
 

TITLE OF CASE STUDY: 
“WHERE I’M FROM” - The U.S. Marine Corps’ Black History Month 
Campaign  

 
Business Situation and Campaign Objectives 
In August of 2010, the Commandant of the United States Marine Corps (USMC), General James F. Amos, 
announced that diversity recruiting would become an increasing priority for Marine Corps missions 
around the globe. Specifically, the Commandant tasked the Corps to:  
 
“Improve Diversity Representation Throughout our Corps…in direct support - chair a comprehensive 
review of the current diversity posture of and issues within the Marine Corps. This review will aim to 
develop a comprehensive, institutional strategy: 1) to improve the accession, retention and promotion of 
qualified individuals and 2) to foster immediate and marked adjustments for improved recruitment of 
minority Marines (officer and enlisted) along with their career development and mentoring. Upon 
implementation of an approved Service-wide strategy generated from this study, senior leaders will 
conduct periodic accountability reviews with [the Commandant of the Marine Corps].” 
       --Commandant’s Planning Guidance, 2010 
 
Our client, Marine Corps Recruiting Command (MCRC), asked us to meet the challenge head-on, with 
the long-term goal of achieving “face of the nation” representation within the Marine Corps. The 
requirement was two-fold: attract the attention and consideration of African American and Hispanic 
(diverse) prospects aged 17-24, while simultaneously addressing their influencers: parents, coaches and 
teachers ages 35-65. 
 
The Marine Corps is the nation’s elite expeditionary force, one that enters conflicts with the exceptional 
burden of creating stability in extreme and volatile situations. The strategic communications challenge is 
to ensure that the United States Marine Corps brand remains relevant to a diverse and changing 
America. We have to connect a timeless brand with a target that is constantly changing.  
 
For the African American community specifically, a key marketing challenge is the reconciliation of this 
audience’s high regard for the Marine Corps with its lack of a personal, positive relationship to the 
Corps. Research has confirmed that African Americans in general have a lack of affinity for the Marine 
Corps; they view the Marine Corps as an admirable institution, but it is not aspirational for them. Young 
African Americans, particularly those eligible to become officers (college graduates with minimum GPA 
requirements), have many opportunities in life and the military branches are all competing for a small 
subset willing and able to serve. 
 
To address this disparity, UniWorld Group researched, concepted, and executed a new campaign titled, 
“Where I’m From” (WIF) and launched it during the highly visible media window of Black History Month 
(BHM) with the following objectives: 
 

1. Initiate an authentic dialogue with the African American community without alienating the 
general public. 



2. Raise the profile of African Americans within the Marine Corps, serving to increase awareness. 
3. Positively affect the Marine Corps image by demonstrating the Marine Corps’ commitment to all 

communities in America. 
4. Ultimately impact the diversity prospect’s affinity for the brand and consideration to join. 

 
Research Story 
Every year the Marine Corps performs extensive market research via the Joint Advertising Marketing 
and Research Studies (JAMRS). Findings from this ongoing study reinforced the notion that, while 
considered elite, the Marine Corps is not a comparatively, equally overwhelming choice for “most 
prestigious” amongst African American youth1. Further, more (in volume and proportionally) African 
Americans join other military branches. Simply put, African Americans understand the brand position, 
but it is not perceived with the same aspiration (and resulting decisions to serve) accorded other military 
branches.  This is a relatively skeptical audience, who in general, has no reason to consider the Marine 
Corps as “theirs,” even if they hold it in high regard.  
 
Marines possess a unique intensity and commitment that affects all they do and whom they serve. Each 
person (themselves, fellow Marines, those given aid, citizens, community members, loved ones) 
affected by this commitment remembers a moment that defines it best. Commitment is a value obvious 
in action, and thematically works well both for the Marine Corps (for which it is a core value) and WIF, 
which celebrates those who gave extraordinary commitment to their causes and communities. Although 
not always noted, African American Marines live this supreme commitment during and after service in 
the Corps, leaving an indelible imprint acknowledged by those around them. 
 
