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1.  Purpose

COMACC asked the Thunderbirds’ commander, Lt Col Richard McSpadden, to consider ways to use the Thunderbirds to enhance retention.  The following plan outlines his ideas, three of which have already implemented. The Thunderbirds are currently exploring the feasibility of other proposed options. 
2.  Goal 

To use the Thunderbirds’ base visits to enhance retention Air Force wide; this directly supports the ACC “People” Focus Area.

3.   Audiences

      a.  Active duty Air Force members 

      b.  Family members of active duty Air Force members

4.  Fundamental Assumptions

     a.  The Thunderbirds can impact retention by helping units recognize their people and the work they do.

     b.  Airmen, regardless of their rank or AFSC, need to feel good about what      they do and must understand how they contribute to the Air Force mission. 
     c.  Retention is high with the Air Force’s top performers (Airman of the Year; Distinguished Graduates, etc.), so the focus should be on "average" performers to help them achieve that "winning" feeling.
5.  Strategy and Tactics

     Strategy:  Capitalize on the prestige and excitement of the Thunderbirds team to enhance retention during base visits 

     Tactics:  The Thunderbirds intend to bolster Air Force retention with the following programs:

     a.  Existing Programs:     

         (1)   Recognize young airmen during pre-show "inspection party."

Recently the Thunderbirds included five young enlisted people from Andrews AFB in their "inspection party."  This was so well received that the Thunderbirds have incorporated “inspection parties” into their mandatory "pre-show" routine. They now ask bases to provide the names of five junior to mid-level airmen.  During the pre-show introductions of the five airmen, they mention the positive impact the member has on the wing and the Air Force as a whole.  Previously, "inspection parties" were reserved for local civilian dignitaries or relatively senior officers (colonel or above).  

          (2)  Visit local units in informal "walkarounds" with positive messages about the Air Force.  At Pope, the Thunderbirds contacted the enlisted career advisor and asked to visit a few units.  The visits included informal chats to help spread a positive and encouraging message about Air Force careers.  The Thunderbirds feel the key to the success of this program is involving local career advisors.  The Thunderbirds plan to do something similar on every base visit.  

          (3)  Re-enlistments:  The Thunderbirds offer re-enlistments with their team to anyone on a base who requests it.  The entire Thunderbirds team lines up with the re-enlistee and their family by the #1 aircraft and the Thunderbird commander makes brief remarks on the value of the person’s service

     b.  Possible Programs:

          (1)  Incentive Flights. The Thunderbirds are looking into the "cost" (people, maintenance) of an incentive flight for an airman at each base.  If approved, an item would be added to the checklist sent to the host PA office offering the ride based upon wing/unit commander input.  The Thunderbirds would then contact the unit of the wing commander's choosing and work with the squadron commander to provide the incentive flight.  The host PA would work the local media for coverage of the flight.  Messages for the media would include:  

  (a)  We’re all members of a winning team, the United States Air Force.

 (b)  Every person and every job in the Air Force is important.

                 (c)  Retaining our people is our number priority.  They are our number-one asset. 

The individual receiving the flight would be at the commander’s discretion.  Since top performers (Airman of the Quarter, NCO of the Year, etc.) are formally recognized in a number of ways, commanders should consider this opportunity to recognize the work of the “unsung heroes” within his/her unit.  Every unit has one or two individuals who are informal leaders, who serve as role models, or have overcome adversity to be successful.  Retaining these types of individuals is one of our top priorities.  But many times these individuals are not interested in the more formal award process or are not competitive because they are not active in a local church or scouting group or are not working on a college degree.  Offering an incentive ride to this type of individual reinforces what being a member of the AF is all about, i.e., it takes every single one of us to get the job done, and there is more than one way to demonstrate the skills and leadership characteristics the AF is seeking to retain. 

          (2)  Shadow Program.  The Thunderbirds would like to offer a shadow program when they visit local bases.  A few local troops would be "assigned" to them and be immersed in the "proud-to-be-Air Force" culture, surrounded by 

Thunderbirds that are positive and energetic.  This program is built on the belief that the Thunderbird culture is contagious; and by spending some time in it, people can feel good about being in the Air Force. 

6.  Evaluation

The Thunderbirds propose soliciting feedback from each base they visit to determine the results of these programs and the need for adjustments.  Results would likewise be reported to COMACC on a regular basis.  

7.  POCs

For more information about these programs, contact USAFADS/CC, Lt Col Richard McSpadden, DSN 682-2277.
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