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Supporting the Families of the Fallen:

Caring for Our Own

A proposal for a comprehensive, compassionate enduring system of support for families of CF members who die while serving
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THE CONCEPT
The proposed approach for the support of families of CF personnel who die while serving will result in an integrated, compassionate and responsive system of care.  Ultimately, the strategy will respect the unique journey of each grieving family member, and allow the CF to pay meaningful tribute to the family’s sacrifice in support of Canada.

The planned initiatives will not discriminate based on the status of family member, or the manner of death. Accessible and responsive, the array of services will provide avenues to support healing, regardless of where the family may live, or the type of support they need to cope with their loss.  The proposed support model addresses the requirements for families that exist after the funeral of their loved one and the immediate, existing institutional support wanes.  It creates an opportunity for families in perpetuity.
The bereavement support envisaged will build on the effective but disparate programs under the functional authority of Chief Military Personnel.  The plan broadens the scope of existing programs, leverages intended initiatives, and introduces new services to address known gaps.  Key to success will be the integration and synergy among the various elements and providers of support; to that end, Associate DGPFSS will coordinate the initiative to ensure coherence and unity of effort.

The concept of care proposed will address the Administrative, Peer and Professional support requirements of families; these elements of service will constitute the core pillars of the initiative.  Activities within each of the service elements will reflect principles of care that will serve to demonstrate the CF’s commitment to enduring, inclusive and seamless support.  
RATIONALE
Although it is the serving member that assumes unlimited liability and the risk of injury or death when they choose the profession of arms, these conditions of service can, nonetheless, profoundly affect their families.  As a result, the relationship between the Canadian Forces and the families of its serving personnel is extraordinary.  The CF recognizes the contribution of military families in support of Canada, and extends its social contract with CF personnel to the families that support them.  This covenant continues when a soldier dies. 

Support to families in the immediate aftermath of a death has evolved over the past several years, and the exceptional level of support now provided has progressed as a result of hard won experience.  The professional notification of death, the immediate issuance of benefits, the compassion of Assisting Officers, and the dignity of Escort Officers are often cited by families as sincere and meaningful tributes to their experience and the loss of their loved one.
But over time this assistance wanes as the operational demands of the CF naturally compel the units or formations to return to the business at hand.  The needs of the family however, do not follow an institutional timeline.  Ironically, their need for information and services can accelerate once the initial shock and emotional numbness has had opportunity to pass.  Their feelings of loss and abandonment can be compounded in the absence of continued support.

Reportedly overwhelmed by the volume of information received immediately following the death of a loved one, families have advised that they don’t often know where to turn when their need for this information surfaces in the months and years that follow.  Services that do exist are unknown, and often families – in particular, parents – suffer unnecessarily in silence.  Perhaps no where else is this lack of access to information more profound, or more heart wrenching, than the well-documented instances of families seeking information regarding the exact circumstance of the loss of their loved one. 
To many, the CF is much more than an institution or an employer; to the families of serving members the CF often represents a way of life and a community to which they belong.  Within the current construct this social connection is often severed; spouses and children report feeling abandoned by their established communities and compelled to seek out other sources of support and other social systems long before they are ready to do so.
In addition to the requirement to continue membership within the broader military community, families of deceased personnel also frequently cite a need to communicate with and seek support from others who have experienced a similar loss.  Since 2006, this level of support has been provided nationally through ‘HOPE’ (Helping Our Peers through Empathy), a national network of peers trained and supported by DCSM.  This exceptional program has experienced considerable uptake, but because of the broad geographic dispersion of family members, there remains an unmet requirement to provide opportunity for face-to- face peer support groups where sufficient numbers of families within a location warrant, and a need to expand their reach through a virtual, web-based forum.

Grief follows its own journey, and families in turn will often find their own way to cope with the loss of their loved one.  At times however, they seek professional support to help them along their journey.  Professional grief counselling and grief therapy, however, are not universally available to all families of the fallen through formal mandate of the CF or Veterans Affairs Canada.  Instances of families seeking this service through charitable means are inconsistent with the commitment made to families, and risk undermining the CF’s credibility.

PRINCIPLES
The proposed approach to ensure continuity of care for families of CF personnel who die while serving is based on core principles that will underscore all elements of the ‘Shoulder to Shoulder’ framework.   Services and support provided will be Enduring, Inclusive, Integrated and Compassionate.
Enduring 

