A MESSAGE FROM TJAG – The Meaning of JAG Family

General Ryan, in an item appearing in the April 2001 Commander’s Call Topics, wrote, "We are a family Air Force. Taking care of our members' families is an important responsibility. Our people want to know that their families are both safe and provided for. Addressing their concerns lets our people focus on the jobs before them."

General Ryan’s words struck a chord with me. I first thought about how we, as legal professionals, take care of Air Force families each and every day through legal assistance, claims, and other services. In that way we both are part of, and actively support, the Air Force family. Moreover, I thought about how, as members of The Judge Advocate General’s Department, we have a family within the larger Air Force family. We have all heard and probably used the term "JAG family." But, I don’t think I’ve ever seen an explanation of the term.

To me, "JAG family" means a sense of unity, common purpose, mutual support, and mutual respect among all of our members. Importantly, when I say JAG family, I’m including each and every member of The Judge Advocate General’s Department. We are a rich mix of officers, enlisted, and civilians; active duty, Guard, and Reserve – and our families. Recognizing that, one of my goals has been to encourage all of us to consistently think in terms of … all of us. Talking about JAG family helps do that. 

How did the JAG family evolve? The concept was realized through thousands of individual acts. Let me give you some examples. 

One that immediately comes to mind arises when a member of the Department dies or suffers a loss in their family. We can count on co-workers and other members of the Department to spring to action in support; they always have. But, the JAG family can be exemplified in many other ways. 

Recently, here at the Headquarters we became aware of an AFLSA civilian employee who had been entered into the leave donation program. Immediately, there was a flood of e-mails letting people know of the problem and discussing how to donate leave. That’s the JAG family at work.

Or picture this: a co-worker is sick yet is staying at work despite looking extremely ill. In the JAG family, someone will take note of that and make sure that the person’s supervisor knows about the situation and addresses it. That might include directing the person to go home, or to the doctor. But, it doesn’t stop there. If the person is truly ill, someone will drive him/her home or to the doctor and stay with them until they are safe.

A few months ago, I wrote about another situation where we can look out for each other. This is when someone has had too much to drink and is headed toward the parking lot with car keys in hand. The JAG family concept is realized if a co-worker who sees what is happening does what he or she can to keep them from driving – perhaps by offering a ride or getting them a taxi. This simple act of caring can save careers and, more importantly, lives. 

Thus far, I’ve talked about discrete events. But taking care of each other also calls for an overall people-oriented situational awareness. If someone has a chronic problem they may show signs. Such problems can be medical, financial, substance-abuse related, or can fall in other areas. If we learn to recognize warning signs, we may have the opportunity to help by steering them to sources of assistance or by bringing our concerns to the attention of supervisors. This is not to say that there are always warnings or that all bad outcomes are preventable. Nor is every bad outcome someone’s "fault." There are limits to what we can do for each other, but the members of the JAG family do what they can.

Our Department’s family is not unique within the Air Force – there are many others. And that’s part of the reason General Ryan calls us a "family Air Force." In our case, we share a common profession and our frequent contacts with each other over many assignments make the JAG family pretty special. 

I am proud to be part of the JAG family. You keep giving me examples of why that is true.
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