
Are you a Civil Air Patrol
Public Awareness Ambassador?



PAOs at the Forefront
PAOs are CAP’s best and most prolific 

storytellers.



PAOs at the Forefront
They help ensure CAP’s image is shaped and reinforced at the grassroots level every day through a variety of 

techniques:

• Print Media:  Magazines, newsletters, photojournalism

• Electronic Media:  Web sites, videos, blogs

• Broadcast Media: TV, radio

• Special Events: Wreaths Across America, SAR training, 
promotions, open houses, public appearances, anniversaries, 
competitions, charter ceremonies, air show participation… 

• Media Relations:  Establishing personal relationships with the media
before news breaks … news releases, PSAs, TV and radio talk shows, blogs

• Civic and Community Involvement:  Fostering relationships with groups that have a natural interest in patriotism, civic 
duty, aerospace education, leadership development and service to the community … speeches at local civic clubs, schools 
and association meetings and partnering with other groups, such as churches, Habitat for Humanity Red Cross, VFW, VA 
hospitals, nursing homes and American Legion to meet community needs.   

• Consistent Use of Tagline, Slogan, Logo, Seal

• Target Marketing: Military, Congress, retired military groups, emergency service providers, parents, vendors, donors, 
chaplains, teachers, home school associations, Boy and Girl Scouts, AARP, ham radio operators, local pilots, VFW



Despite Our Best Efforts

CAP does not have a brand identity



CAP Who???
A general public 
survey conducted 
in 2007 revealed 
a lack of awareness 
of CAP.



CAP Who???

There is a lack of 
awareness 
of CAP’s mission 
and service 
contributions 
to communities 
throughout 
the country.



CAP Who???

This basic awareness problem affects 
membership. 

• Total membership has been declining at a 
steady rate for years, even before the 
recession.



CAP Who???

Why is CAP 
still America’s 
best kept secret?



Answer:  The Process

There is a process for everything associated 
with CAP:

• Missions
• SARs
• Regulations
• Promotions
• Awards
• Finances



The Process

There is also a process for effective 
public awareness:

Public affairs and crisis 
communications 
planning, which 
is now required in 190-1.



The Process
The nationally-accepted standard 
used by all public and nonprofit 
organizations:
1. Situation Analysis to determine 

PA needs and opportunities
2.  Based on the needs and 

opportunities, establish
goals and objectives

3.  Identify action strategies
for implementing goals

4.  Envision what you hope 
to achieve once implementation 
takes place



The Process

For more than 60 years, 
CAP has relied heavily 
on the “seat-of-your-
pants” approach to 
public awareness.

Our research shows this has not worked!



The Process
Reacting to 
situations and 
events as they 
unfold, with 
no proactive plan
for the future 
usually means 
a lot of public 
awareness 
opportunities are never addressed.



The Process

Excuses for not planning:

• I don’t have time.
• Why plan when things are changing so 

fast?
• Results are what’s important, not plans.
• We’re doing OK without a plan.



The Process
PA planning is a 
proactive approach to 
public awareness that ensures 
maximum impact 
because:
1.   Your goals address  

identified needs.
2.   You have thought through all the ways you can 

succeed in achieving your goals.
3.   You know the desired change you hope to achieve by 

implementing your goals. 



The Process

Typical seat-of-your-pants approach in creating 
public awareness:

• Send out a 
news release

• Send to 
CAP News Online

• Post on Website



The Process
Public Awareness as part of a PA Plan:
LOUISIANA WING PA PLAN 2008
Updated 26 Sep 2008

