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Case Study

How the 231-year-old institution got
hip with CGC without losing control

BY WENDY MELILLO

is room for negotiation, especially within the
new consumer-generated environment. But,
when the USMC began adopting new media
for its recruiting campaigns, it did so cau-
tiously—never willing to give up control of
its brand—and along the way, the 231-year-
old military institution convinced MySpace
to work on its terms. 

Just how the USMC keep a firm grip on its
online profile on a popular site that solicits
user comments and allows anyone to upload
images is a story of risk, selectivity and a clear
focus on the mission.

The USMC, which launched its MySpace
profile in April, want the page to serve as a
tool to drive interested 17- to 24-year-olds to
the Marines.com Web site, where they can get
more information and request to meet with
a recruiter. It also knows what it doesn’t want:
to find itself entangled with content it can’t
control and that might tarnish its image.

The USMC is hardly alone in wanting to
protect its brand—remember when Chevy
ditched its contest after consumer-generated
ads for the 2007 Tahoe showed how SUVs con-

tributed to global warming? But Zeliff would
be the first to admit the USMC is much more
persnickety than many about it.

Passing the ‘Blues Test’
When New York-based digital shop RMG
Connect, which handles the Marines account,
first suggested the idea of using MySpace in
August 2005, the USMC subjected the site to
what they call the “blues test.” “Would I be
proud to be in that context or at that event
in my dress blues,” Zeliff says. “We scrub any
new advertising idea against whether we think
it is an appropriate place to be.”

MySpace certainly had the demographic
the USMC was looking for. Of the 56 million

unique users in the U.S., 5.9 million are 15-
to 24-year-olds who spend an average of 25
minutes on MySpace each day, according to
comScore’s Media Metrix. 

But upon Zeliff’s first look at the site, he
was not inclined to don his dress blues. And
at the time, MySpace was grappling with irate
parents who were concerned the site wasn’t
doing enough to protect kids from sexual
predators. So, although planning the profile
began in ’05, it wasn’t until after the site hired
a child-safety expert in April that Zeliff felt
comfortable enough to launch the page.

“As aggressive as we will be when we know
it’s right, we are very slow to get to the point
where we know it’s right,” he explains.

MySpace might be a hot digital commod-
ity, but the challenge for RMG and JWT,
Atlanta, which has handled advertising for
the USMC for 59 years, has been to not only
build a profile that would entice teens to get
more information, but the agencies had to
structure the page in a way that would min-
imize the risk that any consumer-generated
content would embarrass the USMC and
damage its brand.

“People have to be cognizant that this
great new flashy world still has to have an end
goal, which is to achieve the objectives of your
clients,” says Mark Miller, RMG president.

That meant building in fewer of the
MySpace bells and whistles. “Friends” of the
USMC cannot upload images, nor can oth-
er marketers run banner ads on its profile
page. And the MySpace function that allows
users to send a message to a profile page and
get an answer has been shut down—making
the USMC the first marketer to request this
of MySpace. 

Allowing users to send comments
would require some entity to respond,
and the USMC didn’t want to devote
internal resources to this. “We decided
that RMG and JWT would not engage in
communication on behalf of the Marine
Corps,” says Pranav Pandit, RMG’s asso-
ciate media director.

It is Pandit’s job to screen the “friends”
photos submitted to the page, and make
sure they reflect the values of the Marine
Corps (you won’t find pictures of friends
dressed up in Halloween costumes, for
example). Although MySpace allows mar-
keters to display up to 14 friends (regu-
lar users can display up to 24), the USMC
decided to limit that number to a more-
manageable seven. 

Each picture of a friend is also
screened for racial comments, offensive
language and to make sure the people in
the pictures are accurately representing
themselves. “It helps us control the con-
tent,” Pandit says. 

MySpace also has its own policy that
users must agree to, which is enforced by
the Web site’s staff. Content that contains
nudity and violence is prohibited, as is
any attempt to solicit personal information
from people under 18. 

Despite such protections, Michael Bar-
rett, MySpace’s chief revenue officer, says his
company was willing to let the USMC tailor
its profile to its specific needs—as the net-
working site will for any marketer. “Not too
many marketers are willing to throw their
brand to the wind except for maybe the
entertainment arena,” says Barrett, who
would not disclose what MySpace charges
marketers for profile pages. “They want
some assurances that their brand is safe-
guarded, and we do it all the time. But the
really neat part about the Marines is it saw
a real opportunity to sell a highly differen-

tiated product here. We are good at selling
movies, but the people who are part of the
MySpace community are also doing other
cool things that you don't often read about.”

What the USMC profile page does allow
users to do is copy wallpaper with images of
the service’s eagle-and-anchor insignia,
among others, to their own pages. Interested
parties can also upload a video of Marines in
training to their personal MySpace profiles.

