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In October 2011, I got to a point where I realized it was time for change.  I didn’t want to just talk about it, I WANTED TO DO SOMETHING ABOUT IT! 

However, I remember asking friends if they knew of any support group where I could talk to people about my situation. "Maybe there is some place I can go to share my frustrations and struggles and make something happen?" "No, there aren't any I am aware of." I did find a support on Facebook, but they didn’t know my court system here.  After being at a rally and thinking this all through, Janice Dennis and I said “enough is enough, lets do something about it!”  It is my sincere hope you will find enough motivation and information here to start your own group. 

The motivation part is simple: if injustice/inequality is a problem for you as a parent - you'll find out more about it and how it affects others who are in the same boat. You can be totally selfish about it and why not, you'll be the first in line to get support and to seek changes. If injustice/inequality no longer is a problem for you, it is immensely satisfying to share your experiences with others on how to overcome the problem(s) you had with it. 

At first you might think the information part is harder: what, or how much, do I need to know? What qualifications do I need? The answers: not much and not much. Consider the function of a peer-to-peer support group: people sharing feelings and if available, information. Peer-to-peer means meeting folks like yourself, folks who are in the same boat. Support groups are about helping one another with emotional support. HOWEVER, support is important but we at Parents United take it a step further.  We take ACTION!  Change doesn’t occur in our situations if we just sit and talk about it.  We take it a step or two further and educate the public and then provide resources to assist in making change happen.  If you happen to know just a bit about inequality/injustice and can answer some of the common questions, that's great. If not, that's OK too. Here are some things you need to consider: 

Ask yourselves these questions:

· Are you a parent who can’t see your child? 
· Are you no longer receiving visitation of your child? 
· Are you suffering from parental alienation syndrome? 
· Do you feel there were/are major conflicts of interest in your custody case?

This is the group for you. We are a support group, at this time, which fights for equality and fairness in the courts and works hard at getting legislation passed that promotes such. This group is designed for those in these situations. 
We are excited that you are considering partnering with us at Parents United.  We take our Mission seriously.  Everyday we see parents struggling to see their kids.  They may be alienated from them by the opposing parent or even by the courts.  

Thanks for joining us in this journey to change!!

Getting started:  What you I need?
Place to meet
There are a number of places that have meeting rooms available for nonprofit community events and are very approachable for good causes. Before you go dishing out money to rent a meeting room, here are some places you can try for free, or low cost, meeting facilities. 
Telephone 

A separate telephone number strictly for use by group is great, but not always practical or possible because of the group's budget restrictions. Sometimes organizations providing meeting rooms have voice mail systems available for the groups they host. This kind of set up can be real handy because group members can take turns in retrieving and answering messages. Should you decide to use your own home or office phone number (your boss might be real impressed eh...) for the group, make sure all family members know about it. Imagine your teenage kid yelling: "yo dad, some loser’s telling me their issues and wants talk to you!" I'm sure you get the picture... 

The phone rings... 

"Uh, [long silence] is this the number for Parents United?" Be patient, callers often are not sure how to start the conversation and often do not know the terminology. Remember, just like at the meetings, you cannot/should not try and fix the problem, especially on the phone. Suggest they attend a meeting and bring a spouse, friend, anybody - they do not have to come alone. Of course, sometimes they do not want anyone else to know about them contacting you. It's important to respect their privacy. If they leave a message on your answering machine and you return their call, ask for them personally: "Hi, I'm Mike, may I please speak to Tom." Do NOT tell them you're with a support group: the person you're calling might not have told anyone about their issues for various reasons. If the person is not there, leave your name and number and wait for them to call you back. Again, do not give the reason you are calling to whoever answers your call. 

Places to advertise your group 

Pinup bulletin boards everywhere: 

· Supermarkets 

· Variety stores 

· Convenience stores 

· Laundromats 

· Drug stores or pharmacies - Keep in mind, many pharmacies do not allow posters of any kind. If they don't have a pinup board ask the head pharmacist and give them a copy of your flyer "for their own records" while you're at it. 

