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REVOLUTIONARY AIR
FORCE PUBLIC AFFAIRS

THEVISION
Bric Gen RonaLb T. Sconvers, USAF

BLICAFFAIRS(PA) isaninvauableweapon
the Air Forcearsenal of “firepower,” aweapon
t

hat manages for commanders the military im-
perativefor tomorrowsAir Force. Only asaresult of
informed internal and external public support canthe
Air Force effectively wage war or manage the peace!
Thisisnot anew concept. Carl von Clausewitz cited
public opinion as a center of gravity in war fighting.
Abraham Lincoln said, “Public opinion iseverything.
Withit, nothing canfail. Without it, nothing can suc-
ceed.” Intoday’ sworld of instant information, aggres-
sveinterna and external communication strategiesand
considered public opinion are principles of both war

and peace. Through solid public affairsresearch, plan-
ning, execution, and evaluation, the Air Force must
create and foster acompelling image of itsmission, so
compelling that confidencein theinstitutionisunwa-
vering even during singular eventsthat may momen-
tarily tarnish the corporateimage.

Thevalue of such communication effortsisgrow-
ing exponentially. Asthe Air Force hasreshaped to
accommodate global and fiscal changes, the need to
communicate what we do and why we do it is more
critical than ever. Asthe core of Americans with a
basic knowledge of the military shrinks, we must re-
fineand target our communicationsto an external pub-
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lic that islargely without a basic understanding of
how, or evenwhy, theAir Forcefunctions, and onemust do
soto aninternal audiencewhose communications ap-
petiteisgreater than ever.

A revolutionary public affairs culture will create
an organization that broadensthe PA perspectiveand
facilitatesthe development and use of new approaches
to the management of communications to sustain the
vision of Air Force public affairs. Through internal
information, community and mediarelations, public
affairscreatesand executestactical and strategic plans
that enhancethe Air Force mission through proactively
delivered information that buildsinformed internal and
external public support for the Air Force. Thefuture
will thereforeinvolve abroader agendaasPA isem-
powered to embrace al ongside commandersthe lead-
ership roleasthearbiters of change, of improvement,
and of knowledge.

ThePA Focus

Increasingly, Americanswant to know why mili-
tary forces are relevant to them. The military has
achieved the goal it fought for over ahalf century to
attain—winning the cold war. Now that the cold war
isamemory, the Air Force must show its continued
relevance to the American people. Americans want
and deserve to know who we are, what we stand for
today, and what setsusapart. Public affairsmust, with
new sophistication and understanding, move the Air
Force' s messages and vision forward. Debate rages
about what should bethe “right” size of the military,
the“right” missionsit should have, and the“right” type,
guantities, and costs of its weapons. PA tactics and
strategies must hel p guide the debate, communicating
the purpose and character of the Air Force. We must
beready and willingtotell the Air Forcestory at every
opportunity, or someone elsewill doit for us— but not
aswell and not with our message.

TheAir Force must haveaclear, focused image of
who weare, wherewe' re headed, and the unique capa-
bilitiesweprovide. Itisjust asimportant that we com-
municate that image consistently. Thisisnot thetime
to let the messagesfall wherethey may. Without spe-
cific goals and objectives, thiscommunication effort
will not succeed by accident.

The public affairs professional and Air Force se-
nior leadership must bring anew boldness and imagi-
nation to communication. Whether through the press,

to the Air Force family, or to local communities, the
effortsmust berelevant andtimely. Theemphasismust
be on crestivity, oninnovation, onlooking at new ways
to communicate the character of the Air Force. Com-
mandersand public affairs professional s need to look
on the horizon, anticipate change, analyzetheimpact,
and make that information known throughout the or-
ganization.

The vision must be to create a synergy between
PA professionalsand |eadership to develop an atmo-
sphere of communicative excellence, of greatness. Air
Forceleadersmust identify and abandon outdated rules
and fundamental assumptionsthat oncedefined PA op-
erations. These leaders cannot look at public affairs
the same way today that they did yesterday. The Air
Force must go back to the beginning and invent a bet-
ter way, concentrating on what itsfuture policiesshould
be and adapting goals and strategiesto producethe de-
sired resultsin the face of rapidly changing environ-
ments.

