well. Some of these demands and stressors include, for example, coping with extended periods of separation due to deployment, functioning in new and potentially unfamiliar roles (e.g., acting as sole parent, taking care of family finances, maintaining the house and automobile) and learning about programs, services and other available sources of support.

In part to gauge the extent to which Army spouses are successfully adapting to these and other demands of Army life, the U.S. Army Community and Family Support Center (CFSC), with the support of the U.S. Army Research Institute for the Behavioral and Social Sciences (ARI), periodically administers the Survey of Army Families (SAF).
 The fifth and most recent administration of the SAF took place in 2004/2005, and gathered data from spouses in three distinct categories based on the deployment status of the Soldier. These categories were: 1) spouses of Soldiers who had not deployed in the last 12 months, 2) spouses of Soldiers who were currently deployed, and 3) spouses of Soldiers who deployed and returned. Topics addressed on the SAF V were many and varied, to include spouses’ beliefs about how well they will cope with an extended separation, the types of support programs and services they use and the helpfulness of each, and their level of support for their Soldier’s military career. 

           Analysis of data from several questions on the SAF V suggested that exploration using qualitative methods could shed additional light on spouses’ responses to a number of questions on the survey. In 2005, CFSC contracted Caliber, an ICF International Company, to conduct a series of focus groups with Army spouses at 3 installations to explore the following issues in greater detail: 

· The role of Family Readiness Groups (FRGs) in providing support during deployment, and the potential reasons for non-participation in FRGs

· Circumstances surrounding out-of-pocket, deployment-related expense reported by spouses

· Spouses’ experiences with, and attitudes toward, the cost, availability and quality of various kinds of Army childcare (e.g., hourly care, daily care).
In addition, the focus group protocol also explored spouses’ opinions on the benefits and drawbacks of military life, the extent to which spouses believe that the Army demonstrates care and concern for families, and spouses’ feelings about, and support for, their Soldiers’ military careers. 
In order to conduct the qualitative follow-up of these SAF V topic areas, a small team consisting of staff from CFSC and Caliber visited the following three Army installations in early to mid-2006:
· Fort Lewis, Washington 
· Fort Eustis, Virginia

· Caserma Ederle, Vicenza, Italy. 
During each visit, Caliber conducted a series of focus groups, as well as community surveys (or “intercept surveys”) at high-traffic locations on post.  This report summarizes the methodology used to conduct the qualitative follow-up, and describes the key findings obtained during the visits. The chapters to follow this introduction include:

· Methodology

· Focus Group Findings

· Community Survey Findings

· Summary.

The data collection instruments used during the focus groups and the community surveys are provided as appendices.  

Methodology

This chapter describes the methodologies employed for the Qualitative Follow-Up to the 2004/2005 Survey of Army Families.  Installations selected for data collection activities, along with site visit dates, are presented in Exhibit II-1.

	Exhibit II-1

Site Visit Schedule

	Site
	Dates

	Fort Lewis, Washington
	25 – 26 Jan 06

	Fort Eustis, Virginia 
	28 – 29 Mar 06

	Caserma Ederle, Vicenza 
	11 – 12 Apr 06


Both focus group and survey methodologies were employed during the two days spent collecting data at each site.  Details about methodologies, as well as the focus group participants and community survey respondents, are provided below.   

1.
Focus Group Methodology and Participants
A total of eight focus groups were originally proposed for each site visit, for a total of 24 groups. Focus groups were to be held with members of four distinct population groups, as defined by the rank of the spouses’ sponsors. These population groups were: 
· Spouses of junior enlisted Soldiers (E1-E4)
· Spouses of mid-grade to senior enlisted Soldiers (E5-E9)
· Spouses of junior officers (O1-O3)
· Spouses of senior officers (O4 and up).
To recruit focus group participants, the Army’s Installation Management Agency (IMA) provided CFSC and Caliber with installation-level points of contact (POCs), who were to coordinate the recruitment of participants and select a suitable venue for the focus groups. Once the POCs were identified, Caliber provided each with details regarding the preferred number of groups to be held at each installation, the number of participants for each group (10-12) and a schedule that could adjusted by the POC as circumstances required.  

Caliber also provided each POC with recommendations to maximize participant recruitment (e.g., incentives, childcare, visible signage in high-traffic areas like the Child Development Center), and periodically requested updated sign-up rosters to gauge progress towards meeting established goals for participation. Despite these measures, installation POCs were unable to recruit sufficient numbers of participants to fill all 24 groups planned for the visits. The actual number of focus groups held across all 3 installations was 13, to include:   
· 2 focus groups with spouses of junior enlisted Soldiers 
· 5 focus group with spouses of mid- to senior-level enlisted Soldiers

· 3 focus groups with spouses of junior officers
· 3 focus groups with spouses of senior officers.  

Focus groups were conducted by a two-person Caliber team—one serving as moderator and the other as a note taker.  CFSC representatives also attended each group, and occasionally acted as co-moderators.  Each focus group typically took between 60 to 90 minutes to complete, depending on the number of participants in each group.  

            A total of 65 spouses participated in the 13 focus groups, for an average of 5 participants per group. All participants except one were spouses of Active component Soldiers stationed at the installations visited; one spouse of an Air Force officer also participated in the senior officer group held in Vicenza. Two active duty Soldiers also attended the senior enlisted spouse group in Vicenza, but are not counted among the 65 participants, since the study population includes only family members. The large majority of spouses had experienced at least 1 deployment of their Soldier in the past 3 years, and several spouses had experienced multiple deployments. Exhibit II-2 displays the distribution of the 65 focus group participants by the rank of their Soldier spouse.
	Exhibit II-2:
Spouse Focus Group Participants

	Spouses of:
	Number of Spouses

	Junior enlisted Soldiers  [E1 – E4]
	8

	Mid-grade to senior enlisted Soldiers [E5 –E9]
	30

	Junior officers [01 – 03]
	13

	Senior officers [04 and above]
	14

	Total Focus Group Participants
	65


Limitations of the focus group data
As a rule, certain characteristics of qualitative data (e.g., small sample size, lack of random selection) make it less than ideal for the purposes of statistical analysis or for generalizing findings to a larger population, and the qualitative data collected for this report are no exception. Instead, the value of qualitative data—including the focus group data highlighted in this report—is in providing nuance and descriptive detail that illuminates and clarifies important issues from the point of view of key stakeholders; in this case, Army family members.  In addition to the caveat above (which generally applies to the interpretation of all qualitative data), two additional factors—related to the specific characteristics of the focus group participants in this study— are important to consider when reviewing the findings in this report. 
          First, in addition to placing advertising in areas frequented by Army spouses, POCs used professional and/or personal ties (e.g., friends, co-workers, subordinates) to recruit participants. This meant that many, if not most, participants had significant experience with, and/or knowledge about, the provision of installation and unit-based family support.  For example, most participants were either FRG volunteers, advisors, leaders or co-leaders, or paid or volunteer staff of installation agencies or facilities (e.g., ACS employees). As a result, the sample of participants on which the findings in this report are based is probably most reflective of that segment of the Army spouse community that: 