Grief is an individual journey, and the experience of each member of the family will be as unique as their fingerprint.  Their bereavement will not conform to pre-set times or sets of conditions; the services to be made available will reflect this need.  
Although the majority of families may, in time, move away from the CF community and seek life elsewhere, the CF community and systems of support will be available to them until they are ready to do so.  Should they experience another loss in the future that makes them once again revisit the death of the CF member, or should the child of a CF member have further questions and issues to explore as he or she matures, the services of the Shoulder to Shoulder framework will be available to meet this need.
Inclusive
The circumstance of the death – whether by accident, illness, or in battle – does not change the sense of loss experienced by the family.  While the manner or cause of death may be a factor in the benefits provided, it will never influence the level of moral support and compassion provided to the family. 
The loss of a loved one is very personal and the grief experienced reflects the relationship once shared.  It is inappropriate for the institution to determine the significance of the relationship, or to accord greater priority to a parent, a spouse or a child.  Each person of significance to the CF member will be eligible to receive the support available.
Integrated
Notwithstanding that planned and existing services fall under the mandate of multiple organizations within Military Personnel Command, the programs available will be coordinated to ensure holistic, seamless and appropriate support for families is available.  The Chaplaincy, Director Casualty Support Management, and Director Military Family Services, under the leadership of the Associate Director General Personnel and Family Support Services, will be explicit in their effort to provide a harmonized level of service that will capitalize on synergies, and generate meaningful opportunities for families to meet their practical, spiritual and emotional needs. 
Compassionate 

As specialists in family or bereavement support, the service delivery agents will commit to a compassionate level of service borne from a deep awareness of and empathy for the experience of the families they serve.  They will honour families’ resilience and self-determination as well as their suffering, and support them in their navigation of the unpredictable path toward coping with their loss.  
PILLARS OF SUPPORT
The services to families of CF personnel who die while serving will encompass three broad categories: administrative, peer, and professional support.  These categories of service will form the pillars of the Shoulder to Shoulder framework. 
Pillar One:  Administrative Support
The pillar of Administrative Support will effectively lay the groundwork for the transition of families from the deceased member’s Chain of Command to the longer term support services that will be provided under the functional authority of Chief Military Personnel.  It will provide the tools and support families need to navigate and master a system that otherwise often seems formidable, bureaucratic and complex.

Laying the Groundwork for Transition 
Director Casualty Support Management has established a formal disengagement process to respectfully and gracefully transition the responsibility for ongoing family support from the deceased member’s chain of command, to the Joint Personnel Support Unit/ Integrated Personnel Support Centre.  
To ensure information is available to both those that provide the services and to the family members themselves, Director Casualty Support Management will expand Assisting Officer training and training resource material to ensure that ongoing services and support opportunities for families are known to them. 

The Personnel Emergency Notification (PEN) form is currently used for a variety of purposes, but its primary purpose is to allow the CF member to identify the family members that they wish to be contacted in the event of an emergency involving the member.  Relevance and use of the information contained the PEN form has evolved over time due to the dynamic nature of family composition and the increasingly complex support activities that occur in the event of the death of a CF member.  

To offer clarity to those tasked to support families of the fallen following the death of their loved one, a new emergency contact notification form will be introduced to replace the PEN.  Not only will this revised form provide a clearer explanation to CF members about the purpose of the form, it will provide better information for use by those who must notify loved ones under difficult circumstances.    

A new form will also be introduced that will allow CF members to identify people whom they consider to be next of kin and with whom they would like the CF to maintain contact or provide support to in the event of their passing. This new form respects the principle of inclusion by recognizing the complexity of family dynamics in today’s society and will enable the provision of support to all those who are most dear to CF personnel.  
Administrative Investigations
Whenever a death of a CF member occurs, an administrative investigation is convened to determine the circumstances surrounding the death.  Where greater powers of review are required, this will take the form of a Board of Inquiry.  During a Board of Inquiry communication with the family of the member is established as early as possible by the Convening Authority or Board President and the family may be invited to participate in the proceedings which are not normally open to the public.  

Although the Board President is identified as a primary contact for families during a Board of Inquiry, family members will now also have access to Director Casualty Support Management should they have concerns regarding the process, progress or results of an investigation.  Liaison between Director Casualty Support Management and the Administrative Investigation Support Centre will facilitate obtaining information from the Convening Authority or Board President, as appropriate.  In addition, a chaplain will be assigned to serve as an advisor to the Board President to support his/her understanding of the specific needs of families during the administrative investigation
The Administrative Investigation Support Centre also understands the impact a lengthy investigation can have on the families of the fallen.  Efforts will be undertaken to streamline the investigative process to ensure the findings are completed and provided to the families in a timely fashion.

Information for Families
To assist families to navigate the complex policies, services and support that may be of relevance to them, the information will be transcribed to ensure it is comprehensible by and accessible to families, and posted to www.familyforce.ca As appropriate, the material will also be published for distribution to surviving family members to further aid in their pursuit of information.

FamilyForce.ca will also host a message board for families to post questions and comments.  Moderated by a skilled member of Director Military Family Services staff, questions and comments will be assigned to the appropriate office of primary interest, and responded to in an appropriate and timely manner.
Pillar Two:  Professional Support

The pillar of Professional Support ensures continuity of care, and supports families in accessing the services available to them.  

Continuity of Care

The acknowledgement that families have enduring support needs following the death of a CF member establishes the requirement for support beyond the initial period of grief.  Joint Personnel Support Units and Integrated Personnel Support Centres (JPSU/IPSC), initially in place to support the ill, injured and their families, now also offer support to all families of CF personnel who die while serving.  