Additionally, whilethe use of existing capabilities
such as bands, Air Force art, aerial demonstration
teams, and other assets continue to be of high value,
wemust continually evaluate how weuseall thesetools
to ensurethat tradition and ol d paradigms have not over-
shadowed what best meets the communi cation needs
of today’ sAir Force. Wemust also reassessthemyriad
of ather communication agencieswithinthe Air Force
such as Combat Camera, photo labs, graphics, and all
audioandvisua information assetsthat are designed
to communi cate through specific mediato ensure that
all communications capabilitiesare managed in away
that ensures singleness of purpose.

In achaotic and communications-rich world, the
goal of all communication strategies must be that of
creating knowledge—not just imparting data or facts,
but presenting information in away that is so compel-
ling and interesting that people can understand it and
makeuseof it. Competition for the public’ sattention
isintense, and the attention spanisoften short. Public
affairs programs must be focused in order to capture
the public’ simagination and to inform it about com-
plex issuesquickly, and yet do soin an understandable
way.

The worldwide information explasion requires
public affairsto look at communicating in new ways.
Comprehensivedoesnot dwaysmean Comprehensible.
Public affairs programs undertaken without specific
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communications objectives are counterproductive.
They add to the communications overload and divert
valuable energy and resources away from communi-
cationsthat directly support missions. Thejob of pub-
lic affairsisnot to intimidate with information but to
entice.

The Air Force must also redefine how public af-
fairswill fight the next war and how it is to support
operations other than war, such as peacekeeping and
humanitarian efforts. Contingency planning will be
critical to ensure effective communications. Theris-
ingtideof PA’sredlistictrainingin Air Forceand joint
operations alongside the mediais now evident. The
mediawill be better informed, the public will be better
informed, and Air Force peoplewill learn to commu-
nicate more effectively through continuousinteraction.

PA counsel is most effective when it is preemp-
tive—that is, whenitispreventative, not remedia, in
influencing and enhancing the planning and decision-
making process. Public affairs programs should not
be counted on to mitigate the consequences of poor
judgment or bad decisions. But when bad, embarrass-
ing, or tragic news does occur, it must be dealt with

Dealing with the media has always been important. When tragic
news does occur, it must be dealt with immediately and openly.
Here, Air Force personnel communicate with local and national
media after an aircraft accident.

immediately and openly. Bad newsnever gets better
withtime. Openand honest communicationwill make
bad newsold news quickly. If bad newsis protected
or withheld, aone-day story will likely become an ex-
tended story—uwith attendant side stories about the
organization’ sunwillingnessto beforthcoming to the
American public. One practitioner said that an effec-
tive public relations program “islike aguardrail ona
cliff, not theambulance at the bottom.” * Public affairs
can keep the organization from veering off the preci-
pice. Public affairspractitionersand senior leadersmust
use effectivetoolsto foster a“guardrail” mentality—
enhanced research and analysis; awillingnessto make
the tough calls; a sound image campaign; and clear,
consistent, and honest communications. Public affairs
must be an inval uable member of theteam whaose coun-
sel is not just listened to, but is instinctively sought
out.

Imagel nvestments
Integrity, service above self, excellenceinall we
do, the team-within-a-team concept, leadership ac-
countability, therefining of our core competencies—
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all these arefactorsthat definethe Air Force of today
asaningtitution. They haveamajor influence on how
weareperceived by our own Air Forcefamily, theother
sarvices, elected officials, and al Air Force* stakehol d-
ers’ (thegeneral public). Thisculturereflectsvalues
and priorities and describes what is expected of ev-
eryoneintheAir Force. It definesour image. There
must be acommitment by the senior leadership to en-
sure that we actively communicate how this image
matchesresality.

We must be ready and willing to tell the Air Force
story at every opportunity, or someone else will do
it for us—but not aswell and not with our message.

Thevalue of image cannot be overstated. TheAir
Force must manageitsimage asavaluabl e asset—as
valuable asits aircraft and as valuable as the people
who create and maintain that image. Image will do
several important things:

* Image will build public awareness and accep-
tance.

* Image will help buoy the organization in times
of crisis.

* Imagewill attract and retain quality people.

* Image will create acooperative environment in
the community.

Direction and involvement must comefrom senior lead-
ers. They understand theunit from all anglesand can
providethedriveand credibility to movethe campaign
forward. Commandersat all levelsmust advocatein-
vestment inthe Air Forceimage.

Another key to the success of animage campaign
iscreativity and consistency. What will be noticed?
What will beremembered? What will stand out? PA
practitionersmust put what Air Force professionalsdo,
which sometimesis complicated and highly technical,
into amemorableform that will capture an audience’s
imagination. Thisisnot easy, but it will makeall other
effortsworthlessif ignored. Public affairsmust relay
information in amanner that bringsittolife. TheAir
Force must carry the samethemes, the same messages,
toitsaudiences.