· Public libraries 

· Post office boxes 

· Lunch/staff rooms 

· Hospitals 

· Colleges, universities, schools 

· Churches 
· Courthouse (if they will allow you)
From time to time take a tour around town and refill/repost the ones that have disappeared. Don't feel guilty about ripping down someone's MLM or baby sitting service ads, these boards are meant to be for community services only. If you're worried, ask the store manager to make room for your poster. 
More places to advertise 
· Local newspapers - most of them have a "good causes" section for freebie announcements. If you can write, don't be surprised if they print your article or letter to the editor. 

· Local community newspapers - same thing 

· Town/city event calendars - often a place where your group can get a mention. 

· Senior Citizen buildings - check with the building manager for in-house newsletters.  Grandparents may be in this boat too.
· Local TV/radio stations - community announcements, talk show hosts, and newsroom. 

· Community Cable TV - see above. 

By all means take some of their flyers and put them out on the table at your own meeting. Of course, it goes without saying you should bring a goodly bundle of flyers yourself to give to them.   Ask group members to take a few flyers to put up around their neighborhood to spread the word.  Encourage group members to talk to others about their issues; they'll be simply amazed to see how many people they run into that know all too well what they may be going through, and thereby clearly illustrating the point that you're not alone. Not just for your own sanity, but they just might have a dickens of a time with it themselves and be pleased as punch to find out there is help/support available. Who knows, you might just have made it possible for someone to "keep the lid on." 

Things you might run into
While doing the rounds with your flyers, or making phone calls to promote the group you WILL run into the odd stick-in-the-mud. Receptionist at various offices telling you they don't want your flyer, "we don't do that." People who refuse to let you pinup a flyer, "we don't do that." Be polite, thank them for their time anyway and hang up the phone. After you hang up, call them right back. Yup, just like with government offices, chances are someone else will answer the phone and will be totally pleased to hear about your group! It can’t hurt to try, right???
Keep track of information 

The places your contact telephone number ends up at: before you know it you'll be listed in all kinds of directories, computers and who knows what. Should your phone number change, or you can no longer be involved with the group for whatever reason, it's up to you to notify all these folks. Not only as a courtesy, but the people looking for support deserve nothing less than getting proper and up to date contact info. Nothing worse than for someone to finally discover a group exists in their area and then get shot down with a "this number is no longer in service." I'll grant you, sometimes it is unavoidable because your name and number do find their way into totally unexpected or unknown places, but you have to try your hardest. 
Things to expect at meetings 

People might be uncomfortable being there, uncomfortable because they don't want anyone to know they're there. Suggest they talk to their spouse or significant others to share their problems, going it alone is not a satisfactory way to deal with their problems. 

Meeting others face-to-face can be a powerful and emotional experience. Watch out for eyes misting over, or someone to actually burst out in tears. Try to take them aside to an area where they will not interfere with the meeting until they calm down. 
People hogging the floor with horror stories: you don't want them to scare anyone into far out fantasies about how horrible things can be and leave more worried than when they came in.  Courts can be scarey.
Fixers - some people just can't accept the fact there's no immediate cure available right now, this very minute. They just can't resist trying to find a solution themselves and will egg others on to help with research etc. 
"We ended up talking about something that didn't have anything whatsoever to do with issues being discussed..." Great! Being in each other's company is great support as well, perhaps even an indication the people in this group are well on the way to shedding the burdens of their issues - consider it positive and pat yourself on the back for doing a good job at that meeting. 

"People only show up for one or two meetings and you'll never see them again..." Two ways of looking at it: 1) you're doing a terrible job, or 2) you're doing a fabulous job! I spoke to some folks whose job it is to promote group start-ups. According to them this is common for all groups, no matter what the group's focus is. Again, be positive to yourself about it and take it as a pat on the back for doing a good job. 

