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Campaign Title: HusKerrs Navy Boot Camp – Call of Duty 
Rebirth Tournament 
  

 
 

Award Designation and Category:  
SILVER, Sports, Media & Entertainment 

 
Year the campaign took place: 2022 

 
Brand: U.S. Navy 

Creative Agency: VMLY&R 
Media Company/Agency: Wavemaker 

Research Company: VMLY&R 
Additional Affiliated Companies: Enthusiastic Gaming 

 
Summary of the marketing challenge, methodology, insight 

discovered, creative execution and business impact. 

U.S. Navy’s success relies on recruiting America’s youth. But today, GenZ 
doesn’t feel called to the military, let alone have a connection with U.S. 

Navy.   
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To form a relationship with the most competitive, passionate and 
adventurous GenZers, U.S. Navy joined esports. But it quickly learned that 

esports is not a welcoming community to brands, especially military, and in 
Fall 2020, U.S. Navy faced peak criticism for its presence.   

  
To better understand how U.S. Navy should behave in esports, we launched 

qual-quant research with 224 GenZ gamers. The research uncovered GenZ 
wasn’t welcoming to U.S. Navy because it was being recruiters, not gamers. 

It wasn’t contributing to the culture but trying to benefit from the 
community. U.S. Navy needed to start gaming.  

  
In February 2022, U.S. Navy launched Navy Bootcamp Rebirth Tournament. 

The tournament was cohosted by Goats & Glory, its own esports team and 
HusKerrs, a beloved gamer. The tournament celebrated gaming culture and 

provided an opportunity for America’s youth to see a new side of U.S. Navy– 

one they could relate and connect to.   
  

The tournament exceeded every benchmark, delivering 21.7M impressions 
and 67k live views. More importantly, U.S. Navy formed an authentic 

connection with the potential future fleet.   
 

 
Consumer Insight  

 

Through gaming, we can find our shared values and form a real connection. 
 

 
Marketing Challenge 
 

The success of U.S. Navy relies heavily on a consistent influx of new recruits into the fleet. 

Unfortunately, in the last few years, U.S. Navy has struggled to connect with American 

youth. In fact, only 10% of young Americans are currently considering a military career 

path.  

  

The disconnect between U.S. Navy and today’s youth, GenZ, largely exists because GenZ 

doesn’t feel a personal connection to the military branch. They don’t believe U.S. Navy 

shares their values, and they don’t fully understand what a career in U.S. Navy actually 

entails.    

  

U.S. Navy needed GenZ to get to know them better, and to do that, it started showing up in 

spaces that GenZ occupies, and what does GenZ do more than any other generation? 

Game.   

  

Gen Z consumes games and consumes more gaming content than any other generation, 

with 81% having played online games in the last six months.   
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But esports didn’t just make sense as a platform to connect with GenZ because they’re 

active gamers. U.S. Navy also believes GenZ gamers possess a lot of the qualities that 

make an exceptional U.S. Navy sailor. They’re passionate, competitive, adrenaline-junkies 

who are seeking community and purpose. U.S. Navy saw the connection – they just needed 

GenZ gamers to see it too.   

  

So in 2020, U.S. Navy jumped headfirst into the esports world. It started showing up in 

branded ways across platforms like Twitch, Fandom, DBLTAP, and Enthusiast Gaming’s 

network of properties. It launched quarterly esports campaigns that included working media 

and custom activations like branded content series.   

  

U.S. Navy even formed its own competitive esports team, Goats & Glory, whose players 

were and still are comprised of full-time active sailors. The team attends live esports events, 

compete in tournaments and appear in content created by top gaming media outlets.   

  

But here’s what U.S. Navy quickly learned about the esports world - it’s not the most 

welcoming to brands who do not add value to the community or culture. In fact, brands that 

try to get something out of esports without investing anything into it experience extreme 

criticism and overall distaste.   