· Participates in, volunteers for, advises or leads FRGs
· Has personal or professional ties to installation agencies, programs or facilities
· Has enduring, well-established, informal relationships with other Army spouses in the community.
Secondly, as shown in Exhibit II-2, the majority of participants (44 of 65) were spouses of mid-career or senior Soldiers (e.g., enlisted Soldiers in grades E5 and above, or officers in grades O4 and above). Thus, the views and experiences described in this report primarily reflect those of more senior spouses. 
2.
Community Survey Methodology

To supplement information collected in the focus groups, CFSC and Caliber staff members surveyed Army spouses at the commissary and post exchange of the participating installations.  These community surveys (also referred to as “intercept” surveys) captured spouses’ perceptions of the Army’s level of support for spouses and family members, their use of, and experiences with, the FRG of their Soldier’s unit, and their use of, and satisfaction with, childcare.  Across all sites, a total of 115 fully or partially completed community surveys were collected. (Because most intercept surveys were conducted with individuals who were in transit to or from their automobiles, some participants did not have time to complete all questions). Findings from the community surveys are discussed in Chapter IV.
Focus Group Findings

This chapter summarizes the findings obtained from the focus groups conducted across all 3 participating sites.  Findings are presented for each of the following topics:  

· Benefits and Drawbacks of Army Life for Spouses

· Spouses’ Deployment-Related Challenges
· Spouses’ Experiences with Family Readiness Groups (FRGs)
· Childcare Issues
· Out of Pocket Expenses
· Spouses’ Views of the Army’s Care and Concern for Families 
· Spouses’ Support for their Soldiers’ Careers. 
Findings related to each topic will be described in turn.

1.
Benefits and Drawbacks of Army Life for Spouses
           After participants were asked to briefly introduce themselves, the moderator asked them to describe the aspects of Army life that they valued most, and to discuss the “positives” about being an Army spouse. This question was followed up by asking spouses to discuss the drawbacks of military life, or the most difficult aspects. The answers that spouses most frequently provided across all sites in response to these questions are shown in Exhibit III-1.

	Exhibit III-1
Benefits and Drawbacks of Army Life

	Aspects spouses valued most/Positive characteristics 
	Drawbacks/Negative characteristics

	 Benefits (e.g., medical care, housing)
	Deployments/family separation

	 Friends/sense of community/creating lasting relationships
	Frequent relocation 

	 Opportunities for travel
	Lack of career opportunities

	 Job security for Solider/stability  
	Locating health care providers 

	 Department of Defense (DoD) schools
	Substandard housing


On the positive side, spouses valued the fringe benefits provided by the Army, emphasizing medical care, the opportunity to live in housing on post, and support services:
“The health benefits are nice; better than Blue Cross Blue Shield.  There are no co-pays just to see a doctor.”

— Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“Everything is positive about Army life.  It gives you all kinds of support….the Army gives housing and health care. It’s a hard life, but has much that is positive.”

—Spouse of junior enlisted Soldier

“Housing as a benefit is positive, because it’s more expensive to live off post.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“I appreciate the family services. There are a lot of family services that you don’t get in civilian life [such as] the sports program, education, AFTB, movie theater.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
Spouses also emphasized the value of the friendships they have created with other spouses in the Army, and stressed the sense of community that comes with knowing you share so much in common with other military family members.  For many, this commonality serves as a buffer for the stresses of Army life:

“Other people who know what we’re going through is a positive aspect.  You start to talk about your concerns, and they know.  It doesn’t matter what branch of the military you’re in, Army, Air Force, they all know. It provides a safety net.”

— Spouse of senior officer

“Making life long friends….Every base you go to you get to meet new people.  When we look back on it, you miss people, because you meet some good people.”

— Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
Other aspects of Army life that spouses valued were opportunities to travel, experience new places and cultures, and the job security and stability afforded by Army:

“Through the military, you have the opportunity to see things outside your home town, travel and have different life experiences.  Everywhere you go is different than first time you went.”

— Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
“I know my children will be taken care of no matter what.  My husband has job security.  As long as my husband does his job, the family and children will be taken care of.”

— Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

          Others spoke positively of the quality of the DoD schools their children attended on-post:

“The schools; to have elementary schools on post [is a positive]…Off-post schools don’t stress diversity. Even though it sucks, the kids need to be used to moving and the diversity that you can find in certain areas. My daughter, when she leaves [this post], there’s something that [her school] gave her: being open-minded”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

           The drawbacks of Army life most frequently mentioned by spouses were deployments and other kinds of family separation: 
“I’d have to say, deployments right now.  That would be negative right now…. I just think the frequency of deployments is too high.  OPTEMPO is so high it effects how [the Soldiers] act at home.”

— Spouse of senior officer

“It’s a very hard life to live when you’re away from your spouse multiple times and there’s no companionship, and the children don’t understand.”

—Spouse of junior enlisted Soldier

“The long periods of training are hard. My husband has been gone 5 months.”

—Spouse of junior officer

Spouses also emphasized frequent moving as a negative aspect of military life. Moving frequently meant that friends and jobs had to be left behind, and children had to change schools more often than spouses would prefer: 

“It’s hard on [kids] moving so much. Just when my kids were getting moved in, they had to move [again].”

— Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
Other drawbacks about Army life that spouses emphasized included the difficulty of finding and maintaining a career, finding suitable health care providers, and living in old or inadequate housing:
“It’s hard to get jobs as a military spouse, and if you do get a job, you’re not paid the same as civilian counterparts.  Employers are prejudiced because of the time it takes to train you. Then you have to move.”

— Spouse of senior officer

“I came from [another post] where you could make a same-day appointment with a doctor, and they had a night clinic to take care of kids. Here, it is very much a pain to find a doctor.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
“When we arrived at [this post], I made 65 phone calls, and no one accepted TRICARE.”

—Spouse of senior officer

“Army is updating housing now, but old housing is falling apart. Many bases are building new housing now, but it’s negative that old stuff is still around and people are living in them, and they’re not taken care of because they plan to tear it down and renovate.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

2.
Spouses’ Deployment-Related Challenges
           Spouses with deployment experience (which included nearly all participants) were then asked to describe the most challenging aspects of their Soldier’s most recent deployment. Challenges that most frequently emerged across the groups are shown in Exhibit III-2.  
	Exhibit III-2 

Deployment-related challenges faced by spouses  

	 Being sole caretaker (e.g., of children, house, car, finances) / handling things alone

	 Support systems not working well/support not available

	 Financial difficulties  

	 Cost and availability of childcare 

	 Lack of information 


           Responses frequently reflected the difficulties of managing everyday issues alone, without the support of the Soldier. Spouses explained that they had to navigate their own way through a myriad of issues, such as parenting, getting reimbursed for PCS costs, finding childcare, helping younger spouses, dealing with house and car repairs, getting accurate information about the deployment, correcting financial errors, and others:

“Single parenting is difficult despite the fact that I only have one child.  I try to keep my daughter really active so she only misses my husband at bedtime.  I avoid the news when daughter is awake.”

— Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier 

“It’s the little things that the guys just do—lawn, flat tires, etc., that you realize when they are gone.”

— Spouse of junior officer

“The car broke down while he was away and there were some deaths in our family.  I couldn’t take care of some things. I just prepared myself for the worst because then I figured anything would be easier.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
In some cases, spouses explained that the Army’s systems for providing support were impersonal or inflexible, or that they experienced a lack of support:

“This is my first deployment as a married woman.  They tell you to go to the website, and it’s all about ‘Go to the website, we don’t want to see you. We don’t want to talk to you.’  I need a person to talk to.”

— Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“My husband was in Walter Reed for surgery and they deducted $1,000 from his paycheck and another $1,000 in error. I can’t afford this situation on my own, and can’t deal with [Army administrative personnel] because I’m just a spouse.”

—Spouse of junior enlisted Soldier

“Usually the [phone] numbers they give you lead to other numbers, and then to nowhere.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

Several spouses mentioned extra expenses, such as shipping costs, that they incurred during the deployment:

 “One thing is shipping…it’s a big one if you think of it.  If you’re stationed stateside if you don’t have an APO you can’t ship it to him in Iraq.  I had over $1500 in shipping during deployment.  A lot of the stuff they want, they need.”

— Spouse of junior officer

Finding and paying for childcare was a deployment-related challenge for some:

“The main issue I deal with is childcare.  I have a 2 year old.  I haven’t taken her to the CDC because they never had any openings.  I took my daughter to a private home providing daycare.  Sometimes I need to go to the grocery store or the doctor’s, and I can’t take my daughter.  Even though it’s only $4 an hour, that adds up over time.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“The post wouldn’t take my daughter [a special needs child] for any kind of daycare.  They tell you that there is no one who can help you; there’s no respite.”
—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
An additional challenge for spouses was a lack of information about the length of the deployment:
“The biggest problem is not knowing.  They originally said that it was going to be for 6 months.  I got involved with the FRG, but then it turned into 9 months and then 12 months. There was no way to prepare for it, no way to prepare the kids.”
—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
3.
Sources of Support Used by Spouses
After establishing the main issues faced during their most recent deployment, spouses were asked what sources of support they relied upon. Spouses’ most frequently cited sources of support are shown in Exhibit III-3. 
	Exhibit III-3

spouses’ sources of support

	 Friends

	 Family Readiness Group (FRG) 

	 Army Family Team Building (AFTB)  

	 Army One Source 

	 Army Community Services 

	 Faith/church


           The source of support most frequently mentioned by spouses was their friendships. Spouses relied on their informal personnel networks to help them cope with the stresses of deployment: 
“Friendship is the most important thing, whether it be a few or many.  You can call someone and say ‘pick up my kids’. You have an underlying agreement with other spouse friends: ‘I’ll be there for you and you’ll be there for me.’ ”

· Spouse of senior officer
“A very good core of friends. There were about 8 of us, and no matter what, any of us could rely on each other.”

— Spouse of junior officer

Nearly all groups contained spouses who participated in, or volunteered for, the unit FRG: 

“I became an FRG leader to get my information.  I went to the battalion every day to nose around and see what I could find out.”

— Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
“I used the FRG leader who was on the ball.  I could get help when I needed it.  I relied on the FRG leader because I wasn’t integrated in a job or local systems.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier 

Several spouses cited Army Family Team Building (AFTB) as source of support, particularly for spouses new to the Army:
“AFTB is great too.  The program manager will get people involved.”

— Spouse of junior officer

“If you are brand new to the Army, AFTB helps to hook up new people with other new people.  It’s an informal support through friendship building.  We can make friends very quickly and relate to each other’s experience as new spouses.” 
—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier 

Spouses also cited Army Community Service (ACS), Army One Source and their church or their faith as sources of support:
“There are a lot of good programs on post.  I counted on ACS.  Stuff is there; you just have to find it. Everyone is in the same boat, so you have lots of support.”

—Spouse of senior officer
“I use Army One Source. The counselor we got, they’re really good about helping on the phone.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier 

“I’m not familiar with Army, but I’m a Christian, so my faith [is a source of support].”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier 

4.
Spouses’ Experiences with Family Readiness Groups (FRGs)
            Much of the discussion in the focus groups focused on the role of FRGs, to include how well FRGs are working, barriers to FRG participation, and recommendations for improvement. Typically, spouses’ input on these topics was mixed. For example, some participants reported experiencing a positive, supportive FRG with effective leadership and strong participation, while others described an ineffective group that was poorly organized and run, sparsely attended, and/or not supported by the unit command. Participants with both positive and negative perspectives were present at all three sites. Exhibit III-4 lists the factors that spouses most frequently suggested influence the effectiveness of FRGs. 
	Exhibit III-4

Characteristics that influence the effectiveness of FRGs

	  Frequency and accuracy of information disseminated to families  

	  Quality of FRG leadership/amount of leader training and experience  

	  Extent to which “hierarchy” or rank influences group activities/interactions    

	  Level of involvement/commitment from commanders

	  Establishing the FRG before the deployment


Many spouses said that the primary mission of the FRG is to disseminate information about the deployment and the unit to the families of all unit members. These spouses considered this criterion as the main measure of whether an FRG was effective:
“Information dissemination. If you’re deployed, [tell unit spouses] ‘okay the guys have gotten to Kuwait safely’, [or] ‘Why don’t you take advantage of respite care’ [or] ‘here’s what you need to know to get through the 15 months.’ ”
—Spouse of junior officer
“You need to answer spouse questions and concerns, and deal with communication.  I’m here to give out information.  The ladies don’t really need social stuff, they just need to make sure that rosters are updated, and, if they need something, know where to send it.”

—Spouse of junior officer (also FRG leader)
Participants emphasized the role of the FRG leader in setting the tone of the group, and as a major factor in determining if the FRG is effective. Many spouses suggested there was a great deal of variability in the personalities, training, willingness and capabilities of FRG leaders. Some spouses also said that effective groups often had leaders who were seasoned spouses, or who had undergone training (e.g., attended Rear Detachment Command training):

“Leaders make all the difference. The current leader is unaccommodating.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“A good [FRG] leader will give lots of information about Soldiers.”
—Spouse of junior enlisted Soldier

“Some of the success is based on the leadership of that actual group. It depends on leadership.”

—Spouse of junior officer
“I think were doing a better job.  More units are making it better…if your going to become a FRG leader, you have to take the training.”

—Spouse of junior officer

Many of the spouses who had positive perceptions of their FRG noted that their group was run without undue emphasis on hierarchy or on the rank of the spouses’ sponsors, and many who reported a bad FRG experience stressed that rank or hierarchy was to blame: 
“Having enlisted women makes it better. We said ‘this is how we’re going to make it different.’  The politics has been taken out of it. You don’t walk in here with your husbands rank.”
—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“The FRG is full of officers wives, and they never really invited me into their activities. They only plan social events and don’t need to get involved with other wives.”

—Spouse of junior enlisted Soldier

“I think that it’s hierarchical.  As much as they say they don’t wear their husbands rank—they do. I think as long as your qualified you should be able to help out….it doesn’t make sense to me how hierarchical the FRGs are.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“[My FRG] is very good.  [There is] openness, communication, camaraderie on the ladies side of the house.  And the green-suiters give us the information. Women are catty, but we all get along.  A lot of times, it’s all personalities.  
—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

As a “commander’s program,” spouses suggested that unit leadership has an important role to play in ensuring that the FRG is successful, particularly in selecting an effective FRG leader:

“A lot of times commanders don’t meet every spouse.  A lot of times they’re left with who walks forward and volunteers [to run the FRG].  That’s a glitch in the system because you’re not told what an FRG is when you get married.
—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“I think a lot of it [the responsibility for FRG effectiveness] goes to commanders, and the ones who are not married do not understand FRGs and the purpose.”
—Spouse of junior officer
Spouses also said that the timing of the establishment of the FRG is predictive of whether or not the group will be effective at reaching family members with information during deployment. Some suggested that the FRG should be in place and running prior to deployment in order to function properly:

“FRG’s are not just for deployment. It’s too late to start it when you get your orders in hand.”