We cannot fractionaize our effortsby focusing on
thethemesand messages of aspecific major command

or organization withinthe Air Force. Wemust focus
on the broader implications, achieving communications
synergy by speaking with onevoicethat tellshow the
Air Force meetsthe needs of America.

Public opinion iseverything. With it, nothing can
fail. Without it, nothing can succeed.
—Abraham Lincoln

Consistency conveyscredibility and asense of pur-
pose. It aso createsasense of comfort with the audi-
ence, which will become suspiciousor confused if the
messages are schizophrenic and lack focus. Theem-
phasiswill beon total communicationinanything writ-
ten, said, or seen to enhance the Air Forceimage the
ol d-fashioned way—by promoting our purpose, our
people, our products, our performance, and our poten-
tial.2 Thisisnot acosmetic exercise. Itisessentia to
our institutional viability.

Our goal isto ensurethat the Air Force continues
to be admired as a military institution. We already
havethe characteristicsthat any Fortune 500 company
would be proud of—anobl e purpose; quality perfor-
mance; adedicated, committed, and professional work
force; the ability to do exactly what is asked of us by
our nation; and the potential to do even more. 3

ThePA Professional

Public affairspractitionersdraw on many strengths.
Aboveall, the PA professional embodiesethical deci-
sion making. Established standardsguide PA profes-
sionalstothemorally correct coursein decision mak-
ing. Thisinvolvestakingrisks! Freguently, informa-
tion isfiltered so that only partial truths are known.
Public affairs practitioners must cut through thisfilter
to provide commanderstheinformation needed to make
enlightened decisions. ThePA professional isasyner-
gist, not asycophant.

ThePA professiona isa“hybrid”—aninsider when
it comes to understanding how the unit operates but
who can also look at the organization as an outsider
when necessary. PA practitionerswill gauge potential
outcomes of impending decisionsor events. If acrisis
occurs, they will be beside the commander, offering
solid counsel and sound communication strategies.
They will have abond of trust with both the Air Force
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Thepublic affairs professional—fully trained, mobile, and com-
bat-ready—must be part of the lead element into every opera-
tion because it is an axiom that the media will likely be there
already.

leadership and audiences inside and outside the Air
Force.

The PA professional isaself-devel oper, someone
who valuesindependenceand, if necessary, stands apart
onthetoughissues. Heor she hasasound moral com-
passto alert commandersif theorganizationisoff track
and can assesswhat battles can and cannot bewon with
communications tactics. Asaresult, the PA profes-
sional will beon the*“radar screen,” avalued and trusted
member of the team whose advice and counsel com-
manders intuitively seek.

PA professionals must anticipate when the coun-
sel and actions of public affairs are required. They
cannot wait for the glassto break and then be asked to
put it back together. There must be PA leadershipto
cushion thefall and lessen itsimpact beforethe situa-
tion becomesaPA crisis.

The PA professional must havetactical and strate-
gic planswith clear and definite objectivesthat have
real meaning to audiencesinside and outside the Air
Force. Above all, the commander must buy into the
messages of the organization and the communication
process. Only thecommander cantruly giveitlifeand
encourage othersto buy in. Only the senior |leadership
can providethe substance and meaning behind themes-

sage.

A fully trained, mobile, and combat-ready public
affairsfunction must be part of the lead element into
every operation becauseit isan axiom that the media
will likely be there already. Every PA team will be
called to meet the communi cation requirements of the
future. Asthecareer field diminishesin numbers, our
operationstempo is accel erating, and the demand for
information becomesmoreinsatiable. The PA profes-
sional must be at the scene of the action to meet this
demand—instantaneously.

Internal Information

Thereisanew emphasison communicating with
all themembersof theteam. Itisachanged and chang-
ing Air Forcetoday with different communication re-
qguirements. Today’'s workforce is diverse and
multicultural. Whereas|eadership was once authori-
tarian, itiscurrently moving toward shared responsi-
bility. We havegonefrom formal to informal commu-
nication, from focused attention to a short attention
span. TheAir Force has created ateam within ateam
that fosterstrust, with bondsforged by commitment to
acommon cause. A senseof community held together
by clearly defined and precisely communicated goals
and visionswill produce extraordinary results.