The JPSU/IPSC will serve as the primary point of contact for families, and staff will lend their professional expertise to ensure families have access to services or support from either the CF or Veterans Affairs Canada, as appropriate.  Chaplain services will continue to be provided on an ongoing basis to minister to families in need of assistance. In addition, MFRC Family Liaison Officers, physically located at each IPSC, will provide tailored assistance to the families of the fallen, including professional counselling and referral, as appropriate, to available civilian resources.  

In addition to the on-site, one stop facility afforded by the JPSU/IPSC, families will also have access to the Family Information Line (FIL).  This 1-800 resource, staffed by bilingual social service professionals with knowledge of CF policies, Canadian military family services, and most of all, an understanding of military family life, will be available for families regardless of where they may live.  The introduction of this resource will mean that access to services, information, support and referral will only ever be a phone call away.   
Continuity of Community Services
Many CF families derive their sense of community, and receive the bulk of their professional family services, through the Military Family Resource Centres located in CF communities across Canada. To ensure these ties with the community are not prematurely severed, Military Family Resource Centres will now ensure that the families of the fallen are formally recognized as part of their constituent base. Families of CF personnel who die while serving will have full access to the services and support of these organizations, which often serve as the hub of CF community life.

In addition to the standard suite of Military Family Resource Centre services, families of the fallen will also have access to Casualty Support Child Care.  Professional, free child care will be available to families during repatriation services, funerals, and, when needed, to facilitate attendance at specialist appointments or for respite. 

Grief Counseling/ Grief Therapy
For the surviving family members that feel that they require specialized assistance in adapting to their loss, formal, confidential grief counseling/ therapy will be made available through a national network of certified specialists.  Bolstered by a 24/7 1-800 bilingual telephone service that can provide interim immediate support, a referral to a professional counsellor will be assured within 48 hours.  Counselling will be available short or long term, depending on need.
Pillar Three:  Peer Support

The pillar of Peer Support acknowledges the potential for healing, comfort and understanding that can often come only from communicating with someone who has personally experienced a similar loss.  The CF will provide safe forums for family members so that they can seek and provide support from/to one another. 
There is HOPE

 “Helping Others by Providing Empathy,” or HOPE, is a national network of trained and supported volunteer peers who are available to provide support to other family members who have experienced a similar loss.  Support is largely offered by phone due to the geographical dispersion of family members, but where proximity allows, face to face meetings can be arranged.  

Self-Help Groups
Military Family Resource Centres will now be positioned to build on the national HOPE network, and provide opportunity for the families of the fallen to meet in person with the support of a professional facilitator or trained HOPE peer to share their common experience and garner mutual support.    
Virtual Support

FamilyForce.ca will be adapted to develop a virtual support network which will allow CF family members of all ages to connect with and support one another online.   The live capability will be moderated by a trained counselor, and families will be able to share their experiences of loss and healing in a positive and secure environment.  
COMMUNICATING FOR EFFECT
The need for a coordinated communications approach is critical to the success of the Shoulder to Shoulder initiative.  Without easily accessible information and tools at their fingertips, families of the fallen continue to be at risk of further isolation as they move through the various stages of grief.  The same can be said of service providers, who must remain informed and connected in order to effectively serve families during a time of great need.  

To this end, building awareness internally and externally, as well as providing greater education opportunities for service providers are the desired communications objectives.  A coordinated and defined communications strategy will clearly define the target audiences and the various tactics that should be used in order to meet our objectives.

Internal Communications – Knowing Each Other’s Business

Regular, increased and improved communication between service providers will synchronize the processes that exist and tighten relationships between parties.  When each party understands what their role is within the greater context, they are likely to increase cooperation and collaboration amongst themselves. Keeping the lines of communication open and fully understanding the Canadian Forces’ approach for providing support to families of the fallen will contribute to the improvement of services delivered.

Beyond keeping the individual parts connected and informed, it is equally important to provide greater education opportunities for service providers. Keeping service providers engaged through regular education opportunities will mitigate isolation between the various agents and will not only impart knowledge but will also provide a connected network of support for those who are providing services.  

External Communications – Timely, Focussed and Accessible

Timely, focussed and accessible communication to families of the fallen will position the Canadian Forces as an effective, transparent and responsive organization.  Families should not have to begin to search for information aimlessly in the hopes of finding tidbits of useful information and resources.  Tools need to be developed to assist them in their search.

Developing print publications/brochures/quick reference cards is one effective tactic that can be used.  Service providers, the Family Information Line and the FamilyForce.ca portal will also serve as critical platforms to ensure families have the information they need, when they need it.   

Beyond improving communication to families of the fallen, it is also important to acknowledge the need for communicating this new framework to the general public so that they can be assured that the nation is caring for the families who have sacrificed so much in support of Canada.  Canadians expect no less.
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