I.  Determine PA Needs and Opportunities (Situation  Analysis)
A. Wing statistics
• There are 3 groups,16 squadrons and 1 flight
• The Wing has 128 Cadets and 401 Senior Members
• The Wing has 19 PAOs, and 16 of them are MIO qualified.
B. The Wing conducts the following number of special events each year:
• 4 SAR/DR Training / quarterly
• 2 CD Training / spring and fall
• 4 Flight Clincs
• IACE Wing host
• 1 Wing conference 
• 1 PAO workshop
• Cadet Summer Encampment at Barksdale AFB
• 2 Training Academies
• 2 Air shows – Barksdale AFB and New Orleans
C. Wing’s Strengths
• 14 Finds and 2 saves for FY 2008
D. Areas for Improvement
• External funding
E. Current initiatives 
• Promotion and communication of significant missions
• Member accomplishments
• Special events
• Community service
F. Areas needing imporovement
• Recruiting/retention 
• Public Awareness
• Training
G. Improvement for the next year 
• Create an awareness plan to sheriffs and other agencies  
• Promote recruiting drives
• Offer MIO training at wing level



The Process
Goals:
• Increase ES Training 

& MIO Training
• Recruiting initiatives
• Increase Retention
• Increase public awareness of CAP, its 

local, state, and national missions, and its 
contributions to the nation; and 

• Promote cooperation between CAP and 
other aviation organizations, the military, 
business, industry and civic groups. 



The Process
C. Public Awareness 

Implementation strategies:
• Corporate presentations
• Implement national media list into existing list
• Integrating online media list
• Re-submit PSA’s
• VIP Program

– Opinion leaders: education, minority /ethnic, cultural, 
religious, government and business.  

– Government leaders
– Business community 
– General aviation leadership
– Local military leadership
– Airport managers and airport advisory committees

• VSAF (Volunteers in Service for the Air Force) programs
• Continuous contact with Barksdale AFB personnel and integration 

of CAP/AF public affairs actions/initiatives.
• Legislative programming
• Meetings with state legislators
• Meeting with city and parish leaders
• Meetings with the Louisiana sheriff departments
• Meetings with the EAA Chapters
• Continuous interaction with the Louisiana Departments of: 

Homeland Security; Emergency Management; Transportation; 
and the Louisiana Counterterrorism Information Center (LCTIC)

• VSAF Program
• PSAs for VSAF program on TV and radio and press releases 
• (under development)
• National PSAs have been submitted to radio and TV outlets
• For networking initiatives :

– Invite VIP’s to meetings and as guest speakers
– Legislative outreach
– VIP’s are on magazine mailing list (3x/year)
– VIP’s are on e-mail list (6x/year)



The Process

• Evaluation:
»Increase in new members over 12 

month period
» Increase in tear sheets (press)
»Internet search references/published 

articles
»Increased VIP awareness/friendliness 
towards LA CAP



How to Begin
Start by making a list of what you are already doing:

Numerous events conducted throughout the California Wing provide multiple opportunities to
create and enhance public awareness and understanding of the Civil Air Patrol through local
news media. The following examples of events provide opportunities for positive media
exposure.

• Evaluated SAREX/GTE: CAWG participates in an alternating year Air Force evaluated
Search and Rescue Exercise (SAREX) and Guided Training Exercise (GTE) cycle. The
Public Information section (Capt. Chris Storey) for the 2007 Air Force Evaluated
SAREX received a grade of EXCELLENT.

• Wing Conference: California Wing holds an annual conference each year in September
or October. The location rotates throughout the state with different Groups organizing
and hosting the wing conference.

• Cadet Encampment: California Wing holds an annual cadet encampment in August at
the California National Guard Camp San Luis Obispo training facility.

• Professional Development events: Squadron Leadership School (SLS), Corporate
Learning Course (CLS), Basic Cadet School (BCS), and Airman Training School (ATS)

• programs are typically conducted yearly in both Northern and Southern California.
• Air Shows: There are two to three large (multi-day) air shows and several smaller airport

open houses/air shows each year in California. Local units regularly provide support to
these events and maintain a Civil Air Patrol recruiting presence during the event.

• Cadet Orientation Rides (O-Rides): Powered and non-powered (glider) Cadet
Orientation Rides are provided by various squadrons.

• Group/Unit SAREX’s: Local SAREX’s and training events are regularly conducted at
Group and unit levels.

• Other events: Unit personnel throughout the wing participate in various local
community events each year. These events include Wreaths Across America, color guard
performances at local city council meetings and civic functions, community parades, and
at other local events.