—Spouse of senior officer

“My understanding is that if you don’t have a good FRG pre-deployment you won’t have one during deployment.”

—Spouse of junior officer

Spouses had strong opinions about the factors that affected participation rates in their FRGs. The themes most frequently cited across all 3 sites are shown in Exhibit III-5.
	Exhibit III-5
Factors that affect participation in FRGs

	  Perception that FRGs are “cliquish”, exclusive, or gossip driven/other group dynamics issues  

	  Soldiers discourage spouses from attending  

	  Spouses’ past experiences with FRG not positive

	  FRG experiences do not match spouses’ expectations

	  Spouses’ lack of knowledge or awareness 

	  Spouses leave post during deployment

	  Lack of childcare


The factors most frequently cited by spouses as influential in FRG attendance dealt with group dynamics—that is, the ways in which FRG leaders, members and potential members interact with one another.  Spouses said that non-attendees often perceive that FRGs are organized by, and run for, the benefit of a few spouses, usually senior officer’s wives, who do not reach out to everyone. Some participants used the term “cliquish” or “catty” to describe interactions within the FRG. Related perceptions included the notion that FRGs are havens for the spread of gossip, or that FRG leaders or participants “bring their spouse’s rank” into their interactions with fellow members:
“A big perception of the FRG is that it is a gossipy and catty group.”

— Spouse of junior officer

“There were a lot of cliques.” (Response from fellow participant: “Good, somebody else said it!”)

 — Spouses of senior enlisted Soldier

“…One thing I notice is that at the brigade level, there was this ‘cliquiness’, where some people are and some people aren’t invited.”

·  Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“Some FRGs are run well and some are run terribly.  If FRG leaders are at each other’s throats, then why would anyone want to be a part of that?”

· Spouse of senior officer

“Some of the ladies aren’t personable, and only talk to the people they know.”

· Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

Some of the more senior spouses suggested that perceptions of ‘social distance’, real or imagined, contributes to a decision on the part of younger spouses to isolate themselves:

“…Sometimes, the private’s wife doesn’t want to talk to the wife of ‘the old man’, the commander’s wife, or her husband’s boss’s wife.”
—Spouse of senior officer
“I think the FRGs are fighting the old standards of ‘enlisted vs. not enlisted spouses don’t mix’.  I go around hiding the fact that he’s a commander.  I’m fighting the stereotype that I’m unapproachable because my husbands a CPT.”

—Spouse of junior enlisted Soldier

Spouses frequently said that some Soldiers discourage their spouses from attending FRG meetings:
“Husbands don’t want wives to know about their work.  It’s a control issue.

Some of the officers are nervous, some Soldiers are nervous about wives getting too friendly with officers wives.”
—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“Some husbands encourage the stigma [about FRGs] and don’t want their spouses to get involved.” 

 — Spouse of junior officer

“A lot of spouses [i.e., Soldiers] tell them not to go”
—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
Spouses explained that a negative experience with an FRG in the past can affect whether a spouse continues to attend, even at an entirely new post:

“Participation [in the FRG] is lacking. There’s nothing the Army can do better. It’s that the people that isolate themselves, or they have had bad experiences in the past.”

—Spouse of junior officer

“Once burned, you will never rely on [the FRG] again. The FRG is supposed to keep you informed, but if it doesn’t, you will loose people.  An example would be if the deployment date changes and no one contacts you, you get burned.”
—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
Participants explained that attendance is also influenced by spouses’ perceptions about whether the FRG is a social group, or a formal group that should be focused exclusively on information dissemination (i.e., without a “social” component). To these participants, perceptions in this area affect FRG participation when spouses’ expectations are not met:
“The problems with FRGs are the same. People get disheartened, and no one is proactive. It’s not supposed to be a social group.”
—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
“I think that some people feel that their personal life is their personal life and the Army doesn’t have any business in it. When we came into [the Army] years ago it was like a commitment. Now, some of the people coming in see it as a 9 to 5.”

—Spouse of senior officer

“The FRG could plan more activities for wives without employment and no small kids. There could be artistic classes like for crochet to have something to occupy your time.”

—Spouse of junior enlisted Soldier

Participants explained that many spouses do not attend simply because do not know about the FRG:

“There are some women who just don’t know.  For a long time, I didn’t even know what one was. [FRG meetings] are announced, but Soldiers don’t tell spouses, or there’s problems with child care for an hour to go meet.  I guess you can’t make someone tell you their address, but you need to get it so you can send people information.  It was amazing how many spouses I knew that had no clue what was going on.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
Participants also said that many young spouses returned “home” to live with extended family during deployment, and thus were not around to attend FRG meetings:
“[Participation] starts out big, but then as time goes, the population dwindled. Most people go back [home], and FRG people try to ‘make’ you be friends. Because your husbands work together, it’s not a good idea.”
—Spouse of junior enlisted Soldier
“The same 5 or 6 people came to the meetings out of 40 couples, but at least 20 were [back home].”

—Spouse of junior enlisted Soldier

Availability of childcare affects FRG participation, according to some spouses: 
“Wives are at home watching the kids” [when FRG meeting are held]

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
“Childcare was a barrier” [to FRG participation]

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“[This post] is awesome because they have free Tuesday [when evening childcare is provided at no charge] to plan FRG meetings, and therefore childcare is not an excuse. They didn’t have that at [previous post] —Spouse of junior officer
Spouses were asked what recommendations they would make to improve the effectiveness of, and attendance at, FRGs. Recommendations that were voiced most frequently across the groups are shown in Exhibit III-6.

	Exhibit III-6
Spouses’ recommendations to improve FRGs

	  Establish continuity in how FRGs function and are led   

	  Give participants a say in how their FRG should run

	  Eliminate the element of rank/hierarchy from interactions within the FRG

	  Hold commanders accountable for the FRG, including selecting effective FRG leaders

	  Provide training for FRG leaders, and/or for commanders

	  Increase level of paid support for FRGs


A common recommendation was to establish continuity among FRGs so that spouses could expect similar levels and types of support regardless of the post or unit to which their Soldier is assigned. Similarly, spouses recommended consistency be established within a unit’s FRG even if the personnel or commander changes: 

 “I think you just need continuity.  You go to one post and it’s great and they do this for you and you go to another post and it’s completely different….There’s no continuity.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“When I was elsewhere, I had a purple box of leadership materials.  But [at this post] I found out I have to use the blue box of leadership materials.  So even the leaders don’t know what’s expected of them to lead [the FRG].”

— Spouse of senior officer

“There needs to be a handbook, for a standard SOP”
—Spouse of junior officer

“Consistency. I was FRG leader for 2 years, and then I left and someone new took over, so consistency changes…Soldiers don’t get consistent help because of changing FRG leaders and managers….Once we give programs and things to commander’s wives, things are run subjectively and things change too much from wife to wife.”

