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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this thesis was to answer the question: What key messages does
the Coast Guard disseminate to the public through online recruiting tools and what is the
relationship of this online recruiting material to the new recruit’s perception of the Coast
Guard? Information was gathered from the Coast Guard’s main recruiting Web site
(www.gocoastguard.com) and analyzed through textual analysis. The results of this
project revealed that consistent themes such as bravery, patriotism, honor, respect, and
devotion to duty were prevalent. While the public perceives the Coast Guard in a
'positive' light and considers it a viable employer, a gap exists between the Web site’s
messages and the realities of the organization’s image, identity and operations. Striving
to increase diversity and attract members through online recruiting, the Coast Guard
should alter its online messages to reflect an accurate picture of the organization at-large.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Purpose of the Study
Two thousand eight has been a challenging year for many Americans.
With ongoing conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as a presidential election
and an unstable economy, Americans are looking for security and consistency
from their local and federal governments. Recruiters for the U.S. Armed Services
promise just that. Military recruitment efforts are on the rise during this time of
economic and political uncertainty. The Coast Guard faces similar challenges,
which have increased since its transfer from the Department of Transportation to
the Department of Homeland Security in 2003. As pointed out in a 2003 report,
the organization faced multiple challenges with recruitment, training and
retention:
The Coast Guard, like the 21 other agencies moving to DHS, will have to
adjust its own culture to work effectively within the department. The
Coast Guard also faces other important new human capital challenges. For
example, to deal with its expanded homeland security role and meet all of
its other responsibilities, the Coast Guard expects to add thousands of new
positions over the next 3 years. The Coast Guard acknowledges that such
a large increase could well strain the agency’s ability to hire, develop, and
retain talent. Coast Guard officials acknowledge that providing timely
training for the 2,200 new personnel it plans to bring on by the end of
fiscal year 2003 and the additional 1,976 staff it plans to add by the end of
fiscal year 2004 will likely strain its training capabilities (United States
General, 2003, p. 9).
In June 2008, I had an in-depth conversation with the civilian director of Coast Guard
Recruiting in Washington D.C. He supplied me with data from 13,733 post-recruitment

surveys, which clearly backed up his hypothesis that the Coast Guard’s Recruiting Web
site (www.gocoastguard.com) is considered the organization’s primary recruitment tool.
With this in mind, I chose to examine Coast Guard’s use of online recruiting methods
through textual analysis, using Impression Management and Media Representations as
the theoretical foundations. Specifically, the Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site was
chosen as the primary unit of analysis for the following four reasons:
1. Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site is a fairly new tool yet it has the
potential to reach a vast audience. Therefore, it is beneficial for the Coast Guard
to know if the messages contained in its Web site are in line with the image the
Coast Guard seeks to portray to its publics.
2. As an active duty Coast Guard Officer, I have consistently dealt with
newly enlisted members who are disgruntled because they feel their work-life is
drastically different than the presented recruitment images. It is imperative to
understand how much of this disillusionment stems from online messages. If the
online messages differ drastically from the real story, the Coast Guard needs to be
aware of this so that the organization can adjust its strategies to appropriately and
accurately recruit qualified candidates.
3. Attrition rates for Coast Guard members choosing to “get out” or do
“five and fly” after the completion of their initial enlistment periods are rising. It
behooves the Coast Guard to understand why this phenomenon is occurring and
see if there is any correlation between attrition rates and the Web site’s
representation of key messages.
4. Finally, on a personal note, I underwent a relatively arduous recruiting
process when I chose to enlist as a Seaman six years ago. Accurate information
was not easily available online and I, therefore, turned to personal research and
interviews to make my enlistment decision. While everything ended up working
out, the process was long, strenuous, and in many respects contained elements
that were completely unnecessary. Because the recruiting Web site is a fairly new
phenomenon, it is important to examine how online resources have impacted the
recruiting process.
The Coast Guard Organization
The Coast Guard has long been considered the “Guardians of the Sea,” and, over
the last 218 years, has morphed into the lead federal maritime organization. What
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originated as the U.S. Revenue Cutter Service (tasked with enforcing import tariffs and
minimizing piracy and illegal trade) merged into the U.S. Life Saving Service in 1915
and then into the modern-day Coast Guard in 1939 (United States Coast Guard, 2008c).
The Coast Guard’s primary missions have traditionally centered around law
enforcement, commerce, and safety of life at sea; but, it was the September 11, 2001
World Trade Center disaster that pushed the Coast Guard to become internationally
recognized as a “military, maritime, multi-mission service, committed to protecting
America” (“U.S. Coast Guard: History and Mission”). Touted as a lead Federal agency
called on during times of national crises and emergency situations, the Coast Guard has
upheld this standard, showing its capabilities during the immediate and unprecedented
response to 2005’s Hurricane Katrina. Coupled with the timely 2005 release of the
search and rescue-based movie, The Guardian, favorable press from both areas resulted
in the Coast Guard becoming fodder for dinnertime conversation. However, the press
coverage and the cinematography only told part of the organization’s story, leaving much
more for a potential recruit to discover.
Guiding Principles
The Coast Guard has a long-standing history of being the nation’s predominant
maritime force, the 911 emergency response for America’s waterways, and this
organization continues to grow and thrive in part because of its underlying foundations of
strong core values and principles.
Three Core Values
Honor, Respect, and Devotion to Duty: these are the United States Coast Guard’s
core values which the organization seeks to instill in all of its members. These three core
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values are defined on the recruiting Web site’s “Being a Coastie: For Parents / Personal
Growth” page as follows:
Honor: We instill in all Coasties a high standard of integrity. Coasties are
taught to never lie, cheat or steal. We want our men and women to always
make the right moral choices.
Respect: We teach Coasties to respect every person he or she meets. To
treat everyone equally, no matter who they are or what they do.
Devotion to Duty: No matter where a Coastie serves or what duties he or
she are assigned, each is held accountable to do his or her job to the best
of that Coastie's abilities. No excuses. No alibis. The public needs us, and
we understand that responsibility.
The Coast Guard’s main Web site explicates the necessity of instilling these three values
in every member and states:
These core values are more than just Coast Guard rules of behavior. They
are deeply rooted in the heritage that has made our organization great.
They demonstrate who we are and guide our performance, conduct, and
decisions every minute of every day. Because we each represent the Coast
Guard to the public, we must all embrace these values in our professional
undertakings as well as in our personal lives (United States Coast Guard,
2008b, original emphasis).
The “Creed of the United States Coast Guardsman,” written by Vice Admiral
Harry G. Hamlet, puts the Coast Guard’s core beliefs and principals into a memorable
format. The beliefs in this Creed translate into the expectations which the Coast Guard
organization places on every member, regardless of rate, rank or time in service. It reads:
I am proud to be a United States Coast Guardsman.
I revere that long line of expert seamen who by their devotion to duty and
sacrifice of self have made it possible for me to be a member of a service
honored and respected, in peace and in war, throughout the world.
I never, by work or deed, will bring reproach upon the fair name of my
service, nor permit others to do so unchallenged.
I will cheerfully and willingly obey all lawful orders.
I will always be on time to relieve, and shall endeavor to do more, rather
than less, than my share.
I will always be at my station, alert and attending to my duties.
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I shall, so far as I am able, bring to my seniors solutions, not problems.
I shall live joyously, but always with due regard for the rights and
privileges of others.
I shall endeavor to be a model citizen in the community in which I live.
I shall sell life dearly to an enemy of my country, but give it freely to
rescue those in peril.
With God’s help, I shall endeavor to be one of His noblest Works…
A UNITED STATES COAST GUARDSMAN (“Creed of the United
States Coast Guardsman”).
The inception of these core values begins at one of two Basic Recruit Training
centers. Newly enlisted recruits must complete a rigorous eight week training program in
Cape May, New Jersey. Officer candidates train in New London, Connecticut, and either
complete a 17-week training program known as Officer Candidate School or attend a
four-year college program at the Coast Guard Academy. At the culmination of these
training programs, most Coast Guardsmen and women enter the fleet with a
comprehensive understanding of Coast Guard’s core values and are prepared to complete
their assigned missions.
Localities
With these strong values and principles guiding its missions, the Coast Guard
successfully operates both domestically and abroad. “We are a military service whose
usual theater of operation is the United States, but we'll go anywhere we are needed to
defend our nation's freedoms at sea and on land. We operate during times of peace and
times of war” (“Discovering Our Missions”). While most members are stationed within
the continental United States, Alaska, Guam, Hawaii, and Puerto Rico, there are also
Coast Guard personnel actively serving in Asia, Cuba, Europe, the Middle East, and the
U.S. Virgin Islands. In fact, as part of an aggressive international training program, the
Coast Guard is involved in assisting with training international Coast Guards the world
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over (“U.S. Coast Guard: History and Mission”) and is an integral part of Operation Iraqi
Freedom, Operation Enduring Freedom, and Operation Liberty Shield / Noble Eagle. 1
Missions
The United States Coast Guard is allotted about $9 million annually, and, working
within this budget, is responsible for five primary mission areas: (a) National Defense;
(b) Protection of Natural Resources; (c) Maritime Safety; (d) Maritime Security; and (e)
Maritime Mobility (“Coast Guard Snapshot”). The Coast Guard’s daily docket is filled
with activities related to Search and Rescue (SAR), Maritime Law Enforcement (MLE),
servicing Aids to Navigation (ATON), Icebreaking, Military Readiness, and
Environmental Protection and Port Security. Even with minimal funding, manpower and
resources, on an average day the Coast Guard:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Conducts 74 Search and Rescue Cases
Saves 14 lives and assist 98 people in distress
Performs 18 examinations on commercial fishing vessels
Boards 17 vessels to enforce domestic fisheries and marine protected
species regulations
Boards 193 vessels for safety, security and law enforcement reasons
Seizes and / or removes over 1,000 pounds of illegal drugs ($12.9
million value)
Interdicts 17 illegal migrants at sea
Performs 31 Port State Control safety and environmental exams on
foreign vessels
Responds to 12 oil pollution or hazardous chemical spills
Services 135 aids-to-navigation and correct 23 aids-to-navigation
discrepancies
Guides 2,557 ships in and out of port (“Coast Guard Snapshot”).

Completing these missions while simultaneously managing the public’s impression of the
organization is a never-ending job.

1

“Operation Iraqi Freedom consists of military operations in Iraq and neighboring states; Operation Enduring Freedom consists of
military operations in and around Afghanistan and other overseas counterterrorism activities. Operation Noble Eagle refers to
domestic homeland security missions, such as combat air patrols over major metropolitan areas, undertaken by the Department of
Defense in response to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001” (Congressional Budget Office, 2006, p. xi).
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Significance of the Study
It seems that bad impressions are easier to make and much harder to expel than
positive ones. Therefore, the Coast Guard, as with any organization, must be cognizant
of its publicized image and the resulting impressions stakeholders and publics form from
created and disseminated messages. With the Coast Guard’s primary stakeholders
encompassing politicians, community members, professional mariners and
environmentalists, the organization must be diligent in considering the manner in which
messages are relayed, as well as the representations that these written and visual
messages create. The manner in which messages are managed has an effect on how
publics feel about any organization. With recruiting, messages can affect the number and
quality of potential employees (or Coast Guard recruits). This is why impression
management plays a critical role in the way the Coast Guard manages its image.
Recruitment Strategies: Increasing Diversity
As an all-volunteer (non-draft induced) force, the Coast Guard faces human
capital challenges for recruiting diverse, qualified, and dedicated members. Recruitment
messages are an important consideration in this area as well. As the smallest of the five
Armed Forces, the Coast Guard strives to attract qualified men and women to supplement
its comparatively small workforce. However, as illustrated in Table 1-1, diversity is of
paramount consideration because minority groups comprise only 20% of the Coast
Guard’s total population. In addition to the need for more ethnic diversity, it should be
noted that there is a tremendous gender gap within the Coast Guard. As evidenced in
Table 1-2, only 12% of the 40,000 members are women.
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Table 1-1: Coast Guard Demographics
Workforce

Race / Ethnicity

Commissioning Sources (%)

Civilian

7,396

American Indian

2.6%

Academy

45%

Officers

8,051

Asian

0.6%

CWO to LT

5%

Enlisted

32,647

Black

6.1%

OCS Prior Enlisted

13%

Reserve

10,787

Hispanic / Latino

10.2%

Direct Commission

14%

Pacific Islander

0.5%

OCS Reserve

20%

Caucasian

78.4%

EAD (Extended Active Duty)

3%

(“Coast Guard Snapshot”)
The Coast Guard continues to expand its recruiting efforts as a way to broaden the
workforce and generate more diversity within the ranks. Using Web sites, brochures,
television commercials, radio ads, school visits and word-of-mouth communication, the
Coast Guard avidly recruits about 4,000 new members annually (“Coast Guard
Snapshot”). According to a 2008 Coast Guard fact sheet, 284 Officers, 3,850 enlisted
members and 992 reservists were recruited in 2007 to serve in the areas of law
enforcement, aviation, information technologies, intelligence, administration and
environmental preservation (“Coast Guard Snapshot”). Currently, the United States
Coast Guard has about 40,150 men and women on active duty, making the organization
about as large as the New York Police Department (“Coast Guard Snapshot”).
Table 1-2: Average Time-in-Service and Service Member Age
Active Duty

Average Age (Yrs.)

Average Time in Service (Yrs.)