Case workers / legal professionals. After our group was up and running word got out that we were doing good things. What do you know, case workers and legal professionals may start showing up to bring their clients so they could attend the meetings - we had hit the big time, we were getting famous. Pretty darn flattering and down right cool!!! 
Continuity 

This is something you need to really think about. Many times when someone learns about your group, from one of your flyers or by word of mouth, the contact info gets put in a wallet and can stay there for many months before it gets re-discovered. It might get tucked away until someone gathers up the courage to call you, or until a more convenient time, or for whatever reasons you might never hear (or need to hear) about. Where ever, however you decide to set up your group, try to keep the meetings in the same place and don't change your contact phone numbers all the time. I know it's not always practical, but try your hardest anyway. 

When you're the only one doing all the talking

Some people come only to hear others talk, whether it's conversation or informative speeches. Sometimes you end up being the only one doing all the talking. I used to run into this a lot and found myself running out of things to say. An easy "trick" was for me to tell the others to discuss whatever they wanted to talk about while "I had some things to do that needed looking after." Yup, I'd simply disappear for fifteen minutes or a half hour and go next door where there happened to be a coffee shop. This "unsupervised time" worked out really well - people would sit there and have no choice but to start talking to each other without having to worry about "doing it right." Yes, some people were just uncomfortable as if they were back in grade school or something; it's funny the way that goes. A lot a friendships resulted from this "trick."
Guest Speakers

It's always a treat to have someone come over and do all the talking for a while and hey, you just might learn a thing or two. Who might you or should you try to approach? 

Counselors - they can explain how to deal with issues you may be facing.
Psychologists - they can teach relaxation, talk about things like cognitive therapy etc.
Legislators – after all, they may change the law that needs to be changed. 

Motivational speakers – enough said there.  Sometimes we just need a “push” and encouragement.
Religious/spiritual leaders - are our issues a divine punishment? Check this out with the group before hand as this may be an extremely touchy subject for some members

Be careful about inviting people who have something to sell, whether products or services. Make it clear they are not invited to come harvest new customers. If they have something to offer that you, or your group, finds interesting or beneficial then discuss before hand that you expect a decent donation in case they stand to make money off your group.

Time 

Wow, all this sure sounds like it's going to take up a lot of my time! It could, period. But all in all, a couple of hours a month for the meeting itself plus a couple of hours a month delivering flyers, hmmm, not that big a deal. When the group gets bigger you can get others to help out doing chores. 

Paper work 

Does the group need a charter, nonprofit status, constitution, governing bylaws? 
Hmmm, our group is pretty small so far and I haven't seen the need for anything in the administrative or bureaucratic department. If ever the group gets big enough having to worry about that I'll be pleased as punch to try and sucker someone else into looking after that. Me, I simply hate paper work. It is something tho I am looking into as we grow throughout the counties and state.
Funding 

Put a can, a box or whatever near the coffee machine, pass around a basket or something - you need to try and recover some of your expenses for photocopies or whatever. A mistake I used to make when people started flipping tens or twenties, "too much, no need for it..." Accept it gracefully and if it starts adding up too much you can always donate the excess to supporting organizations or to expand your group’s resources or something. In the mean time, consider that not everyone can afford to donate so you can use these bigger donations to cover shortages. Don't be shy about pointing out where the box is and reminding people of your personal expenses incurred. 

Literature / handouts 

Try to keep up a supply of pamphlets, photo copied articles etc. for people to take home. Find websites that have some great materials available. Other places you can often get literature might be other groups with the same issues we are dealing with.  When making photocopies make sure you check into author permissions to avoid copyright hassles.

Personal Sanity

This is an important one folks, hugely important: you need to completely, totally be aware that the going can get rough, very rough. You'll meet people who are at various stages in their journey through this land. Some are only curious. Some are there at the suggestions of others. Some are there to clutch on even the tiniest glimmer of hope they pray for that you might give them. Some of these folks are in dire straights and they'll spring their horror stories on you about how totally screwed up their lives are. Listening to these gruesomely descriptive tales can really, really, really get to you. You need to line up someone who you can talk to if/when that happens before hand because chances are that some day you need to depend on them to help you put things in perspective. Don't assume for one second that you've heard it all, even if you have been doing it for a while, because I assure you, you haven't. Better take my word for this folks because it'll help you stay away from the bottomless pit these poor souls can suck you into - you MUST make these arrangements else you're guaranteed to be looking around for depression support groups for yourself on short order.