—Spouse of senior officer

Other spouses recommended that participants be allowed to determine for themselves, through a vote or similar method, what sort of FRG they wanted:

“We’re doing a lunch for spouses to say what spouses want during an FRG meeting. We don’t care about Soldier opinions; we want only spouse opinions.  We want spouse opinions about childcare, or time frame, or days offered, etc.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“I don’t think they ask what people want of their FRG.  If they would ask specifics, like what would you want your FRG to do, then more people might attend.”

—Spouse of junior enlisted Soldier

Spouses recommended eliminating rank differences in how the FRG operates:

“I always try to pull the enlisted in. You can’t have it be the officers’ wives club. ”

—Spouse of junior officer
“When we start asking who’s going to lead this club, whoever is qualified should be considered…. try to get some meetings going where you have groups of individuals who are together, not just the officers’ wives.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

Spouses said the success of an FRG depends upon committed, well-trained leadership on both the “spouse side” and from the command. Spouses explained that, until commanders are held accountable for the success of the FRG, the groups won’t be as effective as they should be. Some suggested ensuring training for FRG leaders, and/or training for commanders about the importance of the FRG: 
“I think a lot of it goes to commanders, and the ones who are not married do not understand FRGs and the purpose.  Perhaps some training for them would help.”

—Spouse of junior officer

“There needs to be commander accountability.”
—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
“Training is number one. You need to have at least a triad of leaders for the ‘stool’ to stand.”

—Spouse of senior officer

Some spouses suggested that the Army do more to take the burden of managing the FRGs off of the shoulders of volunteers, by utilizing paid staff such as the Family Readiness Group Assistant (FRGA):
“FRG meetings should be about information.  A paid position would make someone accountable.  [Then] you can get a leader fired if you don’t think they are doing their job.”

· Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

 “To provide support with one person to the large brigade is just tough.  I would like to see [FRGAs] at battalion level.  If you want to get down to the company FRGs, then it’s battalion.”

—Spouse of senior officer

“Having a paid person to get information to the unit is working well. We’ve been able to utilize FRGA’s for employment and other issues.”

· Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“I feel like [the FRGA position] needs to be adequately staffed. When you’re looking at one FRG assistant who is talking to 4 vs. 46 FRG leaders, it’s hard.”

—Spouse of senior officer

5.
Childcare Issues
 
Spouses with children were asked whether they used childcare, and if so, what arrangements they typically used (e.g., Child Development Center, civilian providers, Army family childcare providers), and how well those arrangements were working for them. Spouses were asked to specify the issues or concerns they had with hourly care and/or daily care. Opinions on the quality, availability and affordability of childcare were mixed, but criticisms tended to outweigh the positive comments. Some of the responses that emerged are shown in Exhibit III-7. 

	Exhibit III-7
Spouses’ issues and concerns about childcare

	Positive observations 
	Negative observations

	 Free childcare on a specific evening  
	Difficult to arrange for hourly care

	 Good quality of care/high standards
	Slots not available at CDC/waiting lists 

	 Flexible hours/available during off-hours
	Cost too high/sliding scale unfair

	
	Inadequate resources or facilities


Some spouses praised the installation-specific policy of free evening childcare on a specified night of the week, because it gave spouses the flexibility to set up or attend an FRG meeting scheduled for that time: 

“We do offer free child care. I think that’s a big boon. You can take your kids to the care while you’re setting up the meeting.”

—Spouse of senior officers

Other positive observations that spouses made of Army childcare included a high standard of care, and extended hours of operation:

“The Army also has very high standards, so that’s a benefit; you trust your kids in the daycare.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“A benefit of on post childcare is that they are open at 6am and work on holidays.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

Lack of available of hourly care and/or daycare was the main issue of concern for spouses who were dissatisfied with Army childcare:
“It’s impossible to get into hourly day care. There’s almost a year waiting list for under 2 year olds [and a] 6-9 month waiting list for over 2 year olds.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“There is no daycare so you can’t work out if your spouse is busy, but if I went to Gold’s Gym, childcare is free.” 
—Spouse of junior enlisted Soldier

“I don’t have children in that age group, but a spouse cannot get full time childcare unless the spouse works.  There should be no limits if you can afford it.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“My daughter is 2 years old, preschool age, and I was looking for break to go to the gym, but the timing of [available hourly care] kids was very limited.”

—Spouse of senior officer

Hourly costs were a source of dissatisfaction for some spouses, whereas others were disgruntled by the policy of a sliding fee for childcare based on ability to pay: 
“I loved Army CDC, ratio [of staff] to kids is great; hands on learning; but it’s too expensive...I used to have church daycare where they didn’t charge based on income. On base…first they ask what rank your husband is, then ask for the wife’s income, then they base their cost on the combined income.  So basically, you are penalized if you have a working spouse because CDC goes on total household income.  It doesn’t seem fair.”
—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“The CDC used to be $2.50 an hour, now it’s $4.00 an hour.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted solider

Some spouses believed that the staff and facilities and/or available slots were inadequate to meet demand for care: 

“I have never used the CDC. I use the FCC. The Army needs to acknowledge that Army families have children and are not supporting enough in CDC.  The facility is not big enough, the staff not trained nor paid enough, and rooms are overpopulated.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“No one took into consideration that with deployments come more babies. Here there are 19 babies on hold who cannot get into childcare. The Army isn’t keeping up with demands of childbirths.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

6.
Deployment-Related Expenses
Most spouses in the focus groups did not report significant expenses related to their Soldier’s deployment. Among those that did, the types of expenses most frequently cited are shown in Exhibit III-8:

	Exhibit III-8
Spouses’ deployment-related expenses

	  Shipping goods to Soldiers overseas  

	  Additional childcare expenses

	  Items for Soldier required by the unit


Shipping costs represented the most common deployment-related expense that spouses voiced:  

 “One thing is shipping…it’s a big one if you think of it.  If you’re stationed stateside if you don’t have an APO you can’t ship it to him in Iraq.  I had over $1500 in shipping during deployment. 
· Spouse of junior officer

Some spouses suggested their childcare needs increased as a result of the deployment, resulting in additional expenses: 

 “All my money from war money [i.e., special pay] went to child care. When casualties or something comes up where you have to take care of someone else, it’s huge.”

—Spouse of senior officer

A few spouses reported costs related to having to purchase items that the Soldier needed for the mission, but that were not issued by the unit:  
“The financial ‘getting ready’ for these deployments is hard on the families. The unit has them buy things…Clothing, boots, a lot of out of pocket expenses. I was ultimately reimbursed, but you couldn’t contact anybody.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
7.
Spouses’ Views of the Army’s Care and Concern for Families 
Towards the end of the focus groups, spouses were asked to provide a “rating” on a scale of 1-10 of the level of care and concern for families shown by the Army, as demonstrated by the installation and unit leaders at their post. More than half of the 65 spouses were willing to provide a numerical rating. Overall, ratings were mixed; the mean rating was 5 (in the neutral range). Spouses were asked to qualify their ratings, and to explain what factors drove their assessment:
“[I give them] a ‘10’.  Leaders are very compassionate. My husband got time off when I needed to have surgery. Leaders called when I was in surgery to ask how I was doing. They all take care of each other, even though it’s not through the FRG.  The leaders are flexible with my husband’s hours if he needs time off.  If they can accommodate, they will try to.”

— Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

[I give them] a ‘2’.  What needs to be better is everything.  If you have a problem, they’ll pass you off to someone else; no one is concerned with you or your problems.  Communication, information; [it] all needs improvement.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“[I give them] a ‘5’.  More of the leaders of the community are focusing on the spouses of Soldiers….But spouses finding jobs is a big issue.  It took 14 months for me to get a job.  I didn’t want to give up having a career because of the Army, and being here almost made me want to go back to [home].”
—Spouse of junior officer

Spouses were asked what the Army could do to demonstrate more care and concern for families. The question elicited a wide range of suggestions. These included ensuring that personnel charged with providing support to Army families (e.g., Rear Detachment Command personnel, administrative personnel within Army agencies) consistently treat spouses with consideration and respect, scheduling unit work activities (e.g., pre-deployment preparation) in ways that are family-friendly, and providing prompt, accurate communication about important events to family members:

  “Looking at the upper level management I can’t believe how they schedule certain things.  My spouse is getting ready to deploy and that’s being done during, say, spring break.  There’s no way you can tell me that couldn’t be moved. That’s indicative to me that they don’t really care.”

—Spouse of junior officer

“People [who provide support] should be reminded how their job affects other people. People forget that their job has impact on others lives.  How they think tomorrow will be based on how you act today.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
“POC training [for Reader Detachment Command personnel] is necessary. It’s out there. There’s just no accountability for command.”

—Spouse of senior officer

“My husband was involved in a fight where he directly killed someone. I heard from someone else about the event, and had to wait over a day after calling Rear Detachment to hear from my husband.  Should the event ever come up again, I need more communication.”

—Spouse of junior enlisted Soldier

8. Spouses’ Support for their Soldiers’ Careers. 
Despite the challenges experienced as part of Army life, most spouses—regardless of rank—indicated that their Soldier intended to remain in the Army. Nearly all spouses supported their Soldier’s career decision, and many explained that the most important factor for them was that their Soldier was happy with his or her job:
“Yes, I support [his decision to stay] because he loves his job.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier
“I want my husband to stay in the military. We have open communication, so it’s easier to support him because he enjoys his job. It makes it easier for him if I support him.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

Job stability, income, and fringe benefits available through the Army were other factors that encouraged spouses to support their Soldier’s continued military career: 

“Bottom line is: how do you replace an $85,000 income? She loves the Army. She’s ‘over the hump.’  In a sense, we’re kind of stuck. It would be stupid to get out. You have to weigh the long term.”

—Spouse of junior officer

“He’s going to stay in, and I’m fine with that. He’s been in 10 years. I think the medical’s good, and then the house is being paid for.”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“I definitely support [the decision to stay].  There’s instability here, but in the civilian world, there’s instability too.  At least I know he’s got a job.”

—Spouse of junior officer
There were some spouses, however, for whom the stress of family separation had taken its toll, and who reported their Soldier was leaving the Army, or who were encouraging their Soldier to do so:
“He’s ready to get out….the deployment was too long; 385 days.  We were dealing with…friends in other services that stay only 90 days, and that got to be bothersome, being there for so long. Not that he doesn’t like his job, but that was too long to be away from me and his four children. He came home and said ‘I’m getting out.’ ”

—Spouse of senior enlisted Soldier

“I want my husband to get out of the Army. [Cites cliché:] ‘If the Army wanted you to have a family, they’d issue you one.’… If he stays in, he would go officer and be away from his family more.  I’m getting a nursing degree…so we can make it on the outside. It’s important for family to be together; more important than having an Army career.”

—Spouse of junior enlisted Soldier
 Community Survey Findings

     During the site visits, the research team sought to augment the findings from the focus groups with the “woman/man on the street” perspective.  At each site, several hours were devoted to administering community or “intercept” surveys in high-traffic areas (e.g., the commissary and exchange). This short questionnaire captured some key demographic information (e.g., length of time on post, years married), as well as spouses’ perspectives about FRGs, their childcare arrangements, the perceived level of family support at the installation and their Soldier’s military career plans. 

The results from the community surveys are presented in the following sections:

· Community survey sample

· Community survey results.

1.
Community Survey Sample

           A total of 115 fully or partially completed surveys were collected during the 3 site visits. (Not all spouses had time to complete all questions). A demographic description of the community survey sample is provided in Exhibit IV-1.

	Exhibit IV-1

Community Survey Sample

	Variable
	%
	n

	Sponsor’s Rank (n=99)
	E1-E4
	15%
	15

	
	E5-E9
	64%
	64

	
	O1-O3
	7%
	7

	
	O4 and above
	10%
	10

	
	WO1-CW5
	3%
	3

	Time at Installation (n=91)
	0-3 months
	13%
	12

	
	4-6 months
	3%
	3

	
	7 months to a year
	17%
	15

	
	Over 1 year to 2 years
	34%
	31

	
	Over 2 years to 3 years
	13%
	12

	
	Over 3 years to 5 years
	13%
	12

	
	5 years or more
	7%
	6

	Years Married (n=97)
	Less than one year
	1%
	1

	
	1-5 years
	49%
	47

	
	6-10 years
	23%
	22

	
	11-20
	25%
	24

	
	Over 20 years
	3%
	3

	Spouse Deployed within Last 2 Years (n=114)
	Has been deployed
	76%
	87

	
	Has not been deployed
	24%
	27


* Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

Though spouses of Soldiers of many different ranks completed the survey, spouses of non-commissioned officers (NCOs) were the most heavily represented group in the sample (64%). One-third (33%) of participants were married to Soldiers who had been stationed at that particular installation for a year or less, one-third (34%) between 1 and 2 years, and one-third (33%) for more than 2 years. One-half of spouses had been married to their sponsor for 5 years or less, and the large majority (76%) of spouses had experienced the deployment of their sponsor in the last 2 years.  

2.
Community Survey Results
In the section below, findings from the community surveys are presented for:

· Family Readiness Groups

· Childcare Arrangements

· Perceptions of Leadership Support for Families

· Soldiers’ Career Plans.

Family Readiness Groups

         Spouses completing the community survey were asked if their Soldier’s unit had an active FRG, and if so, whether they participated in it (Exhibit IV-2). About three-fourths (73%) of spouses reported their Soldier’s unit had an active FRG, but less than half (44%) of reported participating in it. Some spouses did not know if their Soldier’s unit had an active FRG. (These spouses are counted as non-participants). 

	Exhibit IV-2

FRG Awareness and participation*

	
	%
	n

	Does your spouse’s unit have an FRG? (n=113)
	Yes
	73%
	83

	
	No
	13%
	15

	
	Don’t know
	13%
	15

	Do you participate in the FRG? (n=109)
	Yes
	44%
	48

	
	No
	56%
	61


* Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

           Spouses who participated in their FRG were asked if it met their needs, and how well it was working. Spouses who reported they did not participate were asked what prevented them from doing so, and what would have to be different for them to participate. Overall, 43 spouses who did participate in the FRG commented on how they felt the FRG was working. Of these comments, about half could be considered positive. The positive themes most frequently expressed by participants who participated in their FRG were: 

· Their FRG was effective at providing information

· Their FRG was supportive of spouses

· They enjoyed the social/networking aspect of their FRG.