Men

87.8%

Officer

37

Officer

14.6

Women

12.2%

Enlisted

29

Enlisted

7.8

(“Coast Guard Snapshot”)
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With such homogeny in the ranks, the Coast Guard must look for alternative ways
to recruit a diverse workforce while maintaining the high standards it expects from all of
its members. These recruiting initiatives must consider both the enlisted and the officer
corps. Table 1-1 illustrates that the Coast Guard’s main body consists of enlisted
personnel (32,647 men and women), whereas officers only account for 8,051 people. So,
the majority of the Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site is devoted to attracting enlisted
members. However, there is still a need for leadership positions and, as a result, the site
contains a small group of initiatives intended to pull in potential officer candidates.
Recruitment Strategies: Officer Programs
Of the seven programs geared specifically towards the officer corps, four are
marketed and used as a way to attract a more diverse pool of officer candidates. This
small group of initiatives includes Coast Guard’s College Student Pre-Commissioning
Program (CSPI), the Maritime Academy Graduate program (MARGRAD), Officer
Candidate School (OCS), and the Blue 21 Guaranteed Flight Initiative (“Find Your Fit:
Officer Opportunities and Programs”). These four niche programs are worthy of
examination because, as illustrated in Table 1-1, diversity amongst the ranks is waning
and the officer corps is no exception. With such a small contingency of officers
graduating from these programs (about 20%), it is important to examine the key online
messages relayed via these specific recruiting Web pages and analyze what these
messages say to potential Officer Recruits.
With a more technologically-savvy workforce, it is imperative that the Coast
Guard keep abreast of modern technology – especially in the area of recruiting. People
often utilize the Internet as a research tool and a fact-verifying source; therefore, it is
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important that the Coast Guard ensure its messages and representations are accurate,
complete, and comprehensive.
This thesis is significant in that it examines Coast Guard’s online recruiting
efforts as a way to determine (1) if the messages on the Web site are consistent with the
Coast Guard’s publicly portrayed image and (2) if they stray from the reality of Coast
Guard service. If the Coast Guard intends to heighten recruiting numbers and increase
diversity in its ranks, it is imperative that the organization’s leadership understand the
images relayed via its most commonly used recruitment tool.
Organization of the Study
This thesis is organized into four major components, commencing with the
literature review. The literature review looks at previous studies and research conducted
regarding military recruitment efforts, dedicated employment Web sites, and the
construction of image and reputation. The study then takes a thorough look at the
theoretical framework which is the foundation of this thesis - specifically focusing on
Impression Management and Theories of Representation. The data analysis of the
recruiting Web site follows, and I conclude by addressing the research questions
introduced in Chapter Two and discussing implications for further research.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Recruiting for Military Forces
In any organization, recruitment is a necessary function to attract qualified human
capital to its workforce. What once rested in brochures, newspaper advertisements and
word-of-mouth recommendations has found root in Internet-based Web sites. Now more
than ever, corporations and military factions are incorporating technology to draw the
best and the brightest talent to their personnel pool.
Recruiting Issues
For over 30 years, the United States has relied on an all volunteer force to
defend the nation at home and abroad. Before that, the nation relied on the
draft to ensure that it had enough soldiers, sailors, Marines, and airmen in
wartime…[Current] operations have greatly increased overseas deployments.
Moreover, they are the first long-term major overseas combat missions since
the advent of the all volunteer force in 1973 (United States Government,
2007b, p. 9).
Because the military is based on an all volunteer basis, the Department of Defense
(DOD) and the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) must “recruit and retain
hundreds of thousands of servicemembers each year to carry out its missions” (United
States Government, 2005, introductory page). In addition, Congressional legislation
mandates that “each military component…meet its authorized personnel requirements for
each occupational specialty” (United States Government, 2005, introductory page).
Finding hundreds of thousands of qualified personnel comes with a price. Congress
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bankrolls the process and provides funds specifically aimed at subsidizing recruiting and
retention efforts.
Military recruiting is big business. For example, annually the Army “spends
approximately $17,000 to recruit and process one applicant, and as much as $57,500 to
recruit and train that applicant through basic training” (United States Government, 2006,
p. 26). With individual expenditures so high, it is imperative that the Department of
Defense and the Department of Homeland Security recruit quality, qualified candidates
who will make it through Basic Training and then devote several viable years to the
service of choice. “DOD can no longer afford to take a ‘business as usual’ approach to
managing its force” (United States Government, 2005, p. 36). Bearing this in mind, both
Departments have incorporated incentives to help plus up numbers and compete with
Corporate America for qualified talent. As a way to compete, the Department of Defense
and the Department of Homeland Security offer substantial enlistment bonuses:
Enlistment bonuses…provide incentives for new recruits to join the
military. The service branches may offer greater incentives when they
require larger number of recruits to build a growing force or when they
encounter an unusual degree of competition with the private sector
(Congressional Budget Office, 2006, p. 7).
But, bonuses and service contracts are not given to just anyone. Standards are in
place as a quality assurance measure. According to the Congressional Budget Office
(2006) report, the Department of Defense expects that at least 90% of recruits (without
prior service) hold a high school diploma and at least 60% score above the 50th percentile
on the Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT). Attracting an educated workforce is
not an easy task. The Department of Defense must compete with the private sector for
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talent because most young, educated people are inclined to pursue higher education or
seek better paying jobs (Congressional Budget Office, 2006).
The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks spurned the Department of Defense and
the Department of Homeland Security to increase their numbers and provide personnel
for Operation Iraqi Freedom, Operation Enduring Freedom, and Operation Noble Eagle.
However, since both Departments have been highly involved in these Operations, several
components have been challenged to meet their recruitment goals and obtain enough
human capital to fulfill the predetermined numbers. Furthermore, military recruiters have
found that a new challenge involves garnering the confidence of influencers – including
parents, teachers, pastors and employers.
Public Perception
The public’s perception about military enlistment and military service has
changed with the inception of these overseas initiatives, creating a more challenging
environment for military recruiters. “Youth and their parents believe that deployment to
a hostile environment is very likely for servicemembers… [and] adults who influence a
prospective applicant’s decision about whether to join the military are increasingly
fearful of the possibility of death or serious injury to the applicant” (United States
Government, 2006, p. 22). This notion is not far-fetched. According to a 2006
Congressional Budget Office report, “[A]s of July 31, 2006, about 180,000 active-duty
service members and another 60,000 national guard and reserve members were deployed
in support of those operations” (p. xi). However, not all who are recruited to fill these
positions have the background, time in service, or aptitude to adequately complete their
tasks. These elements take time to develop. But, with heightened pressure by
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Congressional and political factions, time is a precious commodity and seems to be in
short supply.
Overall Competency
Encouraging people to sign up for military service is only one aspect of military
recruitment. A second is ensuring those who do sign on the dotted line are qualified and
competent enough to excel in their assigned positions. “Recruitment of high-quality
personnel is a tough proposition, made even more challenging in the current environment
when the nation is engaged in combat operations” (United States Government, 2006, p.
1). Exacerbating the problem is the increasing inability of potential members, ranging in
age from 16 to 21, to meet medical, physical and academic standards:
DOD officials stated that the inability to meet medical and physical
requirements accounts for much of the reason youth are ineligible for
military service. Additionally, many youth are ineligible because they
cannot meet service standards for education, as indicated by DOD’s
preference for recruits with a high school diploma; mental aptitude, as
indicated by receipt of an acceptable score on the armed forces vocational
aptitude test; and moral character, as indicated by few or no criminal
convictions or antisocial behavior (United States Government, 2006, p.
23).
With the need for additional personnel post-September 11, 2001, the all-volunteer
military force has become strained. And, because the five military services are
responsible for recruiting and training all of their leaders, finding people with the
skills and leadership needed to retain a healthy officer corps is tough.
All military organizations are founded on a chain-of-command structure,
which demands the need for competent leaders. Recognizing the need for more
leadership amongst the ranks, “Congress increased the authorized end strength of
the Army by 30,000 since 2004 and the Marine Corps by more than 7,000 since
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2002” (United States Government, 2007b, p. 3). While the increased numbers are
a step in the right direction, one must remember that an officer can be
commissioned after a relatively short period of time (17 weeks in the Coast
Guard’s Officer Candidate School), but “it takes years to grow experienced
leaders,” which therefore “presents a different officer career management
challenge - officer retention” (United States Government, 2007b, p. 3).
Officer Retention
Much like their enlisted counterparts, officers are bound to specific service
obligations including:
• A minimum of four years on active duty and an additional four years on
active duty or in the reserves for ROTC scholarship recipients
• A minimum of five years on active duty and up to an additional three years
on active duty or in the reserves for graduates of the service academies
• A minimum of six years, often extending to eight years, for pilots,
navigators and flight officers (United States Government, 2007b).
Unlike the enlisted side however, recruiters are not bound by monthly or yearly goals for
officer recruits. Instead, they “adjust the enrollment in OCS/OTS throughout the year to
meet higher or lower than expected demands for newly commissioned officers by the
various occupational specialty groups of importance to the service” (United States
Government, 2007b, p. 11).
When adjusting enrollment numbers, recruiters must consider diversity numbers.
Across the board, all four DOD services experienced problems trying to meet the goal of
maintaining a racially and ethnically diverse officer corps. And, as evidenced in Chapter
One, the Coast Guard experienced these same issues. In addition to minority groups,
attracting and retaining women was also a problem. According to a 2007 report to the
Committee on Armed Services:
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While the services did well retaining African Americans and Hispanic
officers, they did not do as well retaining women. The services want to retain
a diverse, experienced officer corps to reflect applicable groups in the nation’s
population. For the fiscal years…African American and Hispanic officers
usually had higher continuation rates than white and non-Hispanic officers,
respectively; but female officers more often had lower continuation rates than
male officers (United States Government, p. 35).
The Human Side of Recruiting
For minority groups, women, and all other recruits, military recruiters have
traditionally been the face of the Armed Forces – the first point of contact between a
potential service member and the service of choice. The recruiter’s job has been to “sell”
the service while simultaneously matching a candidate’s skills and experience to a viable
rate within the service. However, recruiters have traditionally been bound by monthly
quotas, non-traditional work hours, and the numbers game. Recent reports exposed an
increase in recruiter wrongdoings (or recruiter irregularities) over the past several years.
Recruiter irregularities span the gamut from “administrative paperwork errors, to actions
such as failing to disclose disqualifying eligibility criteria or instructing applicants not to
reveal medical conditions or prior civil litigation, to criminal violations committed by a
recruiter” (United States Government, 2006, p. 3). Data shows that “between fiscal years
2004 and 2005, allegations and service-identified incidents of recruiter wrongdoing
increased, collectively, from 4,400 cases to 6,600 cases; substantiated cases increased
from just over 400 to almost 630 cases; and criminal violations more than doubled from
just over 30 to almost 70 cases” (United States Government, 2006, p. i).
Recruits who are brought into the Armed Services under these pretenses have the
potential to waste thousands of dollars in taxpayer money through non-completion of
basic training or early attrition. As a result, DOD and DHS strive to provide adequate
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training and leadership for frontline recruiters. “In general, training for frontline
recruiters is similar in all services and has focused on ethics and salesmanship, with a
growing emphasis placed on leadership and mentoring skills to attract today’s applicant”
(United States Government, 2006, pp. 9-10). But, even with adequate training, recruiters
remain under a tremendous amount of pressure to meet established numbers while
working demanding, often odd hours. And, with performance evaluations often linked to
the number of personnel recruited, some recruiters resort to unethical or overly
aggressive tactics, which have the ability to adversely affect recruiting strategies for all
services and erode public confidence (United States Government, 2006).
In an effort to restore waning confidence, recruiters have begun to consider a
recruit’s influencers, or “those individuals who play a pivotal role in a potential recruit’s
decision to join the military, including parents, teachers, coaches, other school officials,
and extended family members” (United States Government, 2005, p. 30). Furthermore,
the military services have begun to embrace emerging technology and are beginning to
use it as a way to introduce the missions, expectations and opportunities of America’s
Armed Services to potential recruits.
The Technical Side of Recruiting
With the emergence of Web-based technology, many Department of Defense and
Department of Homeland Security factions are relying on Internet recruiting to alleviate
some of the recruiter irregularities while broadening each service’s reach and scope.
However, it should be noted that Web sites can not entirely take the place of face-to-face
contact with a recruiter. Instead, they are used as a supplemental tool, often providing
initial or ancillary information to interested candidates. And, with enhanced video,
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attractive graphics, text and hypertext links, incorporation of multimedia and socialnetworking tools into recruiting Web pages can make these sites an extremely enticing
way to complement a recruiting program.
In November 2005, the United States Government Accountability Office
conducted an investigation regarding recruitment and retention challenges for enlisted
personnel. They found that almost all of the four services which fall under the DOD
umbrella (including the Army; the Navy; the Marine Corps; and the Air Force) focused
their efforts on enhancing their recruiting Web sites by using “real life” stories. For
example, the Army “focused efforts on using its recruiting Web site as a vehicle to
provide video testimonials of soldiers explaining, in their own words, what it means to be
a soldier and why others should enlist” (United States Government, p. 30).
The Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site follows suit and uses “real life Coasties” to
market the Coast Guard as a cutting-edge organization seeking cutting-edge employees.
In two separate Web pages in the “Being a Coastie” section, browsers can access “RealLife Stories” or look at “Coastie Profiles,” both of which are geared towards marketing
the Coast Guard as an authentic service with a diverse group of people. “Some of us
come from New England. Others from the Midwest,” the page states. “Some of us have
been around boats our entire lives; others had never been on a boat until they joined the
Coast Guard…We think what you'll discover is that no two of us are the same” (“Coastie
Profiles”).
However, because the Coast Guard operates with limited funding, it allots a
minimal amount of its operating budget to the design, upkeep, and maintenance of its
online sources. Even with this limitation, the Coast Guard has a responsibility to uphold
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a positive public image and, in doing so, broaden its identity in an effort to reach
expanding global markets.
The Coast Guard
In the Public’s Eye
The Coast Guard:
[I]s one of the oldest organizations of the federal government and, until the
Navy Department was established in 1798, we served as the nation's only
armed force afloat. We continued to protect the nation throughout our long
history and have served proudly in every one of the nation's conflicts. Our
national defense responsibilities remain one of our most important functions
even today. In times of peace we operate as part of the Department of
Homeland Security, serving as the nation's front-line agency for enforcing our
laws at sea, protecting the marine environment and our vast coastline and
ports, and saving life. In times of war, or at the direction of the President, we
serve under the Navy Department (“U.S. Coast Guard Historian’s Office”).
In 2003, the Coast Guard’s identity underwent a major change. Traditionally,
Coast Guardsmen and women have been referred to as the “Guardians of the Sea,” with
mission focus placed on maritime search and rescue (SAR) and recreational boater safety.
However, shortly after President George Bush’s inception of the National Strategy for
Homeland Security (2002), the Coast Guard shifted its goals and sought an identity which
had not been at the forefront of its publicly held image. While the Coast Guard continues
to actively execute SAR cases, and is highly engaged in recreational boater safety, its
primary missions now encompass those pertaining to national defense and maritime
safety and security. These modifications have the potential to alter public opinion and
publicly held images and impressions. Furthermore, the organization also transitioned
from the Department of Transportation to the Department of Homeland Security and
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changed its adage from the “Guardians of the Sea” to the “Defenders of the Homeland”
(“Coast Guard Snapshot”). 2
Image Defined
Contrary to popular belief, image and identity are not synonymous concepts, just
as organization and corporation are not one-in-the-same. In considering this study, it was
easy to identify with research that involved vertical corporate management structures
because the Coast Guard is vertically structured, with a top-down managerial alignment.
However, organizations which operate with horizontal structures (such as many nonprofits) might find that the image and identity research presented here is not applicable to
their structure and operations. So, while a distinction can be made between a corporation
and an organization, the true distinction for applicability lies in the managerial structure
of the company.
In the business realm, corporate identity and corporate image vary tremendously.
Meech (2006) states that image is the term “most widely used by practitioners to signify
the impression these groups have of an organization” and is used to “signify the sum
impression gained of an organization by an individual” (p. 390). Bromley (1993) defines
image (as used in terms of public image or brand image) as “the pattern of beliefs and
feelings associated with the literal image that give it its meaning and psychological
significance” (p. 158). While corporate image is affected by the way an organization
chooses to communicate with its respective publics via graphics, visual materials and