These insights together inspired the agency team to use WIF as a beacon to shine a spotlight upon the 
legacy of African Americans through the lens of conversations about self-sacrifice, a pioneering spirit, 
overcoming obstacles and a call to present-day service. This is manifested through various forms of 
media by which influential voices within the African American community shepherd this dialogue and 
connect the Marine Corps to African American prospects, influencers, and community at large.  These 
conversations find their genesis in the achievements of African Americans, and often prompt a desire to 
learn more about these accomplishments as well as the environment and/or organization where the 
successes occurred. 
 
During the Black History Month media window, African Americans (and the broader American public) 
are targeted with both paid placements – from many brands – and journalistic reporting that raises 
awareness of the individual and collective achievements of Black America. This can result in a “BHM 
media clutter” as brands fight for share of voice. The challenge was to establish a meaningful connection 
with the African American audience during this period, without alienating the general public, ultimately 
raising the profile of African Americans and the Marine Corps at the same time. 
 
Campaign Description and Marketing Strategy 
The BHM media window, as a national period of recognition, provided the 2011 WIF campaign the ideal 
opportunity to initially align the mission priority to increase diversity representation set forth by the 
Marine Corps and create broad exposure that would continue throughout the life of the campaign.  The 
WIF campaign was created to build a real relationship between the African American community (youth 
ages 17-24, their parents, teachers, coaches, and clergy) and the Marine Corps. As executed, it was a 
highly integrated effort that celebrated Marines who make history every day and the communities they 

                                                           
1 See graph on page 5 marked “Graph #1.”  



proudly defend. Using Marines’ stories of character building in their hometown communities and in the 
Marine Corps– the WIF campaign highlights the sense of pride, protection and commitment practiced 
every day by the Marine Corps and felt every day by African Americans on a personal and intimate level. 
 
The WIF campaign established a foundation upon which to build affinity and ultimately move the African 
American audience towards consideration. While the focus was on African American Marines and their 
communities, the campaign included a diverse representation reflective of the Marine Corps itself. 
 
The campaign ran from February 1– March 31 utilizing a budget of $2,516,113.30 (including total media 
spend). 
 
The WIF campaign idea was brought to life by identifying and employing deliberate audience connection 
points with which to initiate an authentic dialogue with the African American audience, while 
simultaneously beginning to build or expose a real relationship between that audience and the Marine 
Corps.  In alignment with this charge, the campaign marketing/communications strategy consisted of 
three essential tasks: 
 
1. Use mass channels to drive campaign messaging: Use national African American targeted buys to 

drive campaign awareness and messaging recall, fulfill influencer initiatives and create ongoing 
dialogue. 

a. TV Spot – Utilized the broad reach of television to introduce the African American audience 
to African American Marines and the communities they proudly defend. The television spot 
drove viewers to Marines.com/WhereImFrom, where they could watch more stories of 
other Marines, and share with family and friends. 

b. Local Radio Spots – Connected with African American prospects and influencers via 
announcer-read radio spots in specific high-density African American local markets.  Radio 
afforded the Marine Corps the ability to communicate the WIF message to listeners on a 
subconscious level, creating a more intimate campaign experience. Listeners were also given 
a short code call-to-action (SMS instruction) that directed them to the WIF mobile landing 
page.   

c. Print – Reinforced the messaging of the television/radio spot, enabling African American 
prospects and influencers to become familiar with the WIF story within targeted 
publications that they would normally read. The influencer-targeted print ad drove to the 
landing page, while the prospect-targeted print ad drove to the landing page as well as the 
mobile landing page via QR code. 

d. Digital Display – Utilized the hyper-targeting ability of online publishers to reach prospects 
and influencers on sites they frequent and drive users to the campaign microsite. 

e. Mobile – Provided a flexible, “on-the-go” opportunity for the audience to engage in the WIF 
story. A mobile CTA was included in print (QR code), radio (SMS) and mobile display ads 
(click-through), integrating traditional and new media, and forging interactions between 
prospects and the Marine Corps brand while out of home. Users were able to download a 
wallpaper, watch a video, or request more information about joining the Marines while 
visiting the mobile landing page.  

f. Out-of-Home – Out-of-Home (OOH) was created following the footprint of the national 
campaign, but developed to be leveraged at a district (local) level in select regions where 
additional message reinforcement requested.  