Public affairsmust speciaizein accessto newsand
information. It must be responsive in serving asthe
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information broker for thetotal Air Forcecommunity.
Air Force peoplewant their newsand information from
official sourcesfirst. Public affairswill look at ways
to ensure the timely flow of newsand information to
thetotal Air Forcecommunity by buildinga compos-
itewing of print, electronic, broadcast, and computer
products, services, and programs. The incubator for
this effort will be the public affairs field operating
agency at Kelly Air Force Base, Texas—the Air Force
NewsAgency (AFNEWS)— which will develop the
information weapons by which we hit our target audi-
ences.

Information ispower. Moreimportant, informa-
tionisempowering. Technology will take PA to new
levelsof empowerment. Technology and thefreedom
it permitsin transferring information will allow power
toresidewithinindividuals. Asone study hasput it,
“ An employeewithout theinformation cannot takere-
sponsibility. With information, he cannot avoid tak-
ingit.”4

Public affairs cannot look at technology through
the lens of existing processes but rather must ask the
guestion, How canweusetechnology to allow ustodo
thingsthat we are not already doing? PA must exploit
thelatest capabilities of technology to achieve entirely
new goals, breaking old rules and creating new ways
of working.

Technology has democratized communication.
Everyoneis, or soon will become, both a creator and
distributor of information. Public affairsisno longer
the sole owner of communication messagesor conduits.
Itisthe PA roleto be, in asense, the disseminator of
knowledge and to encourage the building of knowl-
edge. TheAir Forcemust not surrender control of what
our people learn about usto outside sources. Public
affairs now has cutting-edge opportunitiesfor value-
added communi cations as aternativesthat supplement
theimportant communication tool of the base newspa-
per. Public affairs must target more accurately the
message-delivery processto include moreface-to-face
communication.

How we promote ourselves to each other speaks
volumesastowho weareasan organization. Clearly,
the better our people areinformed, the better they will
perform.

External Information
Itisvital that we devel op an external communica-
tionsstrategy that isboth long-term and deliberate. We

haveamissionthat isright for thetimes, and we have
peopl e of uncommon skill and dedication who deserve
to havetheir story told every day.

Dealing with the media has always been impor-
tant, but it istimeto think about communications dif-
ferently. Antagonism toward the press must be set
aside. There are new redlities, realities that point to
our need to accept the pressand towork withitor else
perish. Communication voidsdo not last; they arefilled
by other voicesif wefail to respond quickly and pro-
fessionally.

The Air Force must become more sophisticated
when working with the media to develop arelation-
ship of mutual respect that decreasesthe“ cultural an-
tagonism” that can harm communication between the
Air Forceand the press.

A consistent and timely message will be critical.
The business of news has changed. The shallow, the
sensational, winsalmost every time. Spectacleisthe
norm, themessagethat ismost desired. Sensationalist
shows often drive the mainstream presstoward alow-
est-common-denominator approach to the news. A
solid and memorable public affairs program can fill
the void with imagination and skill. A sound media
strategy will help guide PA professionalsto recognize
extraordinary opportunitiesthat makethe difference.

Themessage must beclear and understandableand
must be told in innovative ways. Public affairs re-
sources are limited, and there islittle likelihood that
they will be significantly increased. We must work
smarter, better, faster, and bigger to get the most for
our timeand effort. AFNEWS must play an increas-
ingly larger rolein communicating with external au-
diencesaswell. Inadditiontoitsinterna product de-
velopment (as well as its combat information teams
that deploy to hot spotsto rapidly report information
totheinternal audience), AFNEWS must ook to ex-
ternal audiences to be the force multiplier of its tre-
mendous capability.

Whether in times of war or peace, our responsesto
themediamust betimely. Many inthe military stead-
fastly hold to the maxim that “their deadlines are not
my deadlines.” Buttheir deadlines are often our dead-
linesif wewant to tell the Air Force story. Providing
beautifully staffed information that has been allowed
to work through the system doesno one any good if it
comesin after the deadline. Following through with
dogged determination to providetheright information
at the right time will enhance the professionalism of
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public affairsand will ensureacommitment toinform-
ing the public.

Public Affairsin War

Public affairs has become a primary weapon in
modernwarfare. Information contributed totheallied
victory in the Gulf War, and the skillful use of infor-
mation in the future may well have the capability of
convincing our adversariesnot to go to war in thefirst
place. We must recognizethat fact and incorporateit
into our plansfor thefuture. The Air Force' sability to
show the pinpoint accuracy of many of our bombing
efforts graphically illustrated our capabilities to the
world. It was as much the smart words asit was the
smart bombsthat contributed to our actions. Infuture
conflicts, the employment of effective communications
with the media and the public will be on a par with
employing weaponseffectively. Thecontrol of air and
spacewill behollow unlesswewin public support as
well. PA’sfuturetraining and requirementswill help
ensurethat wewin that support.