2

DHS was established as a result of the Homeland Security Act in 2002 and became functional in 2003 with the consolidation of 22
separate governmental agencies. These 22 agencies were “formerly subordinate to eight departments: Agriculture, Commerce,
Defense, Energy, Health and Human Services, Justice, Transportation, and the Treasury, and two independent offices (FEMA and the
General Services Administration)” (United States Government, 2007a, p. 8). With the restructuring came “numerous human capital
challenges related to recruiting, retaining, and managing its workforce of nearly 171,000 employees” (United States Government,
2007a, p. i). Challenges involved (a) aligning the present workforce and (b) developing long term strategies for acquiring, developing,
and retaining additional personnel to achieve these new missions and goals (United States Government, 2007b).
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verbal messages, image is also formed through face-to-face encounters with employees
and customers, as well as media coverage, interpersonal communication, hearsay and
gossip (Meech, 2006). Because image is composed from the multiplicity of these
elements, a corporation may be conceptualized differently from one person to another,
depending upon how an individual interprets the messages to find meaning.
Based on memory research, Hjelmquist (1990) posits that the interpretation of
meaning is a contextual phenomenon. “Meaning is to be regarded as a relational concept
in which linguistic expression and context…are the two anchoring points” (p. 314).
Therefore, it is difficult to determine how one might interpret language and how meaning
will be created based upon a specific word or grouping of words, in any given situation.
Hjelmquist (1990) also states that reality is conceptualized and imagined and no single
entity or collective group has access to everyone’s mental representations. However,
symbols such as text, words and a metalanguage can be used to help interpret meaning,
which are ever-evolving concepts. But, these representations are fluid and can change
with time and circumstances. “[I]ndividually specific circumstances of message
reception interact with the changing behavior and communication activities of an
organization to produce a plurality of corporate images” (Meech, 2006, p. 391).
Using Image to Recruit
A positive public image is especially crucial in the recruitment field because the
Armed Services are not only competing with one another, they are competing with the
civilian sector as well. Because most enlisted members enter the Coast Guard between
the ages of 18 and 21, the organization should market its recruiting materials to this
portion of the nation’s population. Referring back to Tables 1-1 and 1-2 in Chapter One,
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the Coast Guard only has 40,000 members and the average mean age for enlisted
personnel is 29 years, with an average of 7.8 years in the service. These statistics make it
imperative for the organization to recruit members who have the potential to exude strong
leadership skills because, within a few years, most young enlisted members advance into
managerial roles which include vast amounts of responsibility.
Diversity is a key part of the recruiting message so representations included on
employment Web sites need to reflect this. Like most companies, the Armed Services
feel that building and maintaining a diverse workforce is both a strategic and ethical
imperative. As Cober, Brown, Keeping and Levy (2004) reflect, “recruitment activities
cannot simply be evaluated in terms of their ability to attract the appropriate number of
applicants, but instead, must also be considered in light of their ability to generate a
diverse applicant pool, one that accurately reflects the broader society from which the
applicants are drawn” (p. 640). Recruiting messages should be attractive to multiple
cultures while effectively presenting an image that exudes a keen sense of corporate
identity and an authentic representation of working within the organization’s structure.
Identity Defined
Corporate identity differs from corporate image in that it is often more visuallybased. Bernstein (1984) states that corporate identity “…is the sum of the visual cues by
which the public recognizes the company and differentiates it from others” (p. 156) and
Bromley (1993) expands on this by adding, “[Identity] is a set of attributes that
distinguish an organization from others with which it might be compared” (p. 160).
Differentiation comes from the identification of logos, as well as other aspects of a
corporation including its standard layouts, typography, color schemes and interior design
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(Meech, 2006, p. 391). All of these items can be summarized as a company’s visual
identity. Most of the focus of a corporation’s identity can be placed on publications such
as newsletters, annual reports, and Web sites. In this respect, a corporation’s identity
embraces both internal and external textual and visual communications and, as with its
image, varies with time and circumstances.
Meech (2006) posits that corporate identity is an all-encompassing aggregate of
everything a corporation says and does, both deliberately and unintentionally. This
accounts for the discrepancies between how a company thinks it is being perceived (or
would like to be perceived) by various publics and how it actually is perceived.
Perception is important in identifying how a corporation must react to its internal and
external publics. “A recognizable corporate identity is considered a potential asset in an
increasingly competitive environment, since it functions simultaneously to distinguish the
organization in question from others and to provide its own members with a collective
sense” (Meech, 2006, p. 396). Therefore, in studying organizational effectiveness,
zeroing in on a corporation’s identity is an integral part of understanding its overall
position in a competitive market.
A company’s image is formed externally as a result of the feelings and beliefs the
public harbors towards an organization, which results in a company’s reputation.
Bromley (1993) explicates the idea of reputation and posits that it is the attitudes and
expectations people will form about a person or organization based on provided
information. “Organizations that rely heavily on their reputation to maintain a strong
market position are likely to react strongly to threats to their public image” (p. 157).
Furthermore, Bromley feels that reputations vary in duration, from brief to long-lasting,
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and vary in extent from little-known to widespread. “Persons and organizations risk
failing badly if they do not live up to their reputation, because their public react adversely
if their expectations are frustrated” (p. 24).
Identity, on the other hand, is manufactured internally, by the company, through
its logos, color schemes, and designs. This study examines Coast Guard’s identity in the
way the organization chooses to communicate with its publics via graphics, visual
materials and verbal messages, via its recruiting Web site. It also considers the
publically-created image and reputation resulting from the recruiting Web site’s key
messages and representations.
Visibility in the Coast Guard
The Coast Guard uses symbology, visual elements, and an orange and blue color
scheme to make itself visible to multiple publics and diverse cultures. The highly
recognizable “Shield of Freedom,” incorporated in 2003 and illustrated in Figure 2-1,
encompasses Coast Guard’s logo and adopted color scheme. The shield and color
scheme decorate every written correspondence, from internal memos to external
documents, as well as tangible resources such as the organization’s uniforms and ships.

Figure 2-1: U.S. Coast Guard’s Shield of Freedom

While this study primarily focuses on the Coast Guard’s use of textual elements on its
recruiting Web pages, it is interesting to note that Keen and Warner (1989), like Meech
(2006), feel that visual identity, as part of a corporation’s identity, is signified by “not just
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its logo, but the various other aspects of its physical presentation, such as its standard
layouts, typography, colour schemes and interior design” (p. 13). It is through these
visuals that organizations, including the Coast Guard, identify themselves and uphold a
long-standing image and reputation within the public sphere.
Internet Recruitment Research
As the use of the Internet has grown dramatically over the past 15 years, there
have been several research studies conducted in the area of online development of
organizational-public relationships (Broom, Casey, & Richey, 2000; Callison, 2003;
Esrock & Leichty, 1999; Hallahan, 2003, 2004, 2008; Kent, 1998; Kent, Taylor & White,
2003; Marken, 1995, 1998; Sisodia & Wolfe, 2000; Taylor & Kent, 2004; White &
Raman, 1999). Although there has been a marked increase in companies (including the
U.S. military) using Internet Web sites to recruit potential employees, Internet
recruitment studies and literature has not followed this trend (Cober et al., 2004). In fact,
much of the available literature and research on recruiting strategies discuss job
advertisements and brochures – not online media. According to Cober et al. (2004), the
literature that is available is commonly criticized because it lacks sufficient theory. For
example, a LexisNexis data bank search, using the key words “recruiting” and “web site”
resulted in over 1000 newspaper, magazine, journal and industry trade press articles.
While it was not feasible to read all 1000, a quick glance at the titles and sources showed
that the content of these articles was geared towards a managerial public and lacked
theoretical groundings. Most involved helpful hints for attracting potential employees or
best practices for Web site design. Using the same data base, a search with the key
words “web site,” “military,” and “recruiting” yielded 224 articles and “web site,” “Coast
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Guard,” and “recruiting” yielded ten. However, of the 10 articles found in the last search,
only four contained the phrase “Coast Guard” and, in those four, the emphasis was on the
Coast Guard Auxiliary program. 3 None of the ten articles discussed online media, the
Coast Guard as an organization, or Internet recruiting.
The Missing Link
Despite conducting multiple searches in multiple data banks, I found very little
empirical data or research based on corporate recruitment Web sites and/or their effect on
organizational attraction. Instead, most of the literature reflected studies regarding a Web
site’s navigational usability, style and content (Dineen, Ash & Noe, 2002; Esrock &
Leichty, 2000; Marschall, 2002). In addition, several studies considered how usability,
style, and content affect organizational attraction (Cober, Brown, Levy, Keeping &
Cober, 2003; Cober et al., 2004; Williamson, Lepak & King, 2003). Young and Foote
(2006) state that “Few scholars have analyzed career - or job-related content on the Web,
and those who have done so focused primarily on want ads posted on newspaper
sites…or online job banks” (p. 46). Although there have been several studies which have
explored the effectiveness of online career sites (Cober et al., 2003; Cober et al., 2004;
Williamson et al., 2003), little attention has been placed on how these sites attract
potential candidates. More research is needed from a rhetorical perspective which
advances the discussion beyond usability, utility, and efficacy (Young et al., 2006).
Even without the research or theoretical foundation to build on, online recruiting
is a burgeoning phenomenon. Cappelli (2001) points out, 90% of large U.S. companies
use the World Wide Web for recruitment purposes and 12% of these companies use

3

The Auxiliary program is an all volunteer, supplementary force that assists the Coast Guard with non-law
enforcement missions such as vessel safety checks and safe boating education programs.
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online screening tools. And, a 2001 survey reported that the majority of organizations
found that their career page was the second most visited section of their Web sites, after
the general home page (Peters, 2001). Utilization of these career/recruitment pages has a
tremendous impact on a company’s budget because it reduces the costs associated with
hiring new employees. Marschall (2002) reports that 86% of companies intended to
increase spending for online advertising and many companies proposed cutting back on
print advertisement and using that money to beef-up their online recruitment efforts. In
fact, as of the year 2000, more than 90% of Fortune 500 companies were using the Web
to recruit employees (Marschall, 2002). And, the military is following suit.
Organizational Attractiveness
Increasingly, job seekers are utilizing recruiting Web sites to search for jobs,
research organizations, prepare resumes, and submit applications. So, for many job
seekers, an organization’s Web site can attract or repel him or her from proceeding with
these functions. This is known as organizational attractiveness and a company’s identity.
Coyle and Thorson (2001) noted that the Internet has provided potential
employees with a “dynamic experience that unfolds over time, requiring more active
interaction with recruitment material rather than passive receipt of information” (Cober et
al., 2004, p. 624). This dynamic experience is created by the integration of specific
features such as color, images, sound, video, animation, and interactivity. More
importantly than the features, it is the way that a company chooses to incorporate these
factions that makes each recruiting Web site unique. And, it is the uniqueness that
contributes to organizational attractiveness.
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Organizational attractiveness is not the only element playing a role in attracting
potential applicants to a Web site. There are instances when job seekers may have
predispositions to a company; these can be based on the company’s reputation, the
applicant’s familiarity with the company, or one’s historical interactions with the
organization. In the case of predisposition, these elements will influence how an
applicant reacts to one’s initial exposure of an employment Web site. But, even with
preconceived notions, Cober et al. (2004) posit that a job seeker will be exposed to the
company’s “façade” when entering the Web site and will therefore need to “adjust their
initial affective reactions to reflect this interaction with the façade” (p. 630).
Furthermore, Cober et al. state that as an applicant navigates through the employment
site, gaining information about a company, he or she will form a strong opinion and
attitude towards the Web site which may “influence the impressions job seekers form of
an organization, and ultimately, applicant attraction” (p. 633).
Modality
With the expansion of Internet usage, modality becomes an important concept to
consider when designing a site for organizational attractiveness. Modality, typically
thought of as a way of doing something, can be defined (in the fields of communications
and information technology) as, “a path of communication between the human and the
computer” (Kleck, Reese, Behnken & Sundar, 2007, p. 9). In this context, modality
“communicates a message between the computer and the user or multiple users through
the computer” (Kleck et al., 2007, p. 9) and is often referred to as a Web site or home
page. Web sites can encompass multiple modal methods, including text and animation,
as well as videos and pictures. And, in the modern business world, Web sites and virtual,
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online tools have become essential components to image-building strategies. ConnollyAhern and Broadway (2007) ascertain that “Web sites have become important impression
management tools for corporations because they represent a constantly available source
of information for an organization’s publics” (p. 343).
In 1992, Walther introduced the Social Information Processing Theory (SIP)
which furthers the idea of social cues to encompass the time it takes for these cues to be
exchanged. Because the virtual world is instantaneous and high-speed, an organization’s
ability to remove, add or update information results in almost immediate feedback and
meaning interpretation. “With the ability to quickly and constantly update and upgrade
your impression of yourself on your personal Web site…you have more managing power
over your image” (Kleck et al., 2007, p. 5). Impression management is an important
theory to consider when examining recruiting messages on Coast Guard’s Web sites.
Varying modalities in the transmission of communication provides multiple ways
for information seekers to obtain information about a person or organization. Wynn and
Katz (1997) posit that modality “will vary the expressive nature of a person’s home page
and this has the potential to create alternative impressions of an individual interpreted by
different users” (Kleck et al., 2007, p. 10). Tidwell and Walther (2002) postulate that the
more modality a Web page contains, the more information can be given (and received) by
various online communicators. Vazire and Goaling (2004) linked modality directly to
impression management by arguing that “perceptions of one another are altered when
people manipulate the methods and modalities used to represent themselves” (Kleck et
al., 2007, p. 10). Therefore, it stands to reason that a text-only Web site will limit
information transmission, while one enhanced with video, audio and photographic
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modalities may provide a rich and much more significant understanding of the underlying
purpose or meaning. And, when one constructs, monitors and manages impressions, it is
important to consider the source, mode, manner and means in which the impression is
first communicated.
Recruitment Web Sites
Many Web sites are designed and built to attract potential customers, generate
commerce, and obtain a loyal following. According to the PEW Internet Project Data
Memo (2002), the following candidates are the most likely to utilize online sources when
searching for jobs:
• Young Internet users between the ages of 18 and 29
(61%, compared to 42% of those ages 30-49 and 27% of those ages 50-64)
• Men
(50%, compared to 44% of women)
• The unemployed
(51% of the unemployed have Internet access)
• African-Americans and Hispanics
(60% of African-Americans and Hispanics have sought job information)
• Those in sales-related jobs
(55%, 44% of online executives and professionals, 49% of wired clerical
and office workers)
• Those in higher income brackets and with high education levels
(People with household incomes over $75,000)
Types of Recruiting Web Sites
Employment Web sites ultimately serve two functions: (a) recruiting new
applicants and (b) screening those who are interested in posted vacancies. While some
sites do both, Williamson et al. (2003) determined that the recruiting sites were found
more favorable than the screening sites because “individuals perceived recruitingoriented web sites as containing more useful information than screening-oriented web
sites” (p. 259). There are three different types of recruiting Web sites prevalent on the
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Internet. These include (a) dedicated career sites such as www.Monster.com or
www.careerbuilder.com; (b) links from corporate sites; and (c) dedicated recruiting sites
such as www.gocoastguard.com.
Dedicated Career Sites
Dedicated career Web sites are essentially data banks, offering a variety of job
opportunities from a multitude of employers. In addition, many of these Web sites
present much more than job openings. As a strategic way to attract potential employees,
Young and Foot (2006) posit that dedicated career Web sites “present compelling
descriptions of the company, employee benefits, workplace culture, along with other
information which may increase the likelihood that individuals will adopt a positive
image of the organization and perhaps submit an application” (p. 45). People who choose
to use dedicated career Web sites have to follow established “rules” associated with them.
For example, one is required to register and divulge personal information such as name,
address, e-mail and degree status. However, with registration come perks such as posting
an e-resume, applying for jobs, receiving job recommendations or becoming alerted when
a specified job is posted.
Dedicated career sites are strategic in that they highlight an idealized company
and portray an image close to “how an organization sees itself, or at least, how it wants
prospective employees to see it” (Young et al., 2006, p. 46). This is representative of an
important part of external organizational communications as well as useful in impression
management.
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Links from Corporate Sites
Many corporate Web sites offer easy connections to their Human Resources pages
via a direct link on the home page. On the Coast Guard’s home page, for example, there
is a direct link to the Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site (see Figure 2-2).
However, with or without this direct link, corporate sites serve as recruitment
tools. As Stephanie Cook, an Internet recruiting consultant, explains:
A corporate site is the first opportunity to make an impression on a
prospective candidate. The new breed of Web-savvy, generation X job
seekers will scour your site to get an indication not only of your business
and direction, but also your ‘‘vibe’’ and gather some cultural cues (Young
et al., 2006, p. 47).