2. Give users a place to interact directly with the Marine Corps: Build a destination resource housing 
unique campaign content allowing engaged African American users to establish a deeper connection 
to the organization, and expand the story of African American commitment in the Marine Corps. 

a. Dedicated Microsite – Expanded upon the story of the African American commitment in the 
Marine Corps through cross-platform video and editorial content. We used the Google Maps 
API to show user-generated content contextually placed on their hometowns alongside 
stories of active-duty Marines. The conversation could also be outputted to Facebook, 
YouTube and Twitter social media properties, exposing relationships between the African 
American community and the Marine Corps. 

3. Place the conversation in the hands of the community: Use trusted mediums and sources of 
influence among African Americans to begin an authentic conversation about “service as a way of 
life,” anchored by the Marine Corps’ commitment theme. This will connect traditional African 
American notions of service with the Marine Corps’ purpose, earning our message credibility with 
both African American prospects and community. 

a. Partnerships & Public Relations – Initiated dialogue between the African American target 
audience, the community and the Marine Corps by placing the conversation in familiar 
environments. Online partnerships (TheGrio.com’s “100 History Makers in the Making,” 
TheRoot.com’s “Vine Leadership Series”) enabled the audience to experience Marine Corps 
content as a part of conversations that were already happening in the places most relevant 
to the African American audience. Additionally, local activation events allowed prospects to 
speak face-to-face with Marines creating a more personable image of what it means to be a 
Marine. 

b. Social Media – A series of Web vignettes featuring additional African American Marine proof 
sources were placed on Facebook and YouTube to encourage conversation and increased 
engagement among property users. 

 
Business Results 
Pre- and post-campaign evaluation efforts provided the benchmark for measuring campaign 
effectiveness against the campaign’s objectives2. Other performance metrics included impressions, 
media reporting, website analytics, Facebook/YouTube/Twitter conversations (quality and quantity), 
and third-party partnership activity. Together, the campaign proved very positive: 
 

 Overall Results:  

o Within a month, over one-third of our target audience (36%) recalled the WIF campaign 
(about half of all respondents recalled seeing any ads from the Marine Corps).  

o When asked which branch they would most likely choose, prospects choosing the Marine 
Corps increased by 43% (age 16-18) and 72% (age 19-24) post-campaign.   

o Close to half of prospects surveyed (age 16-24) reported taking some kind of action after 
seeing, hearing, or reading the BHM ads.  

o Campaign Awareness:  
 The campaign achieved general market media rotation of 50% and 30% for television 

and digital, respectively, with placements targeted at properties with high African 
American density. This rotation, in conjunction with our content partnerships, was 

designed to expose the Marine Corps story in places where African American 
prospects and influencers consume content and converse with each other. 

                                                           
2U.S. Marine Corps FY11 Black History Month Campaign Evaluation Research Report, Communique Partners, April 2011. 



 Online partnerships (TheGrio.com, The Root.com) were key drivers of traffic to 
marines.com/whereimfrom, with over 24,000 clicks coming from sponsored content. 
Though mobile banners consisted of only 3.8% of the impressions bought, they 
contributed to 34.1%, or 23,585 clicks to the site.  

 Site Activity:  
o Upon arrival to the page, users were encouraged to interact with the map, read others’ 

“shout outs,” watch videos and give a “shout out” of their own. 712 users submitted shout-
outs.  

o The average user spent 5:59 minutes on the site and averaged about 2 videos viewed per 
visit. 

 Continued Dialogue:  

o The WIF campaign encouraged prospects and influencers to continue their engagement 
with the Marine Corps, with 2,621 users clicking to a Marine property from the landing 
page. In addition, 141 users went on to share content from the landing page within their 
social network. 

 Social Media, Mobile and Partnership Activity: 
o The campaign’s commitment message was carried beyond paid and owned channels, 

through the development of social media posts, a mobile extension, as well as the 

opportunity for the Marine Corps to communicate with the African American audience in 
unfamiliar places via content partnerships.  

o Campaign content posted to YouTube and Facebook generated 26,416 views, 7,473 likes 
and 559 comments. The mobile extension also generated 337 SMS submissions and 339 QR 
Code entries. Sponsored content was responsible for 33.4% of traffic to the landing page. 

 
Graph #1, referenced in footnote #1. 
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