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Background:   The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) requires contractor support for implementation of an internal communications program that was begun in June of 1999.  It also is required for an external corporate communications program, separate from the traditional public affairs/news media effort, aimed at aviation stakeholders and industry constituents.  The internal communications program is designed to promote the greater flow of corporate information throughout the agency, to create better channels and processes for employee feedback, and to strengthen internal communications within and across the lines of business and staff offices.

Context for the Project:  The FAA, which is responsible for promoting the safety and efficiency of the National Airspace System (NAS), has more than 49,000 employees, dispersed among hundred of locations throughout the world.  The organization is divided into 9 regions in the United States, and three international area offices in Brussels, Miami (Latin America and Caribbean), and Singapore.  Its functional responsibilities are divided into six lines of business (LOB):  Air Traffic Services, Research and Acquisitions, Airports, Regulation and Certification, Civil Aviation Security, and Commercial Space Transportation.  Additionally, the Administrator, Deputy Administrator, and the LOBs are supported by several staff offices which include:  General Counsel; Public Affairs; Civil Rights; Policy, Planning, and International Aviation; Government and Industry Affairs; Human Resource Management; Financial Services; and Region/Center Operations.

Over the years, the agency has struggled to communicate effectively with its employees, a challenge which is exacerbated by the far-flung geographic distribution of its facilities, its traditional “stovepipe” culture, and made even more difficult in recent years with the fast pace of changes in government and within the aviation industry that the agency serves.  The issue was critical in 1998 as new programs were being introduced and the potential for unrest, suspicion, and low morale was evident among employees, and potentially adverse views of the agency were growing among stakeholders and constituents. 

To address this struggle, the agency enlisted contractor support in 1998 to 1) conduct an audit of the effectiveness of FAA corporate communications practices, both internal and non-media external, 2) prepare a strategic communications strategy and plan of action to address areas where improvement was needed, and 3) provide counsel and recommendations for mid-course adjustments. The audit/study was issued in March 1999.

As a result of the study, FAA embarked upon a new communications approach.  This included establishing internal communications as a high management priority, and making internal communications clear, candid, accurate, and timely.  Among the many specific actions taken as a result of the audit, and on which the contractor provided counsel, recommendations and assistance, were the designation of one person to be responsible for agency internal communications, the conduct of periodic executive listening sessions at offices geographically throughout the agency, establishment of a way to coordinate communications across FAA lines of business, establishment of an "800" information telephone line and a web site for internal communications, and direct advice to the FAA Administrator to broaden her reach as key agency spokesperson, for example by developing key messages for all employees at critical points in labor negotiations with one of the FAA large national unions.      

Virtual Organization for Internal Communications Excellence (VOICE):  Key was the establishment of a way to coordinate communications across the FAA lines of business and staff offices.  The agency established a virtual organization for internal communications excellence (VOICE) to focus on improving communications within the agency.  The VOICE group is headed by a senior staff member reporting directly to the FAA Administrator and staffed by representatives from the various lines of business who report directly to their lines of business but work on internal communications matters, on a collateral basis, under the aegis of VOICE.  The organization has relied on contract support for design and implementation of the VOICE organization’s goals and objectives and for its on-going expertise and advice on industry and government best practices in internal communications programs.

The contractor representative(s) will serve on the VOICE team and participate in its activities.  Generally, the entire VOICE group meets in all-day strategy sessions in September and March.  The September meeting is designed to assess VOICE's progress in meeting its strategic goals and objectives for the past year, and to draw up strategic plan and accompanying action plan for the coming fiscal year.  The March meeting is to conduct a mid-year assessment.

The contractor also will participate as a member of the VOICE planning group, a subgroup of VOICE, which meets every week prior to the plenary VOICE meeting.  The purpose of the meeting is to develop an agenda for the weekly VOICE meeting (including message items for the VOICE's toll-free weekly broadcast), to develop long-term goals and strategies, and to provide on-going evaluation of the VOICE group's progress in meeting its goals and objectives.

Typically, the regular weekly meeting of VOICE is to provide the members the latest information from the Administrator's office and to share information from the various lines of business and staff offices. This includes reports on the employee feedback received on the Intranet VOICE Web page.  It also includes status reports from VOICE subgroups working on action plan initiatives and other pop-up activities that occur on a regular basis.  Contract support also is used for day-to-day management of the VOICE Web page.

Stakeholder Communication - Similarly, contract support continues to be needed for an external communications effort aimed at aviation stakeholders and constituents.   The underlying purpose of this effort, apart from the agency’s traditional public affairs responsibilities, is to target an external audience whose understanding and support are increasingly critical to the agency’s success.  This is one part of the FAA Administrator’s effort to involve the agency’s customers more in the FAA’s strategic decisions on major programs and initiatives, including modernization of the National Airspace System.   Here again, this external communications effort operates on a virtual basis, cutting across lines of business, with the contractor providing support for design, implementation and for helping to coordinate the efforts of the various lines of business.   As with the VOICE effort, the external communications program is at a critical stage of development and will soon be moving into implementation.

For both of these and other similar efforts, the FAA wants to draw upon lessons learned over the past year as well as from best practices in other government agencies and the private sector.  So, knowledge of the best that other agencies and industry are doing in communications is highly desirable.   Also of paramount importance is an understanding of the FAA mission, goals, and objectives, familiarity with the myriad of issues confronting the agency, as well as knowledge of the constituencies and audiences the agency is trying to reach.  It is imperative to have these qualifications for the communications programs to move seamlessly from design and earlier implementation into the next, more advanced stage of implementation.

Scope of the Work:  The contractor will provide support to the Office of the Administrator, principally to the Executive Assistant to the Administrator for Internal Communications.    The contractor will perform the following tasks:

· Provide advice and guidance to the VOICE group to help develop strategies, goals and objectives, including the development of action plans to carry out these initiatives.

· Attendance at weekly VOICE staff meetings and participation as members of sub VOICE groups to address special issues and projects requiring customized attention.

· Advise and counsel to the Administrator and other top agency officials on communications matters generally, including internal and external communications and advice on key messages and strategies.

· Regular, on-going evaluation of FAA internal communications, including the participation of the FAA members of VOICE, along with recommendations for improvement.

· A formal follow-up evaluation of internal communications to assess the agency's progress in addressing the issues identified in the March 1999 study, including the effectiveness of the VOICE group, and to recommend further improvements. 

· Day-to-day guidance and management of the Intranet VOICE page under the direction of the VOICE leader to make sure the page includes the latest information and that material is posted in a timely fashion.

· Writing and editing a variety of communications tools, including brochures and pamphlets.

· Support for bi-annual and annual off-site strategy retreats for the VOICE group, including the development of the agenda and the provision of facilitation services. 

The contractor may be required to give periodic briefings, including preparation of materials to support those briefings.  The contractor may be required to travel, particularly in the conduct of the follow-up assessment.  The contractor may be required to develop and print/publish communications tools, including the report of the follow-up assessment.  The contractor will be required to be available for consultation on communications issues, either in person or by telephone during normal business hours.
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