Figure 2-2: U.S. Coast Guard Home Page, with Job Opportunity Link at Bottom of Page
Company Recruiting Web Sites
Dedicated company recruiting sites have “become a key tool for companies to
generate applicants, often serving as the primary vehicle by which job applicants initially
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gather information about the attributes of organizations, learn about job openings, and
submit employment applications” (Williamson et al., 2003, p. 243). Serving as a key
component which often precedes face-to-face interaction with the company, a recruiting
Web site strives to accomplish three main functions which include:
1. Promoting or selling the company to prospective applicants
2. Evaluating and screening job applicants based on their qualifications
3. Recruiting and/or screening individuals (Williamson et al., p. 244).
With this in mind, corporations must ensure that they are transparent in providing
an accurate picture of the company and the job when presenting it to the public. Images
and representations inherent in a Web site’s messages can represent ‘‘psychological
contracts made to potential employees. If after joining the company, employees believe
these contracts have been violated, employees are more likely to be unsatisfied with the
organization, perform less effectively, or even quit” (Young et al., 2006, pps. 65-66).
This is of consequence in analyzing the Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site because, as
previously mentioned, I have consistently dealt with new recruits who feel that recruiting
images misrepresented the Coast Guard’s true identity, and who are therefore frustrated
with the day-to-day expectations placed on them.
Organizational Culture and the Human Experience
In addition to transparency, an organization’s culture plays an important role in
attracting and retaining potential talent. When a company’s culture, which can include a
company’s vision, missions, internal relations and communication structures, aligns with
an applicant’s nature, goals, values and morals, it is more likely that the job seeker will
find a good fit and become a productive, long-term employee (Young et al., 2006).
Furthermore, by making the organizational culture transparent on a recruiting Web site,
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those applicants who do not feel that they mesh with the organization may be deterred
from submitting a resume, thereby saving a company (and, in the case of the military,
taxpayers) thousands of dollars in recruitment efforts.
However, online recruiting is not a viable substitute for face-to-face interaction –
especially for the job seeker looking to get a feel for a company’s culture and internal
organization. But, with enhanced elements such as audio, video, and hyperlinks, an
online experience can inhabit a personal feel. Dineen et al. (2002) suggested that when
organizations provide the human element, applicants are more apt to process and
understand the information provided. And, Young et al. (2006) state that “When
companies create a warm, personal experience on their career site, they enhance their
presence, and in doing so, help the user to transcend a mediated-communication
interaction and move one step closer to creating a human-to-human experience online”
(p. 54).
Dineen et al. (2002) empirically examined how the level of person-organization
(P-O) match the feedback provided by a Web site’s self-assessment tool. In this
experiment, the self-assessment tool was embedded into a fictitious company’s Web site
and prospective job applicants’ perceptions of the organization and organizational
attraction were measured. Williamson et al. (2003) extended this study and found that
the results showed “a significant positive relationship between the level of P–O feedback
provided by a recruitment web site and individuals’ perceptions of organizational
attractiveness” (p. 243).
Despite the lack of empirical data and research, most can agree that the World
Wide Web is an important channel for communicating with others. Esrock et al. (2000)
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propose that “the Internet has the potential to revolutionize and reform the interaction
between organizations and their publics.” Furthermore, they claim that “Although
observers differ on the potential of the Internet and the World Wide Web, there is
widespread agreement that they have rapidly become important communication media”
(p. 326).
Web site Design
Creating the human experience and integrating the organizational culture is all
part of creative Web site design. “For a recruitment message to be processed by a job
seeker, he/she must be motivated to search through the web site” (Cober et al., 2004, p.
634). Motivation is often spurred by a site’s attractiveness. Young et al. (2006) claim
that Web sites are considered attractive because of their:
1. Organization –navigate through pages to find information (usability)
2. Messages – text and graphics
3. Visuals – aesthetic attributes to attract attention and generate interest
As Young et al. (2006) explain, “Companies produce well-developed pages with
powerful texts, images, and audio/visual presentations, user-friendly interfaces,
customized features, and robust databases and tools” as a means to attract talent (p. 46).
In fact, Dineen et al. (2002) suggest that the effectiveness of employment and recruitment
Web sites are influenced by the type of information on the sites, and the way in which
this information is displayed. Furthermore, they posit, the design of a site has the ability
to shape potential applicants’ perceptions and their fit into a company’s organizational
culture.
Therefore, a well-built Web site can be an effective marketing tool for a company,
and the flashier and more interactive the components, the higher the potential traffic flow.
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However, a designer must ensure that the site’s showiness does not interfere with one’s
ability to easily navigate through a Web site’s pages.
Navigation and Usability
A University of Wisconsin-Stout (2001) study defines usability as “the extent to
which a site can be used by a specified group of users to achieve specified goals with
effectiveness, efficiency, and satisfaction in a specified context of use” (p. 5). In Web
site design and navigation, the concept of usability is an important one because often it
determines if browsers will choose to remain in a site and explore it further or “bounce”
to a more attractive Web site for further surfing.
According to the U.S. Department of Health’s Web site on developing useful Web
sites, the federal government has an obligation to the public to create and maintain userfriendly Web sites because it is “the largest single producer, collector, consumer, and
disseminator of information in the United States.” The Coast Guard, as part of the
Department of Homeland Security, falls under this large umbrella. However, as the U.S.
Department of Health points out, DHS is one of the few governmental factions working
with making cutting-edge technology user-friendly:
Forward-thinking Web managers at many agencies, like the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, General Services
Administration, Social Security Administration, Bureau of Labor
Statistics, U.S. Census Bureau, Department of Homeland Security, and the
Internal Revenue Service, are making sure usability is built into the Web
development lifecycle. It's being incorporated into e-government
initiatives, public-facing Web sites, Web applications, intranets, and handheld devices to ensure they are highly responsive and meet both agency
and user needs (“Your Guide for Developing Usable & Useful Websites”).
Several of the existing studies (Cober et al., 2003; Cober et al., 2004; Dineen et
al., 2002; and Williamson et al., 2003) show that a company’s organizational attraction is
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increased when Web sites are easy to navigate, include useful content, and provide
enough information that an interested candidate can find a fit within the company’s
culture.
With this comes the need for a strong home page which focuses on selling the
company and includes “compelling information about training and development,
corporate culture, and compensation” (Young et al., 2006, p. 47). A well-designed home
page can be likened to the electronic version of a company’s lobby, where the first
impression is made before one actually navigates into the heart of the site (Liu, Arnett,
Capella & Beatty, 1997). As explicated by Esrock and Leichty (2000):
Web experts warn that the first page of a site is an important content
gateway that strongly influences whether or not a visitor will stay and
investigate or leave for another cyberspace destination. Accordingly, firsttime visitors who experience usability or slow load problems sometimes
will fail to return to a site, rendering the medium a virtually useless
communication tool (p. 330).
As a result, usability is associated with the desire to continue to surf a Web site and the
total amount of energy and time expended exploring the company’s messages.
Messages
“Research using traditional recruitment material has demonstrated that
information relating to compensation, culture, and career development opportunities are
robust predictors of organizational attraction” (Cober et al., 2003, p. 159). And, as
previously discussed, these messages are what draws a potential applicant to a company
or, conversely, what makes one realize that one does not fit into the organization’s
structure.
Through their analysis of corporate Web sites, Connolly-Ahern and Broadway
(2007) found several strategies necessary for a Web site’s success.
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These are (a) competence; (b) feedback; (c) scanning; and (d) two-way communications.
Of the four, the opportunity for two-way communications was the most important and
successful Web sites provided some kind of e-mail link for visitors to correspond with the
organization. Furthermore, the two-way paradigm allowed companies to enact scanning
efforts by encouraging applicants to fill out customer profiles and demographic data
collection. Connolly-Ahern et al. (2007) found that nearly 40% of these corporate Web
sites “rewarded visitors who shared information through a personal profile with some
form of enhanced access to the Web site” (p. 345).
It should be noted that, even though corporations are intent on recruiting
applicants from a diverse pool, “only about one-third of the sites…provided information
in a language other than English” (Connolly-Ahern et al., 2007, p. 345). The most
common language used (other than English) was Spanish, which may be a strong
indication of some corporations trying to increase their minority numbers.
Visuals
As previously mentioned, appearance and design of a Web site can be important
influencers on the public’s initial impressions and follow-on attitudes towards both the
Web site and the company it seeks to represent (Cober et al., 2004). A 2002 study on
retail and recruiting Web sites found that “individuals preferred jobs posted on ‘higher
quality’ web pages relative to those posted on ‘lower quality’ web pages” (Cober et al.,
2003, p. 160). Additionally, Dineen et al. (2002) examined public perceptions of
corporate Web sites and determined that many people’s perceptions drastically changed
after they viewed a company’s Web site if the Web site was designed in such a way that it
positively related to applicant’s intentions.
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Lastly, unity is a large contributing factor in creating a positive impression. As
Cober et al. (2004) explain, unity focuses on three core concepts including: (1) repetition;
(2) alignment; and (3) proximity. They posit that repetition occurs when a Web site
repeats visual elements (such as colors, shapes and textures). Alignment deals with the
intentional placement of design elements, leading to a visual flow throughout the site
(instead of an appearance of arbitrarily-placed visual elements) and proximity refers to
how items are grouped both on Web pages as well as throughout the site, in an effort to
control clutter and make sense of content management. Using all three elements in a
Web site creates a sense of harmony and accord, instead of one of chaos and disarray.
Unity creates harmony, which is an attractive element that can encourage a job seeker to
spend more time surfing a Web site.
Research Questions
In considering Coast Guard’s use of online recruiting tools, I chose to focus on
four specific questions which seemed most pertinent to understanding what information
the Coast Guard disseminates to the public:
RQ1: What representation(s) of the Coast Guard is (are) present in the
recruiting Web site?
RQ2: Are the Coast Guard’s traditional themes (such as patriotism, duty,
self-discipline, personal growth, honor, respect and/or devotion to duty)
present on the recruiting Web site? Are any of these themes recurring? If
so, which ones?
RQ3: How does the Web site communicate key messages for the four
niche Officer programs and what are these key messages?
RQ4: What is the relationship of the material on the Web site to the
U.S.’s publicly held image and reputation of the Coast Guard? Do the
representations in the recruiting Web site mirror the Coast Guard’s three
core values and five overarching missions?