In October, the USMC added a new fea-
ture to its MySpace page to reinforce the mes-
sage that certain responsibilities come with
being a friend of the Marines. When you add
a friend, a confirmation page typically pops
up. Users have to accept the values statement,
if they want to be a friend. The USMC also
asked every user who was currently a friend
to acknowledge the values statement when
they relaunched the page in October. “You
have to make a commitment, and nothing
comes easy or free,” Zeliff says.

Given its code, maybe it’s not so surprising
that the USMC prohibits its personnel to open
MySpace on work browsers. But Zeliff
acknowledges the irony. “How can you adver-
tise with a partner that we block?” he wonders.
“But some Marines were sitting on the site for
long blocks of time.”

Up Next: Second Life? 
So far this year, the USMC says it has spent
$112,000 on MySpace (including banner ads
and the profile). It has established more than
33,000 friends since April and has recorded
100,000 click-throughs from the MySpace
profile to the Marines Web site. Of that, 266
people have requested more information

(the USMC will not say if any subsequently
joined the service).

“Because it is such a complex sales deci-
sion, we are OK with low response rates of
highly motivated young people who want to
meet with a recruiter,” Zeliff says. “The
Marines are not for everybody ... MySpace is
just one source of information and we expect
the number to climb.” 

Jay Cronin, senior partner and manage-
ment director at JWT, says MySpace started
out as a “lead-generation exercise” for the
USMC, but has also turned into a “brand-
building exercise” as the popularity of the
social-networking site exploded. While the
USMC still spend the bulk of their ad dol-
lars—$57 million for fiscal 2006—on TV and
print, Cronin predicts an increased empha-
sis on digital advertising in the future.

“We have seen a great increase in ad aware-
ness recall from our digital exercises, but we
are using media in different ways than we have

in the past,” he says. “We are asking our
TV ads to drive people to the Marines
Web site, and research is still figuring out
what online can do. We know the Web site
is the cornerstone of all our prospects.”

Cronin recognizes that MySpace is
the antithesis of what the USMC is all
about. “The Marine Corps is the ultimate
in corp, team and selflessness. MySpace
is about promoting your own personal
thing and having friends be your audi-
ence,” he says. “But if we can effectively
send a message that makes an impact,
then we will figure out a way to do it. And
we do that by staying true to what the
institution stands for.”

As for what’s next on the digital hori-
zon, Zeliff’s approach is to try and stay
one step ahead. Back at his office in
Quantico, he picks up the Wall Street Jour-
nal article that illustrates how users can
get alienated when popular sites attract
too much advertising and spam.

“I will read something like that and
ask [RMG and JWT], ‘What’s next guys?’
Zeliff says. “It drives them nuts.”

The tentative recommendation from
JWT so far is to experiment with buying
an island in the virtual world of Second

Life. This month, the USMC opened a new
museum in Quantico where visitors can expe-
rience boot camp or learn what it’s like to
land on a World War II beach under fire, but
the physical space can’t accommodate all the
material they would like to show.

“I can see creating a virtual museum with
unlimited space where you could drill down
on all the exhibits,” Zeliff says, his eyes agleam
with the possibilities.

When asked for ideas on how he might
manage the more exotic-looking personali-
ties that exist in Second Life and still adhere
to the USMC honor code, Zeliff didn’t miss
a beat: requiring avatars to show up in uni-
form might keep things under control. K

THE FEW, THE PROUD: Marines’ profile page allows only 14 friends.

‘We learned early on that ... we could get caught up in an
association that would not be appropriate.’ — LT. COL. MIKE ZELIFF 

L
t. Col. Mike Zeliff, a 21-year veteran of the U.S. Marines
Corps, is seated in his office in Quantico, Va., surrounded
by charts grouping potential recruits into categories like “rural
heartlanders” or “disillusioned dreamers.” His hair is closely cropped

and his uniform neatly pressed to the point of crispness. In his hand is a copy of
a Wall Street Journal article titled “MySpace, ByeSpace?”

Try reconciling the very buttoned-down Marines with social-networking site
MySpace.com. Yet, that is exactly what Zeliff is doing. “On the Internet, you
are always two clicks away from something bad,” says Zeliff, assistant chief of
staff for advertising at the USMC Recruiting Command. “We learned early on
that if we advertise next to any unedited content, we could get caught up in
an association that would not be appropriate for the Marine Corps.”

Flirting with digital media may seem like the Wild West, where marketers
must accept the influx of Web users into their territory and even hand over
some of their hard-fought—and won—control. Not only have many adver-
tisers come to accept the consumer as the new sheriff in town—witness 
Procter & Gamble CEO A.G. Lafley’s speech at the annual meeting of the
Association of National Advertisers in October—but some may forget there
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