           Of the 61 spouses did not participate in the unit FRG, 44 provided comments explaining why, or what would have to be different for them to participate. The comments most frequently expressed by these spouses were, by and large, also heard in the focus groups. Many of these issues were also expressed by spouses who did participate in their FRG: 

· Spouses in FRGs wear their Soldiers’ ranks/too “cliquish”

· Too much gossip 

· Spouses are too busy to participate

· Not contacted about FRG meetings

· FRGs are not informative

· FRGs not necessary/information or support available elsewhere (e.g., from Soldier, friends, church)

· FRGs not “family-friendly” (e.g., don’t include activities for children).

Childcare Arrangements

The community survey also asked questions of spouses about their childcare arrangements, including whether they used childcare services, and if so, what kind of provider they used.  Approximately one third (34%) of respondents reported that they used childcare services (Exhibit IV-3). 
	Exhibit IV-3

FRG Awareness and participation

	
	%
	n

	Do you use childcare services? (n=102)
	Yes
	34%
	35

	
	No
	66%
	67


Of the 35 spouses who reported that they used childcare services, 24 described the specific arrangements they used.  The most commonly mentioned providers were:

· Child Development Center (CDC)

· Hourly childcare

· Civilian/off-post childcare

· After school childcare

· Family childcare.
Spouses were also asked about their satisfaction with their childcare arrangements, in terms of cost and availability.  About half of respondents with children commented positively about their childcare experiences.  The other respondents identified points of frustration with their childcare arrangements, including:

· Lack of available slots

·  Care not available during “off-hours”

·  Long waiting lists

·  Care too expensive.

Perceptions of Leadership Support for Families

Community survey respondents were asked to rate the leadership of their spouse’s unit on its level of care and concern for families.  Participants rated leadership on a scale from 1-10 (1 = low rating; 10 = high rating).  The 95 participants who provided a response gave a mean rating of 6, in the neutral range (Exhibit IV-4).

	Exhibit IV-4

spouses’ ratings of care and  concern for families demonstrated by unit leadership*

	Score
	%
	n

	1-3
	21%
	20

	4-6
	17%
	16

	7-10
	62%
	59


 * 1 = low, 10 = high

Participants also were asked to give suggestions on what leadership could do to be more supportive of families. The suggestions covered a wide variety of topics, including: 
· More time off for Soldiers 

· Better communication with spouses 

· Better general support of spouses, including command support for the FRG
· More predictability in Soldiers’ work schedules
· Improved access to childcare 

· More recognition/reward for families’ sacrifice.

Soldiers Career Plans

          Despite the shortcomings spouses expressed regarding their FRGs and family support more generally, the large majority of spouses (74%) reported that their Soldier would remain in the Army after the end of their current obligation (Exhibit IV-3). 

	Exhibit IV-3

Soldiers’ career plans as reported by spouses

(n=104)

	
	%
	n

	Stay in the Army after current obligation
	74%
	77

	Leave the Army after current obligation
	15%
	16

	Undecided
	11%
	11


This finding may reflect the demographics of the sample (i.e., most spouses were married to senior enlisted Soldiers with less than 10 years until retirement eligibility), that current benefits and other aspects of Army life offset the frustration articulated by spouses, or some combination of these two factors. 

Summary

The focus group participants involved in the Qualitative Follow-Up to the Survey of Army Families tended to be relatively senior spouses, and in all likelihood, more “well-connected” to the FRGs of their Soldiers’ units and to the Army’s formal support network (e.g., ACS) than is true of Army spouses as a whole. Still, the focus group participants at Ft. Lewis, Ft. Eustis and Caserma Ederle expressed a wide range of perspectives on issues such as the level of care and concern shown for families by installation leadership, the effectiveness of FRGs and the factors affecting FRG attendance, availability and access to Army childcare, and out-of-pocket costs related to deployment. Spouses also provided insightful recommendations oriented to helping the Army improve its support to families in these and other areas. 

With respect to FRGs, spouses in the focus groups believed that providing accurate, up-to-date information about their Soldier’s unit and about deployment was the FRG’s central purpose. Focus group participants were split on the issue of whether their FRG fulfilled this function effectively. Some praised the competency and dedication of FRG leaders, the inclusive atmosphere of their FRG, the support their group received from the command and the unit Rear Detachment, and/or the quality of information received. Other spouses described FRGs that existed only on paper or not at all, that were characterized by hierarchical or bitter relationships among participants, that were non-inclusive or poorly organized, or that failed to contact spouses of unit members with important information.  Spouses said the main factors that affect FRG attendance include the quality FRG leadership and the information provided, the dynamics within the group (e.g., open and inclusive vs. hierarchical or “rank-driven”), the fact that some Soldiers discourage their spouses’ participation, and negative experiences that spouses may have had with an FRG in the past. 

Perhaps the key theme about FRGs that emerged from the focus groups was that FRGs—and consequently the level of support derived from them—varies widely from unit to unit and post to post, depending on factors such those described above.  Particularly because deployments have become more frequent and lengthy during the post-September 11th period, the Army should develop and implement strategies to ensure that spouses experience a more predictable, consistent level of support from their FRGs, regardless of the unit or post to which they are assigned.  For example, spouses explained that consistent support could be more effectively achieved by adding more paid support to take the burden off of volunteers (e.g., hiring Family Readiness Group Assistants at the battalion level), and by making commanders “accountable” for the FRG.  Participants said that, because the FRG is a “commander’s program”, it requires active input and participation from commanders in order for it to function effectively.  According to spouses, aspects of the FRG that deserve command attention include the selection of an experienced, competent and willing FRG leader, and ensuring that Rear Detachment Command personnel are trained to deal respectfully and considerately with FRG leaders and other Army family members. 

With respect to childcare, themes that emerged both in the focus groups and in the community surveys were that deployments result in a greater need for childcare, and that slots for hourly care and for daycare are not always available for spouses. The lack of available hourly or respite care at some installations was a source of dissatisfaction for many spouses, as were long waiting lists for daycare. Some spouses made positive comments about the overall quality of care provided by the Army, but the theme of inadequate resources (e.g., staff, facilities, slots) was predominate in the discussions. Some spouses also characterized rising costs in child care charges as a financial burden on those in the enlisted community, while others were dissatisfied by the Army’s use of a “sliding fee” based on family income, which they considered unfair. 

Some spouses, but not a majority, experienced financial hardship during deployment due to out-of- pocket expenses. The main sources of these expenses were shipping costs, items required by the Soldier’s unit but not provided before deployment (e.g., clothing), and additional childcare needs.

Spouses’ evaluation of the care and concern for families demonstrated by leadership was mixed. Many expressed praise for the leadership of their Soldier’s unit, explaining that commanders were flexible in allowing Soldiers time off for family reasons, that they kept spouses informed with important information about the unit and the deployment and were generally supportive. Some participants explained that the expectations some spouses have in terms of information and support from command are unrealistic in a wartime environment, and that it is important that spouses become self-reliant and not expect that the Army will respond to spouses’ every need. Among the recommendations provided by participants for increasing spouses’ coping skills were getting involved in the FRG, reaching out to other spouses, exploring support services available through ACS, and learning about Army life by participating in AFTB.  Many senior spouses explained that it was often those family members who are in the greatest need of support who are least likely to take steps such as these. 