39

CHAPTER 3
THEORY AND METHOD
Theoretical Framework
In this section, I review, via sociology and interpersonal communication
literatures, impression management and media representation theories. These constitute
the theoretical framework for the textual analysis of the Coast Guard recruitment Web
site.
Impression Management
“The proverb, ‘Many a man would not recognize his reputation if they met it on
the street,’ reminds us that our knowledge of what other people think about us is at best
partial and indirect” (Bromley, 1993, p. 101). Impression management, with its roots in
psychology and sociology, is based on the idea that a first impression, whether accurate
or not, often becomes reality. This is important because “people form first
impressions…quickly and unconsciously…mak[ing] assumptions about you based on the
initial things you say and do” (Demarais and White, 2004, p. 31). These first
impressions, Demarais et al. claim, are not about self-fulfillment but really about meeting
others’ needs.
Impression management was first explored in depth by Erving Goffman (1959), a
sociologist who examined several classic theories and applied them to everyday life.
Goffman said, “Impression management involves attempts to establish the meaning or
purpose of social interactions, and that it guides our actions, and helps us anticipate what
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to expect from others” (Rosenfeld, Giacalone & Riordan, 1995, p. 4). Furthermore,
Bromley (1993) stated that “we carry out specific acts of impression management to
achieve, maintain, or improve an image that other people have of us” (p. 113). Using
communication and feedback to sell and manage images, these images, coupled with an
organization’s reputation, are often what publics base their decisions on. Organizations
are concerned with image, identity, and appearance and may utilize impression
management as a way to construct a sense of self and sell this self to their publics.
In Goffman’s seminal work, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, he
developed a drama metaphor to explain how individuals and organizations conduct and
portray their public selves. Goffman believed that people are actors, and their main tasks
are to play several different roles to construct social identities (Rosenfeld et al., 1995).
Johansson (2007) posits that “organizations, like individuals, are ‘actors’ engaging in
‘performances’ in various ‘settings’ before ‘audiences’” (p. 278), and claims that
impression management is the way that people manage their created impressions.
Goffman’s work has come under scrutiny, being the “target of criticism for
relying almost exclusively on keen observation and lacking any hard empirical evidence”
(Giacalone & Rosenfeld, 1989, p. 2). Smith (1999), an ardent critic, claimed that
Goffman’s work was fragmented, lightweight and inconsequential, giving it “the
impression of always wanting to race onto the next issue or topic rather than consolidate
what he had achieved” (Johansson, 2007, p. 276). Nevertheless, researchers such as
Jones (1964) and the duo of Schlenker (1980) and Tedeschi (1981) expounded on
Goffman’s work and created several viable and utilitarian definitions of impression
management.
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Goffman originally posited that an integral part of impression management
focuses on communication and feedback. Further research modified this definition,
although both communication and feedback remain important components. Basing their
definition on Schlenker’s earlier work (1975, 1980, 1992), Rosenfeld et al. (1995) state
that impression management is “the regulation of ‘information about some object or
event, including the self’” (p. 7). Johansson (2007) furthers this idea by claiming that
impression management is often divided into two parts: those that are “easy for the
individual to manipulate at will” such as verbal communications and those that are “more
unconscious and difficult to control” such as non-verbal communications (p. 278). Talor
(2007) states that impression management is often utilized because people or
corporations “want to appear competent, likable, and at times even intimidating or
incapable” (p. 1) and posits that it can become an important tool during times of crisis
because “a damaged reputation can sometimes be repaired by reputation management and
public relations efforts” (Bromley, 1993, p. 105).
In fact, impression management, commonly referred to by public relations
practitioners as reputation management, has so far only been studied as it relates to
organizational crises (Johansson, 2007). It should be noted that Bromley (1993) makes
the distinction between impression management and reputation management. While they
interact with one another, Bromley states, “Impression management is immediate and
tactical, reputation management is pre-planned and strategic” (p. 110). Furthermore,
Bromley postulates, “Impression management on one occasion and with one audience
may be carried on in the wider, long-term interests of reputation management” (p. 110,
original emphasis), explaining that the impression individuals and organizations wish to
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convey to key publics is often one’s self-concept or image. This, Bromley claims, is the
strategic and long-term aspect of reputation management.
In 1994, Allen and Caillouet developed a typology of impression management
strategies for use by an organization in crises. With this typology, the pair concluded that
“strategies similar to those used by individuals emerged in the organization’s external
discourse as employees drew upon their own repertoire of communication strategies”
(Johansson, 2007, p.278). In addition, Allen et al. (1994) argue the importance of
studying the multitude of complex messages in the public sphere because these messages
shape an organization’s legitimacy and public perception (Johansson, 2007). Modern
thought extends impression management beyond the crisis mode and stresses that people
actively carry out impression management in ways which help them achieve their
objectives and goals as individuals and as part of organizations (Rosenfeld et al., 1995).
This current perspective also suggests that organizations are more apt to manage
impressions which market them in positive and desirable ways. Marketing can be done
via face-to-face interactions, written correspondence or Internet-based modalities.
However, even if a person or organization remains unchanged, its reputation can
change due to interest groups or changes in the composition of relevant publics.
“Reputations, whether at the individual, organizational (corporate) or national level,
reflect the effects of competition in their particular field” (Bromley, 1993, p.162). While
competition may seem inconsequential to this study, the Coast Guard does have four
other military organizations ( and the civilian sector) it competes against in attracting
potential recruits. In this competitive marketplace then, the Coast Guard’s aim for
recruitment has to be to “establish a consumer habit that makes it difficult for competing
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products or services to catch the attention and hold the interest of consumers” (Bromley,
1993, p. 168). One way to do this is through the use of multiple modalities, including
traditional methods and online recruiting tools.
Impression Motivation, Construction, and Monitoring
Leary and Kowalski (1990) proposed a two-component model (Figure 3-1) which
attempts to explain why and when people engage in impression management:
[W]hat has been called impression management involves two discrete
processes... The first process involves what we call impression motivation,
the second impression construction (p. 35, original emphasis).
The model, based in self-reflection, assists in the understanding of how individuals and
organizations may manage perceived impressions. Perception is an important
consideration because, as Bromley (1993) points out, “[W]e may know little of what
other people think of us, not only those with whom we have no direct face-to-face contact
but also those with whom we interact frequently” (p. 105). The two components are
comprised of impression motivation and impression construction. Impression motivation
is driven by the need for people or organizations to ensure that their public persona is
intact and incorporates the goals, values, and understanding of the current and sometimes
desired image of one’s self (Kleck et al., 2007). “Under certain circumstances…people
become motivated to control how others see them. This impression motivation process is
associated with the desire to create particular impressions in others' minds, but may or
may not manifest itself in overt impression-relevant actions” (Leary et al., 1990, p. 36).
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Figure 3-1: Two-component Model (Leary et al., 1990)
Once motivated to create certain impressions, people may alter their behaviors to
affect others' impressions of them, which is the basis of impression construction. This
part of the model centers around a person’s (or in this case an organization’s) selfconcept, target images and perceived images. Impression construction “involves not only
choosing the kind of impression to create, but deciding precisely how they will go about
doing so” (Leary et al., 1990, p. 36). The concept of power plays an important role in
this decision. Leary et al. (1990) stated that the amount of power an actor needs to
engage in impression management - specifically impression construction - depends on
five factors: (a) self-concept; (b) desired/undesired identity image; (c) role constraints;
(d) a target’s values; and (e) current or potential social images. These factors correlate
with one’s ability to maximize desired outcomes (or avoid undesired outcomes), enhance
one’s self-esteem and create an identity (Pratt, 1996). Therefore, the logical conclusion
can be made that when an organization is interested in exploring these five factors,
motivation to engage in impression management is high. Conversely, when it is not
necessary to fulfill these goals, or the goals have already been fulfilled, motivation to
monitor impressions is low.
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Impression management involves the degree of discrepancy between the
image one would like others to hold of oneself and the image one believes
others already hold. People have latitude of images that they regard as
acceptable to project. When they believe that the impressions others have of
them fall outside this latitude, they become motivated to actively manage their
impressions (Leary et al., 1990, p. 39).
Motives
Following Goffman’s (1959) seminal work, further research regarding impression
management has been completed. All of the modern research points to the idea that all
entities (whether individual or organizational) seek to manage and publically present
some form of identity. “In managing reputation, one needs to define the target audiences
(publics) because it is usually necessary to cultivate different reputations in different
groups, and to use appropriate methods in each” (Bromley, 1993, p. 105). In this
capacity, it seems that modern impression management research encompasses four main
bodies of thought. (These are sometimes referred to collectively as the self-preservation
theory.) The first body of thought explores how particular behavior is affected by
people’s concerns with others’ impressions; the second investigates underlying factors of
impression management behaviors; the third deals with factors that affect the types of
impressions people and companies try to portray; and the final group examines the
emotional and behavioral consequences that occur as a result of people worrying about
their perceived impressions (Leary, 1995, p. 14).
Sallot (2002) notes that preceding research (Tedeschi & Riordan, 1981; Beck,
1990) identifies four levels of impression management motives: (a) altruistic (behaviors
intended to benefit others without any known return or benefit); (b) prosocial (intended to
benefit others as well as the company); (c) selfish (benefits primarily the organization
without much consideration to the publics); and (d) no motive identified.
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Politics also helps explain why organizations employ impression management
when reaching out to salient publics. “The need to deal with different publics can bring
problems” (Bromley, 1993, p. 121) and organizations need to be aware that there may be
the need to cultivate different reputations when working with different publics.
Organizational politics can be defined as:
[A] social influence process in which behavior is strategically designed to
maximize short-term or long-term self-interest, which is either consistent
with or at the expense of others’ interests (where self-interest
maximization refers to the attainment of positive outcomes and the
prevention of negative outcomes) (Ferris, Gail & Fandt, 1989, p. 145).
An organization’s existing reputation can affect policy-making – especially if the
particular policy is thought to benefit or harm an existing reputation. In the Coast Guard,
recruitment numbers can be influenced by proper or improper policy and impression
management techniques – especially in the virtual world because organizational politics
drives the content, material and design of all of the Coast Guard’s Web sites.
Impression monitoring assists organizations in maintaining current and authentic
perceptions because they are continually monitoring the public’s reactions to visual and
textual cues. When one considers the multiple awards, threats and rewards available to
organizations, it only makes sense that an organization may find it advantageous to
manage the impressions that others (salient publics) form (Ferris et al., 1989). In addition
to these reasons, failure and embarrassment may increase motivation for organizations to
engage in impression monitoring:
On one hand, people who have failed or been embarrassed will seek to
repair their damaged images in others' eyes. They may do this, for
example, by stressing their positive attributes (Baumeister & Jones, 1978;
Schneider, 1969), doing favors for others (Apsler, 1975), associating
themselves with other successful people (Cialdini & Richardson, 1980), or
making self-serving attributions for their failure (Baumgardner, Lake, &
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Arkin, 1985; Frey, 1978; Weary & Arkin, 1981). People facing a possible
threat to their social image may even engage in such behaviors
preemptively—before actually failing—as a precaution (Greenberg,
Pyszczynski, & Paisley, 1984; Leary, Barnes, & Griebel, 1986) (Leary et
al., 1990, p. 39).
Several studies (Baumeister et al., 1978; Baumgardner et al., 1985; Cialdini et al.,
1980; Frey, 1978; Leary & Schlenker, 1980; Schlenker, 1975; Schneider, 1969) have
shown that people and organizations were led to believe their public images were
tarnished (or negatively perceived) when, in reality, many of these cases hinged on false
impressions. Bromley (1993) states that “if a person or organization is unaware of their
public image, then such failures are more likely; hence the need for individuals to
monitor their reputation(s), and for large organizations to maintain a public relations
facility” (p. 24).
Schlenker’s (1980) research, which assumes that people are motivated to use
impression management as a way to control how others see them - especially in the
public limelight - considers these ideas as well. After constructing an impression, image
and/or reputation, the careful and consistent monitoring of them is vital. As Bromley
(1993) points out, “Unsuccessful impression management does not merely fail to create
the intended impression, it can have the opposite effect” (p. 106). For example, if an
organization appears to be friendly when it typically is standoffish, publics may view this
as ingratiation. And, when a company’s reputation does not convey a spirit of
assertiveness or strength, sudden behavior in this vein may be publically viewed as a sign
of weakness (Bromley, 1993).
When considering impressions and the management of them, Leary et al. (1990)
believe there are five situational factors to consider:
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1) Is the communication public or private? In the case of Coast Guard’s
recruiting Web sites, the communication is public.
2) Is there a dependency on the target for valued outcomes? It can be
argued that there is dependency, in that the Coast Guard relies heavily on
online recruiting methods to garner new members.
3) Is there an anticipation of future contact? It is assumed that people
who are interested in pursuing a career in the Coast Guard will repeatedly
visit the Coast Guard’s recruiting Web sites for information and research
purposes.
4) Is there a strong goal value in place? This question will be explored
through the context of this study and revisited in Chapter Five.
5) Is the discrepancy between the desired image and the believed image (if
there is one) beyond the limits of acceptability? Again, this question will
be considered through the study and revisited in Chapter Five.
The Relevance of Impression Management
When considering impression management, one of the significant underlying
questions is why a person or organization would want to engage in impression
management. “In most instances,” Leary (1995) states, “they do so because they believe,
rightly or wrongly, that important outcomes are riding on the impressions they make on
others” (p. 40). Rosenfeld et al. (1995) agree, concluding that the incorporation of
impression management in modern organizations is vital because it has to be understood
in order to fully understand organizational life.
Communications and visual imagery play a key role in establishing and managing
an organization’s image and identity. Impression management offers a way for
companies to seek feedback from others to better manage these identities and maintain
impressions that are congruent with the perceptions conveyed to salient audiences
(Goffman, 1959). Salient audiences can be found both internally and externally, as
impression management is as much an internal function as it is an external one.
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“Impression management is…an interesting phenomena in communication
between managers and organizational members” (Johansson, 2007, p. 278) and allows for
an understanding of how an organization’s identity is created and the composition of the
significant actors. Impression management is a “goal-directed activity of controlling
information about a person, object, entity, idea or event” in an attempt to “increase the
chances that they will be able to fulfill their financial and societal goals, secure
cooperation or support from others, vie effectively with or discourage competitors, and
avoid the consequences of negative actions” (Connolly-Ahern et al., 2007, p. 1).
Ingratiation and Self-Presentation
People and organizations value their reputations and have to be aware of potential
risks which may harm this reputation. Therefore, they put a great deal of effort into
monitoring the public opinion. This means that businesses may believe (or pretend to
believe) and act (or pretend to act) in ways which will garner public support (Bromley,
1993). The basic premise of impression management is aiming behavior at influencing
the perceptions of others (Ralston & Elsass, 1989). And, when publics know an
organization is intentionally engaging in impression management, the observer is likely
to view the company (actor) as “self-interested, manipulative, and deceitful, and to
distrust the actor, even when the actor’s goals are beneficial to society” (Sallot, 2002, p.
152).
Jones (1964) termed this behavior “ingratiation” and defined it as being a “class
of strategic behaviors illicitly designed to influence a particular other…concerning the
attractiveness of one’s personal qualities” (p. 11). In this definition, the use of the word
“illicitly” denotes behavior which does not fall into standard and acceptable societal
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norms. While some organizations may purposefully engage in ingratiation strategies to
intentionally and purposefully generate an unsubstantiated, positive reputation,
impression management is not intrinsically deceptive (Sallot, 2002). Yet, despite its
negative connotation, ingratiation, with its three main tactics: (a) other enhancement
(flattery in its most common form); (b) opinion conformity (matching values and beliefs
to mirror the salient publics); and (c) self-presentation (Jones, 1964; Ralston et al., 1989),
is an important part of impression management. While other enhancement and opinion
conformity are important, self-presentation is the most often referred to in the literature.
Self-presentation is behavior conducted by an organization which the publics will
most likely find appealing. Self-presentation can focus on both public and private
identities and is designed to “either secure rewards from others or avoid punishing
consequences controlled by them” (Stone, 1989, p. 191). Cialdini and Richardson (1980)
explored the idea of self-presentation in relation to the public-self and drew a definite
distinction between indirect and direct self-presentation tactics. Cialdini et al. (1980)
assert that direct tactics refer to ways in which people and organizations present
information about one’s own traits, accomplishments and abilities, while indirect tactics
can enhance or protect an image by managing information associated with the person or
organization. Cialdini et al.’s indirect tactics studies can be tied to the phrase, “basking
in the reflected glory” of another’s accomplishments. Through mere association, people
may find it easy to manage positive public impressions by simply hanging onto the
coattails of another’s accomplishments and tying their personal reputation into the
accomplished person’s likability and ability.
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Leary et al.’s (1990) research detailed a number of factors that impact the
relevance of impression management and highlighted three functions of self-presentation:
(1) to define the individual’s place in social order; (2) to set the tone or direction of an
interaction; and (3) to facilitate the performance of role-governed behavior (Pratt, 1996).
Additionally, because behaviors can be interpreted in multiple ways, depending on the
receiving audience, individuals and companies “run the risk of conveying images other
than those they wanted to make” (Leary,1995, p. 11). Publics and salient audiences are
most concerned with an organization’s ability and likability and seek to avoid negative
attributes such as an organization’s lack of ability and disproval (Arkin & Shepperd,
1989). Part of this may result from beliefs, which are often unspoken but highly
considered when interpreting meaning (Bromley, 1993). The resulting perception is
completely dependent upon the receiver or groups of receivers (publics). A receiving
public may be sincere and believe the impression or be cynical and create a negative
association of the impression. This is precisely why communication and culture must be
considered as two mutually exclusive (yet intertwined) factors when considering how
impression management affects the transmitted and received messages.
Consistency
Consistency is an important consideration when we speak of impression
management. Piggybacking on work by Goffman (1959), Leary (1995) states that
consistency, a general self-presentation norm, dictates that “people should behave
consistently with their beliefs and attitudes, as well as show a reasonable degree of
consistency in how they behave across different situations” (p. 71). This includes
consistency in what people say and do and consistency within cultural norms. People or
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organizations which are not or do not appear to be consistent are “viewed as weak,
unreliable, hypocritical, deluded, or even mentally unstable” (Leary, 1995, p. 72).
Additionally, Demarais et al. (2004) found that people and organizations which disclose
more information, and are transparent, are liked more than those who share less.
As previously stated, negative impressions are easier to make and much harder to
expel than positive ones. Schlenker (1980) refers to this phenomenon as selfpreservation predicaments, and sees these as “situations in which events have undesirable
implications for the images people have claimed or desire to claim” (Leary, 1995, p.
118). Arguably, some of the gravest predicaments are concealment and lack of
consistency, which is why it is imperative that the Coast Guard be fully transparent and
consistent in its recruiting messages.
Even with these considerations, the concern remains that audiences may be
largely dependent upon others to explain or explicate issues that they are largely
unfamiliar with. Fortunato (2005) discusses the concept of selection at length and
indicates, “Selection and framing are important because of the potential influence on how
the issue might be perceived by the audience…” (p. 53). If the receiving audience is
unfamiliar with a topic, the framework must be relied upon to make the topic or message
more salient and understandable. In this case, the Coast Guard has the ability to mitigate
recruiting messages and, through impression management and representation, portray
solid, positive, and consistent messages to potential employees.
Theories of Representation
While a large and integral part of impression management focuses on
communication and feedback (Goffman, 1959), communication relies on shared meaning.