  

In Fall 2020, U.S. Navy was experiencing peak criticism for doing just that – trying to get 

the most out of the community, without contributing to the culture. The gaming community 

and culture at-large questioned U.S. Navy’s intention for being in esports, accusing the 

military organization of using gaming as a recruitment tactic on uninterested, vulnerable 

youth. One publication even called out—  

   

“This distinction between building brand awareness and active recruiting is at odds 

with most viewer’s perception of the Navy’s presence on Twitch. If recruitment isn’t 

the end goal of building brand awareness, then what is it?”  

  

U.S. Navy’s presence was being perceived as invasive, invaluable and even inappropriate.    

  

U.S. Navy realized it was going about esports all wrong – and if it didn’t figure out how to 

behave in the online gaming community, it’d never be able to connect with this group of 

young Americans who possess all the qualities that make an exceptional sailor.  

 

 
Methodology  
 
To unearth how U.S. Navy should be showing up and supporting the esports community, we 

needed GenZ gamers to help us understand how they’d like to see brands behaving on their 

turf.   

  

We launched a qual-quant approach with 224 GenZ gamers, to uncover the richness from 

real-life stories and experiences, while also validating the insights at-scale. This approach 

allowed us to explore the topic in both depth and breadth, providing a holistic and detailed 

view of what GenZ gamers believed.    
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The 12 unmoderated video interviews and 212 survey respondents were all within U.S. 

Navy’s target audience – Americans ages 17-34 years-old, and the participants were 

comprised of a diverse group of active esports gamers and fans, with a mix of those were 

familiar and unfamiliar with U.S. Navy’s esports presence.   

  

The qual-quant approach validated that many gamers are skeptical of brands in the esports 

space, with 34% of gamers saying they didn’t believe brands enhanced their esports 

experience at all, and 69% saying U.S. Navy specifically didn’t enhance their experience.   

  

The research also confirmed that GenZ gamers were perceiving U.S. Navy’s presence in 

esports as a recruitment tactic, especially when U.S. Navy would drop tidbits about military 

careers into gameplay. One GenZ gamer shared:   

  

“I would expect [U.S. Navy] to showcase their day-to-day life, but that's also 

something I don't want to see, because I think it'd be kind of boring.”  

  

And another gamer shared:  

  

“When it comes to the U.S. Navy being on Twitch, it's real interesting. I watch a ton 

of their streams, and I think they're really entertaining, watching the Navy play. But 

they don't know how to interact with the platform in a way that kind of feels 

comfortable… They do come off a little bit as recruiters, but that is their job. They 

remind me of the Army recruiters who used to come to my high school in 11th and 

12th grade and see how many push-ups I could do.”  

    

While this research revealed what U.S. Navy should stop doing in esports, it also presented 

a path forward. We discovered that GenZ gamers were much more open to connecting with 

U.S. Navy through its competitive esports team, Goats & Glory – yet only 15% knew the 

team existed.    

  

The Goats & Glory team was the missing connection point between U.S. Navy and GenZ 

gamers, as GenZ gamers could see for themselves that they share values with members of 

the fleet, as well as learn about what real careers in U.S. Navy could look like, from sailors 

who weren’t in an active recruiting role.   

  

We uncovered that GenZ gamers wanted U.S. Navy to spend less of its investment in 

branded content and focus more on facilitating and participating in the gaming itself. They 

wanted U.S. Navy to devote more to partnerships and collaborations with existing 

influencers in the gaming space, while also creating opportunities for GenZ gamers to get in 

on the action by hosting tournaments and events.   

  

The same gamer who shared that they wouldn’t want to hear about U.S. Navy daily life in 

gaming also shared, “But [seeing Goats & Glory] playing games would be super unexpected 

and super interesting.”  

  

Armed with this research, U.S. Navy set forth with the understanding that to show GenZ 

gamers how much they had in common with sailors and form a genuine connection, U.S. 

Navy had to join in on the game.  
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Creative Execution 

With these insights in mind, U.S. Navy moved full speed ahead with partnerships and 

tournaments, investing $400k in media to show up in the way GenZ wanted, and in 

February 2022, U.S. Navy launched the Navy Bootcamp Rebirth Tournament.   

  

The tournament was sponsored by U.S. Navy, but the spotlight was focused on its cohosts – 

U.S. Navy’s own competitive esports team, Goats & Glory, as well as gaming legend, 

HusKerrs.   