Putting It All Together

Then, build 
from there, 
following 
the 4-step 
planning 
process.

Source: Effective Public Relations,
Cutlip and Center



Putting It All Together
• Review the National 

Public Awareness Plan
for new ideas.

• Review the 
Marketing Guidebook 
for ideas.

• Review other 
well-written plans, including 
those generated 
by the Air Force.

• Rely on the 
“Writing a Public Affairs Plan”
guide on the PA page for help.



The Impact

Desired Change:
-- Increase in number of MIOs
-- More wing members

-- Increase in retention over 12 month
-- Increase in new members over 12 month

period
-- Increase in tear sheets (press)
-- Internet search references/published articles
-- Increased VIP awareness/friendliness towards LA CAP



The Impact

The desired change of seat-of-the-pants 

public awareness is unknown.



The Impact

Effective crisis communications is also 
essential in order to protect CAP’s image.

CAP’s image can be strengthened or 
destroyed literally overnight based on how 
we handle ourselves in a crisis.



Crisis Communications
How would you rate the crisis communications techniques 
used in relation to the following topics of high media interest?

Bernie Madoff

AIG bonuses

FEMA during Hurricane Katrina

Obama and the economic crisis

Chesley Sullenberger Hudson River crash

Casey Anthony case

Jennifer Aniston’s ongoing comparison to Angelina 
Jolie and Brad Pitt’s relationship

Royal family’s response to Princess Diana’s death

Octomom

Martha Stewart case



Crisis Communications
Again, planning is the key to success.

Your crisis kit should include:
•Crisis communication team contact/role list
•Potential command/media centers list
•Complete crisis contact list
•Printed out crisis scenarios & action plans for response
•Pre-written press releases that can be adapted as appropriate
•Complete local unit, Wing or Region member list
•CD with all of the above lists in electronic format

Physical response necessities such as:
•Several legal pads
•Pens
•Local, city and state maps
•Press badges
•Sheets of letterhead
•Two-way radios
•Weather gear
•Laptop computer*
•Cell phone*
•GPS-enabled device for navigation*
•Generator*

*Some items may be too big or costly to be stored for the sole purpose of a crisis kit. If
these items are not physically included in the kit, then include specific directions and
processes for obtaining them quickly when they are needed.



Putting it all Together
Review plans posted on eServices for ideas.
Excerpt from Michigan Wing’s Crisis Communications Plan:
Crisis Scenarios / Talking Points

Injury of CAP member
Sample talking point:

”Our hearts go out to the families of the members involved, and to all of the CAP
members in ____(where the members are from)_____ who work hard to serve their
state and country with a professional level of skill, even though they are volunteers.”

• 1. We know that ________has happened and we are investigating it.
• 2. Safety of our volunteers and our community is paramount.
• 3. Addition information will be released as soon as it is verified as accurate.
• 4. A press conference will be held at__________(time)___________.
• 5. Our investigation of this incident is ongoing and we are in frequent communication  

with (Wing/Region/National) Civil Air Patrol.”



Putting It All Together
Valuable Resources:
• Public Affairs Crisis Policy

on PA page

• Writing a Crisis Plan 
Guide on PA page

• Crisis plans posted 
on eServices



In Summary

The planning process works and it is entirely 
essential to success in generating public 
public awareness about CAP’s mission, 
role and scope.



In Other Words…
• By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail. 

Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) American statesman, scientist and 
philosopher.

• A man who does not think and plan long ahead will find trouble right 
at his door. 
Confucius (BC 551-BC 479) Chinese philosopher.

• PLANNING VS REACTING: How organized are you? Could your life 
be called a ballet or is it a hockey game (or a pin-ball machine)? 
However, even in a hockey game, good hockey players learn to 
skate to where the puck WILL BE. 
Unknown Source



Let’s Start Now

Building public awareness through effective 
PA and crisis planning.

Let’s all resolve to be 
a CAP public awareness 
ambassador!



Questions