53

Representation, as a concept, focuses on how language, discourse and symbology
construct meaning and connects this meaning to culture (Hall, 1997b). However, this can
be tricky because there are multiple ways to interpret language, discourse and symbology.
Meaning comes from the symbology (words) used and is largely dependent upon various
lenses, including one’s culture, education and background. Symbols of a language (often
letters or words) take the place of and simultaneously stand for ideas, concepts, and
implied meanings (Hall, 1997b). The concept of representational structure is rooted in
writing and language, focusing primarily on alphabets (Hjelmquist 1990). “What is
preserved over a long time is usually called ‘meaning,’ ‘gist,’ ‘content,’ etc., and this is
what…became codified in alphabetical writing” (p. 315). Humans use language and
alphabetical writing, which is a grouping of signs and symbols, to “represent our
concepts, ideas and feelings in such a way as to enable others to ‘read,’ decode or
interpret their meaning in roughly the same way that we do” (Hall, 1997a, p. 5).
Representation theories can be organized in three groups:
1. reflective (does language represent a meaning which is already present?)
2. intentional (does language express what the speaker or writer wants to say?)
3. constructionist (is meaning constructed through language?) (Hall, 1997a).
Regardless of the view one subscribes to, meaning is formed by understanding the
relationship between things, concepts and signs. According to Hall, meaning is
dependent upon how people, objects, concepts and events are conceptualized and
represented as images formed in our individual thoughts. Furthermore, thoughts are
categorized into a “system of representation,” where individual concepts are organized,
arranged and clustered in an attempt to create complex relationships between them (Hall,
1997b, p. 17).
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The constructionist approach specifically focuses on the public and social
meaning of language. With these theories, “things don’t mean: we construct meaning,
using representational systems – concepts and signs” (Hall, 1997b, p. 25). Hall argues
that constructionists believe that the language system used is what conveys meaning via
representation of our mental concepts. “[S]ocial actors…use conceptual systems of their
culture and the linguistic and other representational systems to construct meaning, to
make the world meaningful and to communicate about that world meaningfully to others”
(Hall, 1997b, p. 25).
The connection between meaning and verbal / nonverbal language has been
studied for a long period of time. In the early 1970’s, researchers examined memorybased linguistics, where questions arose regarding written languages. The research
suggests that in “traditional illiterate cultures, linguistic communication was about
content, not form” (Hjelmquist, p. 316), making a structured language unnecessary.
However, Hall (1997b) asserts that the “relation between ‘things’, concepts and signs lies
at the heart of the production of meaning in languages” (p. 19). Furthermore, meaning
does not stem from the object or person or thing, nor is it in the word. “Meaning is
constructed by the system of representation” (Hall, 1997b, p. 21, original emphasis).
One might wonder why complex languages exist and contemplate which complex
language to use to decipher a particular meaning. “Visual signs and images, even when
they bear a close resemblance to the things to which they refer, are still signs: they carry
meaning and thus have to be interpreted” (Hall, 1997b, p. 19). Interpretation comes via
codes. The code reflects culture and sets up a correlation between a conceptual system
and a language system (Hall, 1997a). These codes help define cultures and tell us which
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language to use to convey the meaning behind an idea. “One way of thinking about
‘culture’…is in terms of these shared conceptual maps, shared language systems and the
codes which govern the relationships of translation between them” (Hall, 1997b, p. 21,
original emphasis). Therefore, the ways in which ideas are worded and decoded impacts
how meaning is conceptualized through cultural interpretation.
Hjelmquist (1990) suggests that “different wording actually does matter for
meaning in the sense that it can give rise to different conceptualizations in the short run,
but that somehow these conceptualizations rapidly change and converge in some more
basic representation of the meaning” (p. 317). And, Nuyts (1990) reiterates this by going
back to traditional Saussurean definitions by claiming that “language is a system of forms
and meanings which are conventionally linked together” in which formal symbols – or
words – are used by humans to communicate and transmit information to other humans
(p. 273). This information can be used to transmit ideas lurking behind relatively
complex concepts. “People have concepts of whatever is a discrete phenomenon to them,
while in reality these phenomena can be complex, composed of more fundamental
elements” (Nuyts, p. 279). Two examples are patriotism and freedom.
The problem, however, is that, according to Culioli (1995), text and written
language does not specify the nature of the relationship or mental image, leaving much
open for interpretation. As a result, a metalinguistic system of representation is
established, which connects textual symbols to representative meaning (Liddle, 1995).
However, “it is a historical fact that there has never been any linguistics where the
problem of representation has not arisen” (Liddle, 1995, p. 298), and not every concept
has a representation. As Culioli points out, “linguistics works on regularities, studying
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problems that are not only syntactic, but also dealing with partly fleeting phenomena –
either because they are subjective or for reasons of dialect, etc.” (Liddle, 1995, p. 310).
This makes any interpretation of text a subjective process.
Mead (1909) posits that there are generalized meanings of words, thus allowing
individuals to have access to the social process as a whole. Furthermore, the generalized
reality we convey with written and oral language exists because of language (Gramont,
1990). Hall (1997b) agreed, stating that representation does use language in that it:
[I]s the production of meaning of the concepts in our minds through language.
It is the link between concepts and language which enables us to refer to either
the ‘real’ world of objects, people or events, or indeed to imaginary worlds of
fictional objects, people and events (p. 17).
Culture
Culture is complex. In Raymond Williams’ words, it is “a particular way of life,
whether of a people, a period, [or] a group” (1976, p. 90) which has led scholars to
explore the ways in which people construct and live life according to societal boundaries,
expectations, and notions. In this sense, culture is about shared meanings:
To say that two people belong to the same culture is to say that they
interpret the world in roughly the same ways and can express themselves,
their thoughts and feelings about the world, in ways which will be
understood by each other. Thus culture depends on its participants
interpreting meaningfully what is happening around them, and ‘making
sense’ of the world, in broadly similar ways (Hall, 1997, p. 2).
And these meanings are in constant redefinition and negotiation. Hence, culture is also
the arena where struggle over meanings occur.
Understanding Culture through the Circuit of Culture
In 1997, du Gay, Hall, Janes, Mackay and Negus developed The Circuit of
Culture (Figure 3-1) to analyze cultural products. In this model, meaning is produced
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and negotiated in each of its key components, namely (a) representation; (b) identity; (c)
production; (d) consumption; and (e) regulation. Furthermore, every component exerts
influence on the others. While du Gay et al. argue that one must “go the whole way
around [the circuit] before your [cultural] study is complete” (p. 4), extracting meaning
from the Coast Guard culture, disseminated in the form of recruiting messages, focuses
on understanding the representation element.

Figure 3-2: The Circuit of Culture (du Gay et al., 1997)
Representation: Meaning and Identity
Stuart Hall (1975, 1997a, b) states that meanings are social constructions which
emerge through language. Because objects and ideas do not organically or inherently
hold specific meanings, language must be considered as a way to comprehend the
representations, images, and messages lurking below the surface.
Representation considers how meanings are constructed through oral and written
language (du Gay et al., 1997, p. 60). However, because meanings are subject to one’s
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environment, background, education, understanding, and interpretation of reality,
meanings are constantly in flux. As Hall explains, “Meaning depends on the relationship
between things in the world—people, objects, and events, real or fictional—and the
conceptual system, which can operate as mental representations of them” (1997b, p. 18,
original emphasis).
Putnam (1988) underscores the constructive aspects of language. Words do not
have fixed references and most change over time. For example, 200 years ago the word
plant may have referred to a green organism. However, the concepts of chlorophyll and
the plant’s dioxydeoxygen cycle did not exist 200 years ago. So, the modern reader
would be bringing a level of interpretation that the writer did not intend (Gramont, 1990).
Additionally, words are often associated with meaning that readers are not familiar with.
For example, the whole meaning of the word gold (including the scientific notations and
the ways to test for it) may be only known to a group of experts. However, the common
person might only think of a precious yellow or white metal (Gramont, 1990).
Nevertheless, language is in place to refer to things which are out there by describing and
defining these things. But, the definitions and interpretation of meaning “depend entirely
upon how the words are used in a sentence, not on the things per se” (Gramont, 1990, p.
57). This means that we, as humans, are entirely dependent upon interpreting a
coordinate system of terms to find meaning, information and understanding. Language
permits us to communicate ready-made generalizations about what we do.
Representations, as revealed through language and graphics, assist with creating a
culture’s identity. This identity can be influenced by the way an organization chooses to
communicate with its publics via graphics, visual materials and verbal messages, and
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examines how publics interpret the meanings encoded in these graphics, visual materials
and verbal messages. Much like culture, it can be argued that identity is also unstable, in
that it is ever-changing and morphing. Yet, identity can be temporarily stabilized by
social practice, including a culture’s viewing, interpreting, and using an organization’s
messages and modes thereof to make sense of themselves and figure out where they fit
into the bigger picture.
Analyzing representations can be difficult because of the slippery nature of
meaning. Nevertheless:
Representation can only be properly analysed in relation to the actual
concrete forms which meaning assumes, in the concrete practices of
signifying, ‘reading,’ and interpellation; and these require analysis of the
actual signs, symbols, figures, images, narratives, words, and sound—the
material forms—in which symbolic meaning is circulated. (Hall, 1997a, p.
9)
Bearing this in mind, I chose to use textual analysis as a method of examining the Coast
Guard culture and organization, as represented in its recruiting Web site.
Methodology
As Meech (2006) explained, the inclusion of visual images as part of corporate
identity is an important consideration. However, the primary focus of this analysis
focused on the Coast Guard’s main recruiting Web site’s textual representations. (Some
of the Web site visuals were considered in the analysis because they enhanced the
understanding of underlying messages and implications.) The second major part of the
analysis involved examining the strategic placement of language, which created a specific
tone for each page while furthering the overall understanding of the Coast Guard
organization.
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To answer the four research questions posed, I chose a qualitative methodology.
Qualitative methods allow naturalistic inquiry into meanings and representation. There
are a number of distinct differences between quantitative and qualitative approaches to
research. Quantitative researchers assume an objective reality “out there” to be studied.
Qualitative researches believe that realities are multiple, subjective and socially
constructed. A quantitative researcher uses an experimental setting to test a “few
variables and many cases,” where, conversely, qualitative research relies on a “few cases
and many variables” (Creswell, 1998, pps. 15-16). In other words, quantitative research
simplifies reality for study purposes, while qualitative research examines its object of
study within its full complexity. Because the qualitative researcher is the instrument, it is
important for him/her to reflect on the research process. “The validity of an interpretation
depends on a more universal confidence in the scholar’s expertise and sensitivity, his or
her legitimacy and authority, or perhaps an appreciation of the interpretation as original
and stimulating” (Jensen, 1991, pps. 31-32).
Textual Analysis
The purpose of this study was to understand how meaning is created through text
and, in its interpretation, unearth the representations, images and identities disseminated
by the Coast Guard’s recruiting messages. Textual analysis was chosen for the primary
analysis tool as it allowed me to examine the text and analyze the rhetorical context of
features inherent to words and phrases. Going beneath the denotative, surface meanings,
textual analysis provided me a way to examine text for connotative features and use the
information gleaned to construct additional meaning. “[Textual analysis] seeks to
understand the ways in which these forms of representation take place, the assumptions
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behind them and the kinds of sense-making about the world that they reveal” (McKee,
2003, p. 17).
McKee (2003) states that “Texts are the material traces that are left of the practice
of sense-making--the only empirical evidence we have of how other people make sense
of the world” (p. 15). Analyzing these texts is interpretive in nature because it has to
consider the author’s intent before even beginning to reflect on the meanings and
representations the written text may or may not contain.
In this study, the object of analysis was a portion of the Coast Guard’s recruiting
Web site. The Web site’s obvious intention is to recruit viable candidates for Coast
Guard positions. However, the purpose of this study is to determine if the Web site goes
deeper than that by uncovering underlying notions which may or may not have been
intentional in the Web site’s implementation. To discover such an occurrence is not
uncommon because, as Dodds explains, “The text analyst’s position is somewhat
different in that his task is to describe and assess what is readily observable in the text
whether or not such data fits in with what we know about the author’s intention” (1985,
p. 23).
An author’s intention for Web site construction is different from one’s intention in
literature in that Web site construction must consider fundamental characteristics of the
World Wide Web, including hypertextuality. In an online discourse about the creation of
employment-based Web sites, Marschall (2002) points out:
[C]ritical textual analysis of linear texts (e.g. literary works and cinema)
presuppose that their intertextual meanings are often hidden, buried in the
texts through stylistic and narrative techniques, and need to be unearthed
by the expert cultural analyst…In contrast, given the centrality of
hypertextual links in Web pages, the ideologies of their manufacturers are
expressed in a more overt fashion through their conscious choice of which
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outside pages to link to their productions. The intentionality of the
constructors of Web pages thus becomes more transparent in a
hypertextual environment. In addition, the multimedia capabilities of the
technology enables Web page constructors to integrate sounds, real-time
‘chats,’ visual images and video into their productions, offering a powerful
platform to convey mythical concepts and enhance the sense of
involvement and community-building among users.
After intention is uncovered, the “logical starting point for analyzing texts is to consider
the meaning of the text. All texts are about something (i.e., they have content)” (Huckin,
2004, p. 13).
Content Analysis vs. Textual Analysis
Quite often, content analysis and textual analysis are confused, with many using
these terms interchangeably. However, they are two distinct research methods, with one
strictly qualitative in approach and the other a variation of qualitative and quantitative
methods. It would be an egregious error to make the assumption that content analysis is
entirely a quantitative or entirely a qualitative process. In fact, it can be either, depending
on the nature of the research and the design of the project. Berelson (1952), one of the
forerunners in content analysis explication, defined content analysis as “a research
technique for the objective, systematic, and quantitative description of the manifest
content of communication” (p. 18). Huckin (2004) deepened Berelson’s explanation by
positing that content analysis is “the identifying, quantifying, and analyzing of specific
words, phrases, concepts, or other observable semantic data in a text or body of texts with
the aim of uncovering some underlying thematic or rhetorical pattern running through
these texts” (p. 14). Although primarily used as a quantitative tool, content analysis can
take a qualitative approach and focus on “both explicit and implicit concepts, and
empowers the researcher to use his or her judgment in determining, on a case by case
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basis, whether a particular linguistic token references a particular concept in the given
context” (p. 15).
A huge distinction between content analysis and textual analysis is that content
analysis seeks to uncover patterns evident in the discernible content, where the qualitative
method of textual analysis explores the latent meaning of the text. Furthermore, content
analysis, even the qualitative kind, starts from a pre-set list of themes. It’s deductive.
Textual analysis is totally inductive. Hall (1975) posits that, “Literary-critical, linguistic
and stylistic methods of analysis are…more useful in penetrating the latent meanings of a
text” because methods such as textual analysis “preserve[s] something of the complexity
of the language and connotation which has to be sacrificed in content analysis in order to
achieve high validation” (Hall, 1975, p. 15). In the search for intention, representation
and meaning from the Coast Guard culture, textual analysis “point[s], in detail, to the text
on which interpretation of latent meaning is based; they indicate more briefly the fuller
supporting or contextual evidence which lies in hand” (Hall, 1975, p. 15).
Another primary difference between content analysis and textual analysis lies in
the object of analysis. Textual analysis “recognizes a fundamental assumption: that
meaning is a social production…the object of analysis is not the meanings of the text, but
rather the construction of those meanings through the text; more concretely the text
itself” (Acosta-Alzuru and Roushanzamir, 2000, p. 315).
In line with this argument, Hall pointed out that there are no true meanings to
any text, thereby making textual analysis an interpretive, objective process:
Since there is no law which can guarantee that things will have 'one, true
meaning', or that meanings won't change over time, work in this area is
bound to be interpretative--a debate between, not who is 'right' and who is
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'wrong', but between equally plausible, though sometimes competing and
contested, meanings an interpretations.
One soon discovers that meaning is not straightforward or transparent, and
does not survive intact the passage through representation. It is a slippery
customer, changing and shifting with context, usage and historical
circumstances. It is therefore never finally fixed (1997a, p. 9).
Procedure
In this study, I followed Stuart Hall’s technique for textual analysis, as outlined in
his introduction to Paper Voices (1975). The procedure was as follows:
1. A preliminary run-through, also referred to as a “soak.”
Beginning with an initial scan of the entire Web site and its text, I
embarked on the textual analysis with an overall idea of the site’s layout
and design in mind. Hall (1975) posits that an initial soak allows the
researcher to “select representative examples which can be more
intensively analysed” (p. 15).
2. A closer reading of the text.
(At this point, graphical representations were also considered.) With this
closer reading, themes and patterns of textual placement started to emerge.
Hall (1975) believes this occurs because the “analyst learns to ‘hear’ the
same underlying appeals, the same ‘notes’, being sounded again in
different passages and contexts. These recurring patterns are taken as
pointers to latent meanings from which inferences as to the source can be
drawn…Position, placing, treatment, tone, stylistic intensification, striking
imagery, etc., are all ways of registering emphasis” (p. 15).
3. Interpretation of the text (and graphics).
Considering the themes and patterns noted in step two, a final examination
of the text allowed me to reflect on and explicate the constructed meanings
and representation of those meanings.
Sample Selection
In selection of the analysis sample, my primary decision-making strategy
stemmed from an in-depth conversation conducted with Mauro Cooper, the director of
Coast Guard Recruiting in Washington D.C. This conversation identified the use of
recruit surveys, as well as Google Analytics, to track recruiting efforts. In fact, the
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conversation pinpointed three specific areas of importance to the Coast Guard when
considering recruiting messages:
1. Niche Officer Programs – including (a) the College Student PreCommissioning Initiative (CSPI); (b) Officer Candidate School (OCS); (c)
Maritime Academy Graduate; and (d) the Blue 21 Guaranteed Flight Initiative
2. Growing Diversity within the Coast Guard organization
3. The Coast Guard’s Recruiting Web site – which is considered the
organization’s primary recruiting tool
With this in mind, I examined data gathered from 13,733 surveys and found that
approximately 90% of newly enlisted active duty respondents reported using the Coast
Guard’s recruiting Web site to find initial and additional information about the
organization prior to joining. However, the surveys did not report any information for
newly recruited officer candidates. But, the Coast Guard’s main officer recruiting Web
site (“Find Your Fit - Officer”) contains ample information about the four niche officer
programs and was therefore used as the vehicle to further explore messages regarding the
officer component.
Taking into account all of these factors, I chose to focus solely on the Coast
Guard’s recruiting Web site as the primary focus for this study. Given academic time
constraints, it would have been unreasonable to examine the entire Web site, so I chose to
narrow the sample by considering Google Analytics, which has actively tracked the
public’s usage and viewing of specific pages within the Web site.
Google Analytics
Google Analytics is an online, Web site tracking tool which allows an
organization to trace a Web site’s usage metrics, including detailed visitor statistics.
According to the Search Engine Optimization online glossary, Google Analytics “can be
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used to track all the usual site activities: visits, page views, pages per visit, bounce rates
and average time on site etc.” (“Google Analytics”).
Examining data from January 1, 2008 through June 10, 2008, the Google
Analytics report showed 777,506 visits to the site’s home page, with an average 4,793
visits per day (Figure 3-3).

