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The Air Force must have quality people to conduct its mission. In 1999, for the first time in 20 years, the Air Force failed to meet recruitment goals and failed to meet key retention goals. The Air Education and Training Command Specialized Contracting Squadron and Air Force Recruiting Service teamed to find the best commercial advertising and marketing expertise that would devise and send an effective recruitment and retention message. To choose their contractor, they conducted market research, adopted a performance-based approach, developed a contract and incentive arrangement appropriate to the commercial advertising industry and used a two-phase, rapid source selection strategy.

The Need for Recruitment Advertising

People are critical to the Air Force’s vision of Global Vigilance, Global Reach and Global Power.  Effective advertising is key to attracting and retaining those people. 

Previous advertising and marketing contracts were on a task order basis – the Air Force would decide what kind of recruitment advertisements it needed and relied on contractors for execution only. With recruitment and retention numbers down, the Air Force decided it needed a full-service advertising and marketing partner that could advise them on strategy and tactics.

Choosing Commercial Expertise

The Air Force began choosing its advertising partner with a performance-based acquisition strategy that would rely on the contractor’s advice and business experience to develop a marketing campaign that would enable it to achieve its national objectives. The acquisition team created a clear statement of work mission statement:

“The Air Force desires to increase awareness of, and support for the United States Air Force as a world-class organization that plays a significant role in achieving national objectives and that offers rewarding career opportunities through service around the globe.”

They developed three objectives supporting the mission statement:

“1) Enable the Air Force to attract America’s finest young people by generating more leads to the recruiting force; 2) Instill pride in current United States Air Force members by portraying their vital contribution to national defense; and 3) Build and maintain informed public support for the United States Air Force.”

It was up to the competing contractors to determine how to meet the objectives and milestones set by the team. The contractors would be chosen in an innovative, two-phase, “rolling down-select” source selection strategy. Three $50,000 firm-fixed-price contracts were awarded in phase I; those campaigns were evaluated in a phase II “fly-off” that determined the best value advertising agency for the Air Force. Determining who would compete in phase I took extensive market research.

The team tapped the nation’s top 60 advertising firms, based on the most current gross billing information available. A sample of 21 advertising agencies were interviewed to determine best commercial practices on performance measurement, statements of work, contract types, incentive arrangements and selection methods.  Market research showed not only the firms available, but that cost reimbursable tasks were required in the commercial advertising industry and FAR Part 12 commercial procedures could not be used. The team needed a new, creative financing approach.

To rapidly respond to evolving requirements and changing media costs, the team created a hybrid contract type of fixed-price-award-fee and cost-plus-award-fee. In addition to the fee incentives, the team added a tenure incentive by extending the contract period from five to seven years. Incentive criteria included exceeding annual recruiting and retention goals, increasing leads for the recruiter force; and increasing brand awareness, slogan recall and national support for the Air Force. Each option was structured to run off the fiscal year to ease funding availability.

Finally, the three best ad campaigns created in phase I were competed on criteria commonly used in the advertising industry: cost, past performance, strategic insight, market demographics, message effectiveness, media selection and delivery schedule. 

While the team won its 2001 Air Force Packard Award, an award-winning advertising agency, GSD&M of Austin, Texas, won the contract. The recruitment campaign is being unveiled throughout 2001.
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