  

To those outside of the gaming world, the name HusKerrs may not mean anything, but to 

GenZ gamers, he’s a big deal. He’s the Dexerto Warzone Player of the Year as well as the 

first person to earn $100k in Call of Duty Warzone prizing. He also has over 1MM followers 

on Twitch, GenZ’s most used gaming platform. Not only is HusKerrs a major point of 

influence in the esports community, but he’s also connected to U.S. Navy, as his father 

served as a dentist in the branch during HusKerrs’ childhood.   

  

The tournament gave 28 lucky GenZ gamers that opportunity to battle it out for a chance to 

play one-on-one against the legendary HusKerrs. GenZ gamers also got to see Goats & 

Glory in action, with the sailors competing before the tournament.  

  

Through the tournament commentary, GenZ gamers were able to learn about the Goats & 

Glory team, U.S. Navy life and its values. They were able to see a side of U.S. Navy that 

wasn’t recruitment. A side they could actually relate and connect to.   

 

 

Business Results/Lessons Learned   

While only 28 GenZ gamers were lucky enough to compete in the Navy Bootcamp Rebirth 

Tournament, the tournament had a much greater reach, with nearly 67k live views and over 

7k concurrent viewers. The tournament viewership surpassed benchmark goals, as well as 

previous cohosted tournaments like the U.S. Navy-FIFA tournament, which garnered 41k 

unique views and only 3.5k concurrent viewers.   

  

The tournament was also significantly more successful than the standard Goats & Glory 

Twitch stream, which ranges from 100-1,500 total views.   

  

The Navy Bootcamp Rebirth Tournament delivered over 21.7M impressions, exceeding goals 

by 4%. Even the media surrounding the tournament outperformed platform benchmarks 

with the cross-device video pre-roll having .19% click-through rate, versus the .1% 

benchmark, and the High Impact Takeover having a 1.7% click-through rate. The :15 

second pre-roll had a 95% video completion rate, compared to the 90% benchmark.   

  

While viewership, impressions and click-through rates are all important, the true success of 

the tournament was the connection made between GenZ gamers and U.S. Navy. The 

tournament provided an opportunity for GenZ gamers to see they had more in common with 

U.S. Navy than they had previously thought.   

  

U.S. Navy has seen less comments questioning its reasons for being in esports, and more 

comments like:   
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“Thank you for your service”  

“These guys are fun”  

“Hooyah Navy”  

“As a NAVY veteran, I approve this message!”  

  

U.S. Navy’s team, Goats & Glory, has even become a bigger and more beloved name in the 

esports world, with 5.3k active followers on Twitch.   

  

And while intent-to-enlist is not a measurable KPI for this campaign, the tournament did 

provide an opportunity for U.S. Navy to form a genuine connection with the future of the 

fleet – American youth— and that’s the first step in ensuring a powerful future for the fleet.  

 
 

Campaign Participants  
 

Companies Involved 

• U.S. Navy 
• VMLY&R 

• Wavemaker Global 
• Enthusiastic Gaming 

 
Individual Credits 

U.S. Navy 
• Allen Owens 

• Lt. Aaron Jones 
 

VMLY&R 
• Maddie Umali, Associate Director 

• David Ryan, Director 
• Teresa Barnhill, formerly Group Director 

• Alexander Gunn, formerly Senior Strategist 

• Carrie Patterson-Reed, Executive Director 
• Scott Kadien, formerly Account Manager 

• Nate Watcher, Director 
• Andy Tabor, Campaign Program Manager 

• Chris Edmondson, Executive Director 
 

Wavemaker Global 
• Sandra Muoio, Managing Partner 

• Peter Garlinghouse, Associate Planning Director 
• Daniel Conti, Head of Sports & Live 

• Daniel Hunt, Manager 
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• Lauren Uhlan, Associate Director 
• Stephanie Wolklin, Manager 

 
Enthusiastic Gaming 

• David Bluver, Account Director 
• David Gugliotti, Project Manager 

• Jesse Paguaga, Account Manager 
 

 