Figure 3-3: Google Analytics Dashboard, January 1, 2008 – June 10, 2008
The timeframe of January 1, 2008 through June 10, 2008, was selected for
numerous reasons. This study commenced on June 11, 2008, which made June 10, 2008
a viable ending date for gathering data in Google Analytics. January 1, 2008 was chosen
as the jumping-off point because it was the beginning of the 2008 year and, considering
New Year resolutions and a typical time for life-changes, a sensible point to begin the
data collection. Nevertheless, one must bear in mind that Google Analytics was simply a
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tool in determining which areas of the Coast Guard recruiting Web site to focus on for
further examination.

Figure 3-4: Google Analytics Dashboard, October 1, 2007 – October 1, 2008
Figure 3-4 shows that plugging in arbitrary dates (for example October 1, 2007 –
October 1, 2008 - both dates marking the beginning of the Federal Government’s Fiscal
Year), produced similar benchmarking results, which were almost identical to those in the
January 1, 2008 – June 10, 2008 timeframe. Therefore, using January 1, 2008 – June 10,
2008 to ascertain the significant pages of the recruiting Web site proved to be viable and
reasonable for this study.
The January 1, 2008 – June 10, 2008 Google Analytics Dashboard outlines the
top five pages (including the home page – as indicated by the solitary slash mark) visited
by Web browsers. Table 3-1 shows the specific content overview, indicating that “Find
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Your Fit” Enlisted, Officer and Reserve pages, as well as the “Get the Answers – Find a
Recruiter” page were all deemed significant and worthy of a closer look.
Table 3-1: Coast Guard Google Analytics
Pages
/

/find-your-fit/enlisted/get-the-answers/find-a/find-your-fit/reserve/find-your-fit/officer-

Pageviews

% Pageviews

627,234

11.17%

383,222

6.82%

241,445

4.30%

185,993

3.31%

166,304

2.96%

The Coast Guard Recruiting Web Site
Based on this determination, three specific pages (and eight sub-pages) of the
Coast Guard recruiting Web site were analyzed for meanings and representations. These
included:
1. The Home Page
2. Find Your Fit
• Enlisted Opportunities
• Officer Opportunities
i.
College Student Pre-Commissioning Program
ii.
Officer Candidate School
iii.
Maritime Academy Graduate
iv.
Blue 21 Flight Initiative
• Reserve Opportunities
3. Get the Answers
• Find a Recruiter
However, a short ways into the initial soak, it was evident that I needed to include
a fourth page, and its five sub-pages, in my analysis. The following were key
components of a complete and thorough textual analysis of the Web site:
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4. Discovering Our Missions
• National Defense
• Maritime Security
• Protection of Natural Resources
• Maritime Safety
• Maritime Mobility
Per my conversation with Mr. Cooper, I knew it was important to include the four
niche Officer Accession programs in my study because this would help me determine key
Coast Guard recruiting messages as well as the dissemination of these messages to
potential Officer recruits. Bearing this in mind, I also examined the “Find Your Fit –
Officer Opportunities” pages, specifically focusing on: (a) the College Student PreCommissioning Program; (b) Officer Candidate School; (c) the Maritime Academy
Graduate program; and (d) the Blue 21 Flight Initiative.
This thesis uses impression management and representation theories to decipher
the underlying meanings of textual cues found on the Coast Guard’s recruiting Web sites.
The goal is to ascertain if these online recruiting messages align with the Coast Guard’s
five primary mission areas and if the Coast Guard has been able to maintain its historic
reputation despite going through a tremendous amount of transition and restructuring.
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CHAPTER 4
DATA ANALYSIS
Overview
Before examining the verbal - and a few of the visual - portrayals of the Coast
Guard’s recruiting Web site, it is necessary to note several relevant factors about the
organization and the study. It has been my experience during my six years of active duty
service that America’s public is relatively uninformed about the Coast Guard’s primary
missions, duty stations and overall purpose.
Having served in Connecticut, Washington, Guam, Oregon, and Georgia, I have
found that on more than one occasion, many individuals have been unaware of the true
breadth and scope of the Coast Guard organization and missions. While many have had
some interaction with the Coast Guard, most of these stories involve a Coast Guard small
boat arriving on-scene with fuel or a tow for the unprepared Saturday afternoon boater, or
a Coast Guard helicopter deploying a rescue swimmer to save a mariner facing the perils
of a relentless and unforgiving maritime environment. However, very few people seem
to realize that the Coast Guard is tasked with much more than being a floating gas station
or a search and rescue entity.
While these missions are important because they keep the public safe, the Coast
Guard serves both locally and globally in a much broader capacity. The organizational
missions include Maritime Security, Maritime Safety, Maritime Mobility, Maritime
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Environmental Protection and, with the on-going threat of terrorism to our nation’s
security, National Defense.
Initial Analysis
After speaking with the head of recruiting efforts at Coast Guard Headquarters in
Washington D.C., and considering the information gleaned from Google Analytics, four
specific Web pages (and 13 sub-pages) were analyzed for this study. These pages
include:
1. The Home Page
2. Discovering Our Missions
• National Defense
• Maritime Security
• Protection of Natural Resources
• Maritime Safety
• Maritime Mobility
3. Find Your Fit
• Enlisted Opportunities
• Officer Opportunities
i.
College Student Pre-Commissioning Program
ii.
Officer Candidate School
iii.
Maritime Academy Graduate
iv.
Blue 21 Flight Initiative
• Reserve Opportunities
4. Get the Answers
• Find a Recruiter
An initial overview of these 17 pages uncovered some unexpected observations.
At first glance, Coast Guard’s entire recruiting Web site appears structured and uniform,
mirroring the image of Coast Guard’s internal structure and organization. However, upon
further consideration, the analysis revealed multiple layers which, when broken down and
contemplated individually, exposed a complex web of interwoven ideas, concepts,
themes, representations and messages. Themes such as action, adventure, bravery,
dedication, devotion to duty, heroism, honor, patriotism, personal growth, pride, self-
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discipline, and respect are common and repetitive, as they emerge through language use
and placement. Additionally, the Coast Guard is represented as a lead, premier agency, a
domestic and international force with the tremendous responsibility to protect America
and her maritime domains. All of these notions are intertwined and work to create the
notion that, by joining the Coast Guard, one has the opportunity to become part of
something great – something bigger than oneself.
The text’s top layers were examined during the initial soak. These top layers
explain the Web site’s overall construction and the placement of the language. Each Web
page is integrated with the next, thereby creating an evolutionary process of content and
structure. As one explores the Web site, beginning with the home page, one experiences
a transformation from an uninformed observer to a willing and educated participant. This
evolution begins on the site’s home page. Through the use of text and well-placed
graphics, the home page gives the impression that the reader does not know much about
the service and needs a very basic, unassuming, non-threatening starting point to begin to
gather information about the Coast Guard. As the Web pages progress, and the reader
clicks through the series (in order), each Web page morphs into much more complex
matters such as the Coast Guard’s mission areas (“Discovering Our Missions”) and
program offerings (“Find Your Fit”). As the reader takes the time to navigate through, a
natural progression occurs and the novice reader is slowly transformed from an observer
to someone who is well-versed and may be a potential member of this military service.
The Audiences
The Web site creates the potential, from the inception of the home page, for
individuals to become viable candidates for Coast Guard employment, simply by
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navigating the site and gleaning a plethora of important information during the journey.
However, this recruitment tool also makes it abundantly clear that the Coast Guard is a
prestigious organization which is only interested in recruiting the cream-of-the-crop. Top
performers are necessary because everyone in the organization can be (and often is)
called upon to save a life or defend the country. One might consider the Coast Guard as
the maritime 911. So, while the nature of many of the Coast Guard’s jobs are “blue
collar” by definition, those who step-in and get dirty do so knowing that they are putting
their own lives, limbs, and futures on-the-line to be of service and help those in
immediate danger or need.
Bearing this in mind, the recruiting Web site is quite clear that not everyone has
what it takes to be a United States Coast Guardsman. Although one may take the time to
fully navigate and understand all of the Web site’s data, a connection may not happen
between a Web site surfer and the organization. Taking this into consideration, the Web
site has been constructed in such a way that the target audiences are clearly identified.
The text and the visuals help construct these audiences and, in doing so, powerfully
convey the message that, if this is a fit and the Coast Guard is for you, it is the best thing
you will ever decide to do.
Language Placement
The second major layer of analysis involved examining the strategic placement of
language, which created a specific tone for each page while furthering the overall
understanding of the Coast Guard organization. (Although focused on the verbal text,
some images were considered, as they enhanced the understanding of underlying
messages and implications.) With the advancement of the site through each new page, it
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was found that the language gradually became more complicated, increasingly technical
and much more assertive. Even with the change in language, as each main section
transitions into the next, the feeling created by the visuals and the language becomes less
formal, more personal, and results in a more congenial tone.
With this progression came the assumption, as evidenced through the deliberate
placement of language and the resulting creation of a congenial tone, that the qualified
reader has been transformed into a schooled recruit, armed with the necessary knowledge
to begin actively assisting the Coast Guard in its objectives and missions. If done in the
intended structured way, a potential recruit will have sifted through (at a minimum) 17
pages before reaching the “Get the Answers” tab, where he or she is finally afforded the
opportunity to search for a recruiter and join. This is analogous to the Coast Guard’s
hierarchical organization in that it is expected that one will take the time to fully become
immersed in one’s job (rate) before trying to advance to the next level. Eventually, after
a lot of time, dedication, and steadfastness, one will be rewarded with the opportunity to
advance to the next level.
It should be noted that there are opportunities to find a recruiter on nearly every
page. So, one does have the opportunity to opt out of perusing the entire Web site and
find a recruiter directly. However, these links do not lead directly to the “Get the
Answers” section, which is special in that it offers flashy graphics and specific outside
resources. It is only on the “Get the Answers” page that one can find phone numbers and
names of Coast Guard recruiters to assist with the process. (The names of area recruiters
are not offered in any other section within the Web site.) So, it can be argued that it is
worth one’s time to stick with the established system and navigate through the entire Web
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site before trying to find a recruiter to sign-up for the service. This is perhaps why the
“Get the Answers” page is the last navigable page on the Web site and, while accessible
at any point, it is most effective when one has read and understood all of the previous
material. After all, not everyone is going to make the cut. So, it is better to understand
the requirements and expectations before talking with a recruiter rather than after making
the initial phone call.
Coast Guard Recruiting Home Page
At first glance, the Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site hones in on the service’s
ability to act as America’s “Shield of Freedom,” defending the Homeland against
potential maritime threats. Upon closer examination, however, one realizes that the Web
site’s layering components originate on the home page, as it serves as the gateway for the
public to interact with and understand the Coast Guard organization. The home page is
broken down into five main categories and assumes that any potential member needs to
first understand the inherent missions of the Coast Guard before moving on to consider
life in the service. These categories are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Discovering Our Missions
Being a Coastie
Find Your Fit
Download Stuff
Get the Answers

Looking at the order of appearance of these categories, the Coast Guard seems to say that
one shouldn’t contemplate “Being a Coastie” until one has spent time “Discovering Our
Missions.” Once educated in the missions and daily life, the potential recruit can ponder
where he or she fits into the organization (“Find Your Fit”) and eventually locate a
recruiter (“Get the Answers”) to take the final plunge.
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This organizational pattern is logical and consistent with military structure. Just
as it is unrealistic for a service member to expect to advance without first immersing him
or herself in the fundamentals of a given job, it is implausible (although not impossible)
for one to expect to navigate the Web site and transition from one key concept to the next
without fully comprehending Coast Guard’s foundational elements. Therefore, the site is
constructed in such a way that one can appreciate more complex issues after
“Discovering Our Missions” because one has a better grasp on what the Coast Guard
does and the publics it serves.
However, the Coast Guard understands that brevity is, at times, of utmost
importance. When dealing with emergency situations and operating during times of peril,
concision is key. The Web site adopts this key philosophy and offers abbreviated, vague
snippets of the five main Web pages on the home page for those who do not have time, or
the need, to navigate through the entire site. These home page snippets, as illustrated in
Figure 4-1, provide just enough information to direct one towards the specific
information one is seeking without forcing the navigation through each topic.
Furthermore, mirroring a sense of urgency (which is reiterated in real-life Coast
Guard situations such as Search and Rescue and Law Enforcement Operations), the home
page also hosts a series of topic-based hyperlinks, as well as a search engine option,
which provide an easy way to navigate around the information-laden portions of the Web
site and hone in on critical data. Additionally, every Web page contains a bright red “Get
More Info” button, allowing the reader to bypass reading the entire page and get quick,
specific information. So, while the home page is structured and orderly, it allows for
some deviation, based on the circumstances and one’s perceived need.
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Figure 4-1: Abbreviated Snippets on the Coast Guard Recruiting Home Page
It is interesting to note the graphical representation on the recruiting home page.
As the first page that any potential applicant will navigate, the chosen visual
representation is one that mirrors the publicly held image of the Coast Guard, as
presented by Hurricane Katrina footage and The Guardian. There are two pictures of an
HH-65 helicopter deploying a rescue swimmer – with one (as seen in Figure 4-1)
showing the actual rescue in action. While this is not the only job the Coast Guard does,
it is ironic that the first few images which appear on the recruiting Web site clearly
depicts that which the American public readily identifies with – “Guardians of the Sea.”
The reality is that only a very small percentage of Coast Guard enlisted members make it
through the rigorous rescue swimmer training. According to an article on About.com
(2004), “The [Coast Guard] rescue swimmer training school…has one of the highest
student attrition rates of any special operations school in the military. Roughly 75
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students go through the school each year, and fewer than half make it out.” With such a
high drop-out rate, it is interesting that the Coast Guard would choose to advertise one of
its most elite and prestigious jobs directly on the front page because this could be
considered misleading. Right from the beginning of the Web site, one can see that the
Coast Guard is interested in recruiting only “the best.” While some may see this as an
opportunity to find thrill and excitement by jumping out of helicopters, audience
construction is occurring and these visuals make it clear that the jobs and expectations the
Coast Guard offers may not mesh with everyone’s abilities, skill levels or desires.