Public affairs must be combat ready, mobile, tech-
nologically prepared, and expertly trained to deal with
communication issuesin amultitude of scenariosfrom
full combat in hostile climatesto the relative comfort
and safety of exercises on our hometurf.

One lesson of the Gulf War is that the absolute
explosioninthe number of newsmediawill not allow
PA to work with them on aone-on-one basis. There
werewell over athousand reporters clamoring for in-
formation during the Gulf War. Less than half that
number covered the Vietnam War after the Tet offen-
sive, with normally fewer than 100 in thefield on any
givenday. Andyet the number of PA practitionersis
shrinking. We must use our valuable public affairs
resourcesmoreeffectively.

In order to grow asan organization, we must move
from fear to trust. We must be willing to give up a
certain amount of control but to gain understanding.
Commandersand PA personnel must employ thought-
ful planning and education and have confidence both
in themselves and the organi zationsthat they support.
Worldwide activitiesfrom Zaireto Zepashow the ne-
cessity of being prepared to meet mediarequirements
aswe carry out our global missions.

Wartime PA must be practiced during exercisesat
all levels. Public affairs must be wartimeready, well
versed in the use of its equipment, and comfortable
with the skills needed to perform its wartime tasks.

Commanders must recognizetheimportanceof PA in
awartime scenario and must allow it to train like it
will “fight.” Since public support and commitment are
vital, public affairs professionals must be allowed to
practicetheir craft.

It will be critical for public affairsto understand
joint operations in order to explain the unique capa-
bilities that the Air Force brings to the table. Joint
operations provide specia challengesthat the PA pro-
fessionalsinthe Air Force must approach with sophis-
tication. Worldwide commitments seldominvolvea
singleservice. Smaller, integrated, and rapidly mobile
forcesnow dominate thelandscape.

It will also be critical for public affairs to speak
with onevoice and to provide consistent information.
Itsability to quickly mobilize, to understand how Air
Force operationsfit into the picture, and to relay that
information quickly and accurately to the public will
becrucial tothe Air Force' ssuccessin all operations.
PA procedures must berock-solid in dealing with the
added challenge of adifferent chain of command and
inworking with PA professionalswho may dothejob
alittle differently. The bottom lineisto tell the Air
Forcestory and our professionalism and commitment
to national objectives in a compelling, unique, and
timely way that capturestheimagination of the Ameri-
can people.

Conclusion

Public affairsisnot cosmetic. Itisessential tothe
operation (and thevery survival) of the Air Force. But
we cannot perform public affairs today or tomorrow
likewedidyesterday. Weneed visionary, far-sighted
communications|eadership throughout the Air Force.

Itisnot necessary to fabricate apositive image of
the Air Force. Our overarching vision asto who we
areand what wedoistrue. Theleadership, ably sup-
ported by the public affairs community, must integrate
that imageinto al itscommunications. Wemust spesk
with one clear, coherent, and distinctive voice to our
Air Forcefamily aswell astoall Air Force stakehold-
ers.

Thechief of staff madethefollowing statement on
Air Force public affairspolicy:

Our institutional reputation depends upon our ability to
create and foster a positive image of the Air Force—an
image that reflects performance and values, noble val-
ues under-pinned by unwavering integrity. Thisimage
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must be so compelling that public confidence in our Public affairsprofessionalsserve alongsidethe Air
people, our weapons systems, our organization, and our Forceleadership asAir Force spokespersons and advi-

ability to to perform our missionsis absolutely unques-

fionable. Wemust consider our corporateimage asaprice- sorsat gtl mewhen the communlcatlons enV|.ronment
lessresource—asvaluableasour peop|eand aircraft. Our and the | $J€St0 be communi Cataj ae becoml ng more
recruiting efforts are founded on our image asan impor- complex than ever. With thisvision of public affairs,
tant, high-technology, highly professional organization. the Air Forceleadership will be able to meet the chal -
Local community stipport i based on our image of be- lenges of today’ sand tomorrow’s communication de-
ing good neighbors, active in the community and good
caretakers of the environment. Our support in Congress, mands.
within the Administration and among the American
people depends on an institutional image of mission ca-
pability, integrity, and efficient use of the tax dollar.
Among our own people, our institutional image must re-
flect our genuine concern for their welfare.
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