Other spouses were less inclined to give positive marks to the care and concern for families shown by Army leadership. Spouses who were more critical often described interactions with Army administrative personnel who they believed were insensitive, inflexible, and unsupportive. Others described individual leaders or policies (e.g., scheduling of events) that they felt did not take family members’ needs or opinions into consideration.  Spouses who described circumstances such as these sometimes had poor experiences with their FRGs as well, which led to a general sense of an unsupportive environment.  Many spouses emphasized that it is a responsibility of leadership to create a supportive environment for Army families. 

Roles that leadership can play towards this end and that were cited by spouses included understanding Army family members’ needs and concerns (e.g., for timely information, considerate treatment), ensuring an effective FRG that is run by competent leaders, and taking family priorities into account in Soldiers’ work schedules and unit activities (e.g., pre-deployment preparations) whenever possible. Some senior spouses explained that, because many unit leaders (e.g., company commanders) are young and unmarried, they do not have an understanding of what families need, or the positive role families can play in the readiness and retention of Soldiers. These spouses recommended that additional training be provided to future unit leaders on how to effectively support Army families.
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Recorder___________________
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Group___________________
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Date/Time___________________
INTRODUCTION:

A. Caliber/CFSC Introduction.  Good afternoon and welcome. My name is Brad Booth, and this is (recorder’s name). We work for Caliber, a private research firm in Fairfax, VA. This is Dr. Richard Fafara and Brenda, with the U.S. Army Community and Family Support Center, or CFSC, in Alexandria, VA. The Community and Family Support Center is responsible for the family support programs and services in that are provided throughout the Army, and Caliber, our company, has been hired by CFSC to help gather information from Army family members so that we can learn more about the challenges you face, and how the Army can better support its Soldiers and families.  

We are here today to talk with you about a number of topics that are of importance to Army leadership and to those who provide family support across the Army.  

NOTE: Address privacy and confidentiality.  Explain group participation is voluntary. WE WILL NOT BE TAKING NAMES OR KEEP RECORDS BY NAME

B.
Ground Rules.  We fully recognize that we will be covering a lot and we have a limited amount of time available (approximately one hour).  So, there may be times when I will have to move on to the next topic, or the next person, even though there is more you would like to add on the subject.


NOTE: Add material about one person talking at a time so that recorder can capture all comments.  Please keep what you hear in this group to yourself.  Do not share with anyone outside this group.   

C.
Participants’ Background.  We are going to ask about your experiences as military family members, but before we start, it would be helpful to go briefly around the room and have each one of you introduce yourself and tell us the a little about yourself. Just to break the ice, please tell us: 

· How long have you been married to your Soldier spouse, and do you have children?

· When did you arrive at (name of post)?

· Has your spouse been deployed in the last past three years, and where did he/she go?  

· What happens next for your spouse? (e.g., their next assignment) 

[Note: Make sure that each participant speaks]

Because of your experiences with Army life, we consider you all subject matter experts.  We very much value your input and insights and we look forward to hearing from each of you during our discussion today.

MILITARY LIFE
1. What are the aspects of military life THAT YOU LIKE MOST/THATYOU VALUE MOST?  

2. What are some of the drawbacks of military life for you or your family?

DEPLOYMENT
Now we are going to talk about issues related to deployment. 

3. What were the main challenges and needs you and your family faced during your spouse’s deployment?

Possible probes

a. What kind of help/support was available to help you deal with these challenges? 

b. WHAT HELP DID YOU actually USE?

c. Of the help/support that you described, which was most helpful?  

4. Did you have any out of pocket expenses directly related to your spouse’s deployment? If so, could you describe them?   
Probes if question is unclear:

a. Money spent on soldiers’ uniforms,

b. Supplies, equipment

c. Childcare expenses

How did you meet these additional expenses?

5. What kinds of resources, support or assistance were provided by your spouse’s unit during the deployment? 

Possible probes

a. Which of these did you USE? 

b. How helpful were they? 

c. How satisfied were you with the support/assistance available? 

FAMILY READINESS GROUPS (FRGs)

6. Does your spouses unit have an active FRG?

7. Do you participate or volunteer in the FRG in your spouse’s unit? If not, what prevents you from participating? What would have to be different for you to participate? 

Possible probes (Army issues)

a. distance
b. atmosphere/attitudes of other participants

c. awareness

d. availability of childcare

Personal Issues

e. work schedule

f. boring/not needed? 

g. relevant ?

8. How well is the FRG for your spouse’s unit working? What does the FRG do to help support spouses during deployment? Which of these functions are most helpful to you?  

9. Who attends the FRG for your spouse’s unit (enlisted spouses, officer spouses, mixed, extended family members, volunteers only, etc.)?  

10. How would you describe the working relationships between the FRG advisor, leader, volunteers, and participants?

11. What could the Army do differently to ensure FRGs are effective? 

Probe – if time allows

a. Is there a “virtual” FRG? Have you participated? Is it useful/effective?

CHILDCARE
12. Do you use child care services? If so, do you use the Army Child Development Center, Army family childcare providers, or a provider in the civilian community? 

13. Did your need change/increase during deployment? Explore nature of need (hourly/all day care).

14. What are the major benefits and drawbacks of the childcare arrangements     you employ?

Possible probes

a. cost

b. availability

c. hours of operation

d. quality of care

LEADERSHIP
15. On a scale of 1-10, how would you rate the care and concern” demonstrated by leadership in your spouse’s unit?

16. What could leadership do to be more supportive or caring? 
RETENTION
17. Do you support your Soldier remaining in the Army, and what makes you feel that way? 

a. If negative or undecided:  What if anything would you change, if you could, in order to feel more positive about your husband or wife serving in the Army?

b. If positive:  Some spouses don’t feel as positive as you –what do you think accounts for the difference between you and them?

THANK YOU FOR ALL YOUR HELP!

WE REALLY APPRECIATE YOUR TAKING THE TIME TO DO THIS!

REMEMBER, WHAT WE DISCUSSED STAYS IN THIS ROOM.

B:
Community Survey
Soldier Rank




Location: 



Years Married:

   

Arrived at post:


1. Has your spouse been deployed within the last two years:     Yes_____          No ______

2. Does your spouse’s unit have an active Family Readiness Group (FRG)?  Do you participate?
             Has FRG _____         Has No FRG _____



(IF HAS FRG)  Participates ________ Does not Participate _______



(IF DOES PARTICIPATE) Does FRG meet your needs?  How well is it working?

(IF DOES NOT PARTICIPATE) What prevents you from participating? What would have to be different for you to participate?

3. Do you use childcare services?  If so, what child care provider do you use (i.e., Army CDC, Army family childcare, or a civilian provider)?
4. How satisfied are you with your childcare arrangements in terms of cost and availability?

5.         On a scale of 1-10, how would you rate the care and concern for families demonstrated by the leadership in your spouses unit?

6.         What could leadership do to be more supportive or caring?

7.          At the end of your spouse’s current obligation will he or she stay in or leave the Army?

STAY IN _____       LEAVE ______   UNDECIDED ______






Qualitative Follow-Up to the 2004/2005 Survey of Army Families: 


Summary of Installation Visits 








Final Report
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