Frustrations 

After having done all the leg work, the announcements in the paper and you sit there eagerly awaiting the first few hundred people to come through the doors - and only two show up... In fact, both moan and complain about "how come there's only us three..." You sheepishly agree because you figured if one out of five people are supposed to have it (to whatever degree), you ought to be able to fill up the football stadium once a week... Yup, there could be more, should be more, but this too, is sometimes a reality. Simple: you tried your best; you've done your job. Since there are only a few members it'll give you more chance to really talk to them and reach a little deeper than in a sold-out house. You can also exploit the low turnout by focusing more on the few that are there. Can they help to promote the group? Do they have suggestions? It could be that low turnouts are common for your area. I have spoken with our local librarian and he says our group is awesome compared to most groups he sees come and go.  So before feeling bad about doing a crummy job put it in perspective. Besides, even if you reach only one person, you've reached one more than had you not tried at all - pat yourself on the back for doing a great job! 

I spoke to an individual one time to try and get them to put up a poster for the group and what do you know, they started grilling me about how many years experience I had in this sort of thing. Demanding to know how many, and what kind of diplomas I had. Where did I train and what's my degree? Man oh man, I'm thinking you got diplomas up the yimyams (of course most of them don’t know what I do have or the knowledge I have gained in a short time) and you don't have to foggiest how to affect any kind of issues we are dealing with so don't you dare asking me these questions. I was furious but managed to bite my tongue and answered "we are a peer-to-peer group, the only qualifications we need is that we have issues and since you obviously are an expert, we'd appreciate it if you would be our guest speaker sometime." "In the mean time it'd be great if you let us put up a flyer." "Well, ok then." Sigh, what nerve eh... 

Precious moments 

The time when the woman came in, totally worried and panic stricken. The way the panic and fear melted away from her face as the meeting progressed. The looks of joy when she left now knowing that she wasn't a weirdo or a freak. Knowing her problems were something real and not something she was told she imagined. Also, there was the time the desperate man phoned me from his car during dinner. He'd been having a particularly bad day and had been chewing out employees all day long. He was so angry at the world he'd been driving around for hours, he was too afraid to go home because he would take it out on his family by beating up on them or something. Many parents may be facing alienation and can’t take life anymore because they can’t see their kids. I met him for a coffee somewhere; we talked for about an hour about anything and everything. His anger disappeared, a smile returned to his face. Sure, he still had problems and issues, I couldn't fix that of course, but he managed to regain his focus and composure.  

Yup, I felt enormously super having been able to make someone feel a bit better. Worth all the hassles and roaming around town dropping off flyers? You betcha! 

Summing up 

No doubt there are many things I have not yet thought of or maybe things that can be done different or better. These are just some ideas that'll help get you started. So what's the most important thing you should be trying to do? Simple, all you need to do is to provide an environment where people can let down their hair for a couple of hours a month, a place where they can meet others who are in the same boat. A safe haven where there's no need for them to explain what they're up against. An inviting place where they know they're welcome and not being thought of as problem cases or weirdos. A place where they get taken serious instead of brushed off. A place where someone asks you "how are you doing" and you know that they know what your personal world is like right now. It's amazing how most people benefit so hugely from only a couple of hours' worth of sharing someone else's company and understanding. If nothing else, it drives home the point of not having to go it alone and you know what - spirits get lifted, moods improve, the whole world seems a little easier to handle and before you know it people start getting on with their lives and more often than not whether you still have problems or not, it becomes a moot point because you're back in the saddle and enjoying life and fighting for yourself and what’s right. This is neither a myth nor a dream, I've seen it time after time after time - it's just the way it is. Let me tell you folks, if your efforts result in someone's life becoming a little less crummy, hey, that is one awesome feeling! 