Figure 4-2: Coast Guard Recruiting Home Page
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The Home Page’s Introductory Paragraphs
If one chooses to proceed and clicks on any of the five snippets on the home page,
a related introductory paragraph appears, giving the reader more information about that
particular area. Themes such as bravery, heroism, dedication, devotion to duty, pride,
patriotism and being a part of something bigger than oneself are evidenced.
The Home Page: Discovering Our Missions
The first of the five paragraphs clearly defines the Coast Guard as an agency
which is “Taking a Lead Role in Homeland Security” (“Discovering Our Missions”). It
is in this paragraph that representations of the Coast Guard first start to emerge. Phrases
within this paragraph portray the Coast Guard as a lead or premier agency, America’s
protector, and an organization wrought with responsibility for the maritime domain. It
notes the Coast Guard as the premier Homeland Security agency, with a core obligation
to protect “the public, the environment and the U.S. security interests in any maritime
region” (“Discovering Our Missions”). However, the use of the word “any” in this
context is not entirely accurate. According to the Coast Guard’s Maritime Law
Enforcement Manual (COMDTINST M16247.3, series) and United States Code 14
(U.S.C.) 89a, the Coast Guard exercises law enforcement authority under specific
jurisdictional regions. These regions include specific maritime domains such as:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

The High Seas (depending on the vessel’s flag state)
Portions of the Great Lakes
Navigable and Territorial Waters of the U.S.
Special Maritime and Territorial Jurisdiction of the U.S.
U.S. Territorial Seas
U.S. Excusive Economic Zones
U.S. Customs Waters
U.S. Contiguous Zone
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Laws in other maritime domains, such as
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Exclusive State Waters (U.S. or foreign)
Foreign Territorial Waters (with a few exceptions)
High Seas (depending on vessel flag state or violations of international laws)
Internal Waters (U.S. or foreign)
Land or Water not within or between any of the 50 States

are enforced by different law enforcement entities such as State and Local Law
Enforcement Agencies (for example, a state’s Department of Fish and Game) and foreign
Coast Guard and Naval organizations. Because the Coast Guard does not have
jurisdiction and law enforcement authority in all maritime domains, using the modifier
“any” when referring to maritime regions is misleading. Potential recruits may be led to
believe the Coast Guard is the sole law enforcement entity in any and all maritime
environments. Clearly this is not the case and the all-encompassing “any” seems to
misrepresent the jurisdictional capabilities of the organization.
Nevertheless, part of the Coast Guard’s mission is to protect “the public, the
environment and the U.S. security interests” (“Discovering Our Missions”). While the
public and the environment are relatively clear-cut ideas, this paragraph does not
expound on the term “security interests,” thereby creating a sense of intrigue which begs
the reader to delve into the five mission areas for a more in-depth explanation of each.
As evidenced in Figure 4-3, the notions of intrigue and exploration continue as the reader
is challenged to “Find out” what the mission areas are and discover how he or she “can
be a part of them” (“Discovering Our Missions”) by clicking on the provided links and
exploring the Coast Guard’s missions in depth.
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Figure 4-3: Discovering Our Missions Home Page
The Home Page: Being a Coastie
As previously stated, it is difficult for one to become a Coastie if one does not
truly understand the organizational missions. This is why the “Being a Coastie” section
comes directly after “Discovering Our Missions.” This section integrates “real-life
stories” and gives a face to the Coast Guard. Personalizing the Coast Guard provides a
defined sense of realism while creating a more intimate look at the organization.
Verbiage used in this introductory paragraph is less formal, more personal, and more
congenial. The term Coastie is itself a term of endearment, usually reserved as a familial
reference when one Coast Guard member is addressing or referring to another Coast
Guard member. It is evident that a shift is occurring and the reader is well on the way to
begin actively assisting the Coast Guard in its objectives and missions. The assumption
is made that he or she is signing-up, as evidenced by phrases such as “you’ll find” and
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“one day you could be” (“Being a Coastie”). The National Defense and Maritime Safety
mission are referenced as exciting, adventure-filled opportunities, allowing one to “sav[e]
a life at sea” and “defend…our nation’s waterways,” being part of the bigger picture.
Being a part of this premier organization may lead to “new experiences even adventure”
everyday because “a day in the Coast Guard is never quite like the rest” (“Being a
Coastie”). “Being a Coastie” is not something one just does. It is something that is
earned, as a result of hard work, dedication and devotion to duty.

Figure 4-4: Find Your Fit Home Page
The Home Page: Find Your Fit
As the introductory paragraphs move into “Find Your Fit,” the language gradually
becomes assertive and the transition is made from explaining the Coast Guard to
determining if the reader has what it takes to be part of it. This section is the heart of the
site – where the Coast Guard represents itself as a “World of challenge, bravery and
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patriotism,” (“Find Your Fit”). It is here where one decides whether one truly belongs in
the Coast Guard and if there is an applicable place within the organization to grow and
excel. The “Find Your Fit” introductory paragraph provides two succinct ways to be a
part of the action (specifically through “full- and part-time experiences”). Additionally, it
lists what one can do within the organization (“Coast Guard jobs”), what one might be
able to do in addition to one’s primary position (“opportunities”), and ways to do these
things (“programs”).
The Home Page: Get the Answers
The final introductory paragraph on the home page affords the opportunity for the
now-seasoned reader to become part of something bigger. Offering high-tech options
such as “chatting online with a live recruiter” and “post[ing] your questions for an
emailed response” (“Get the Answers”), this section embraces the idea that the Coast
Guard truly lives up to its reputation of being Semper Paratus – or “Always Ready.” It
removes any potential excuses that the reader might have for not being aware of
important information (such as those related to basic training, qualifications and pay) and
reiterates the need for any Coastie to take full responsibility for one’s own career. This
section is structured around the idea that there is no excuse for one not knowing. There is
no excuse for one misunderstanding, because one has access to up-to-the minute
information 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Coast Guard operates under these basic
premises and expects its employees to be assertive enough to take the initiative and “Get
the Answers” for any matter of concern or uncertainty.
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Discovering Our Missions
Navigating past the home page, and the initial impressions, one delves into
discovering just what makes the Coast Guard an influential, maritime organization. Just
as each Coast Guardsman is unique, each of Coast Guard’s mission areas is unique. The
“Discovering Our Missions” page is broken down into five key parts, which explicate
Coast Guard’s five key mission areas. Its layout includes the layering of detailed
explanations regarding the five primary mission areas: (a) National Defense; (b)
Maritime Security; (c) Protection of Natural Resources; (d) Maritime Safety; and (e)
Maritime Mobility. While these may appear to be listed arbitrarily, it is striking that the
more intense, dangerous missions are listed first (National Defense and Maritime
Security). The list tapers off and becomes gradually less extreme and severe in terms of
the nature of work and danger, and the potential for a member’s loss of life or limb.
Each of Coast Guard’s mission areas carry out an individual purpose and, in the
Web site, each remains distinctive. By separating each mission area into an independent
Web page within the site, each mission is explicated using verbiage appropriate to its
distinguishing duties, tasks and operations. While all five of Coast Guard’s missions are
integrated, they have separate functions and, in some ways, serve as sub-cultures to the
Coast Guard’s larger community. Not every Coast Guard member will have the
opportunity to participate in and experience each mission during a given career, but most
of these mission areas blend together to form the overarching “Mission” for a unit.
(Therefore, it is not uncommon for Coast Guard members become an expert in one field
or area and – especially in the Officer Corps - dabble in a few of the others.) It should be
noted, though, that the majority of Coast Guard members are, at some point, involved in
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National Defense (listed first) and Maritime Security (listed second) because the blended
missions almost always contain elements of both.
Because involvement in mission areas are directly related to one’s training, job
skills, qualifications and assignment, the “Discovering Our Missions” Web pages
differentiate these distinctions and allow the reader to find the best fit within the
organization. It should be noted though that this fit is much different than the fit
explained in the “Find Your Fit” pages. “Discovering Our Missions” is much more of an
intricate, job-specific pairing, where the basic question of Is this organization for you? is
addressed by focusing on the overarching duties and responsibilities of the organization.
The “Find Your Fit” pages, on the other hand, lean towards matching a potential recruit
with an appropriate tier and job within the organizational structure. “Find Your Fit” is
still very clear that the Coast Guard is not for everyone. However, the section assumes
that if an applicant has navigated through the “Discovering Our Missions” pages, one has
enough knowledge about the Coast Guard organization to make a reasonable
determination in deciding if the organization is going to be an appropriate match for
one’s desired career aspirations.
Discovering Our Missions: National Defense
The first of the five mission areas is National Defense. Its primary function is to
address specific questions regarding Coast Guard’s role, as a military organization, in
defending the United States. The idea of defending an entire nation against potential
harm evokes a tremendous sense of pride and patriotism, which is evidenced through
verbal representations on the Web page. The first sentence states that the Coast Guard is
an “organization that for more than two centuries has served proudly as one of our
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nation’s five military services” (“Discovering Our Missions”). The phrase “two
centuries” was used in lieu of “two hundred years” which is noteworthy because when
conceptualizing ideas in a time-space continuum, the idea of “centuries” (as compared to
“years”) evokes a sense of infinite time and a feeling of forever, and symbolically links to
the overarching idea of layering. Furthermore, the term “served proudly” suggests
patriotic, pride and duty-based themes, corresponding to the fact that the Coast Guard
primarily depends on patriotism, pride, and duty to operate smoothly.
The Coast Guard is the only one of the five military branches to function under
the Department of Homeland Security - a department clearly separate from the
Department of Defense, which houses the other four services (Air Force, Army, Marines
and Navy). Coast Guard’s transition to the Department of Homeland Security was made
in 2003, as a reaction to President Bush’s War on Terror and Bush’s efforts to bulk up
America’s Homeland Security forces (“Coast Guard Snapshot”). Prior to 2003, the Coast
Guard was an active part of the Department of Transportation. This is interesting
because, on the “National Defense” page, the claim is made that the Coast Guard works
“alongside the other military services” and occasionally becomes a “specialized service
under the Navy,” clearly representing the Coast Guard as a maritime powerhouse. In
fact, in the first three sentences, the word “military” is used three times, reiterating the
idea that the Coast Guard has a duty to serve as part of the Nation’s first line of defense
and, above all, act as a premier military organization. While some may balk at the idea of
the Coast Guard being a true military organization because it is not housed under the
Department of Defense, Rod Powers, a military expert, makes the argument that “[T]he
Coast Guard is considered a military service because, during times of war or conflict, the

87

President of the United States can transfer any or all assets of the Coast Guard to the
Department of the Navy. In fact, this has been done in almost every single conflict that
the United States have ever been involved in” (“U.S. Military 101”). As a prime
illustration, immediately following the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, “[S]ix U.S.
Navy Cyclone-class patrol coastal warships were assigned to Operation Noble Eagle on 5
November 2001. This was the first time that U.S. Navy ships were employed jointly
under Coast Guard command” (“United States Coast Guard: Who are these Silent
Heroes?”).
While the Coast Guard can be articulated as one of the nation’s five military
services, the “National Defense” page does a poor job at attempting to explain what the
Coast Guard’s “four national-defense missions” encompass. Words do not clearly
identify or define these mission areas, referring to them only as “essential military duties”
which a potential recruit may be “selected to help the Coast Guard fulfill” (“National
Defense”). In these early stages of the recruiting Web site, there is the notion that the
reader has not yet evolved to the point where he or she knows enough about the Coast
Guard organization to truly integrate and become part of the Coast Guard family. In fact,
with four additional “Discovering Our Missions” pages to navigate before considering
“Being a Coastie,” it is obvious that a potential recruit still has a lot to learn about the
Coast Guard organization. The use of impartial phrases such as “you may be selected”
and “you could be” and pronouns such as “we” and “you” delineate the Coast Guard
organization from the potential recruit.
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Figure 4-5: National Defense
While these phrases gear one up for becoming part of the mission, they in no way
guarantee that the reader has what it takes to be part of such an elite organization. This
theme is recurrent throughout the Web site and helps clearly define the intended
audiences the Coast Guard strives to target. The “National Defense” page outlines four
requirements recruits must fulfill, if they are selected to be “at the forefront of our
nation’s defense” (“National Defense”). The four requirements include having the ability
to:
•
•
•
•

Intercept enemy forces on the water
Direct overseas port security operations
Participate in peacetime engagement
Protect the environment during defense operations (“National Defense”).

This phraseology makes it sound as if each new Coast Guard member will be solely
responsible for engaging in and fulfilling the requirements of each of Coast Guard’s
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mission areas. But, the reality is that all of the aforementioned elements are part of Coast
Guard’s larger operational picture and can only be accomplished through teamwork and a
unified effort. So, measuring a potential employee against these four criteria is not a true
indicator of how well one may fit into the organizational whole.
The Coast Guard also claims to be “in charge” of the U.S. Maritime Defense
Zone. However, the explanation of what this zone entails is vague and no specifics of the
U.S. Maritime Defense Zone’s boundaries are given. The Web page also states that the
Coast Guard has “a wide variety of aircraft, vessels and missions” (which can be viewed
at the “Download Stuff” page), making the organization a “powerful role model” which
is in “ever-increasing demand overseas” (“National Defense”). While Coast Guard has
begun to establish itself as a premier organization, using phrases such as “lead role” and
“core role” on the home page, these notions increase that distinction and help to establish
a sense of elitism and superiority. The text continues to suggest that the Coast Guard
represents itself as a leading, prestigious law enforcement agency. This is further
explicated by the claim that “outside of U.S. coastal waters,” the Coast Guard participates
in training and joint operations with “foreign naval and maritime forces” (“National
Defense”). Textual elements on this page, and throughout the Web site, suggest that the
organization surpasses a simple military organization and is, in fact, the premier
Homeland Security entity. “In short,” this page states, “when you join the Coast Guard,
you will be at the forefront of our nation’s defense” (“National Defense”). Considering
that there are four other armed services working to help protect America from terrorism
and unknown threats, this statement is a powerful one in that it induces a strong sense of
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duty and patriotism while simultaneously reaching out to a constructed audience which is
willing to serve in defense of something greater than one’s self.
Discovering Our Missions: Maritime Security
While the thought of joining a military service may evoke ideas of conformity,
obedience, and compliance, it is human nature to want to be selected as part of something
exclusive, elite, and influential. The Web site steers clear of any phraseology which
might evoke thoughts of conventionality and instead represents itself as a premier law
enforcement agency. Since 1790, the Coast Guard has been “the ‘law of the sea’” and,
according to the “Maritime Security” page, works diligently to defend the United States
from potential maritime threats – including “terrorism.” Terrorism is, in and of itself, a
powerful word, as it holds connotations from the September 11, 2001 attacks and
America’s dedication to wage war on anything that has the potential to disrupt America’s
freedom. Along with the image of defending against terrorist attacks comes a strategic
shift in wording and tone. Here, the themes of devotion to duty, determination and
becoming part of something bigger than oneself are evidenced and expanded. Employing
a spattering of informal language brings the reader closer to Coastie status and further
away from civilian realities. For the first time, as this informal language is introduced, a
sense of kinship, familiarity, and collective presence is established. The Coast Guard
clearly makes the assumption that the reader will want to become part of this elite law
enforcement group and further assumes he or she has the drive and determination that it
takes to do so.
Nevertheless, this page does not mince words and it is made crystal clear that
“drug runners” and “migrant smugglers” are a clear threat to America’s security and must
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be prevented from continuing to do business. In fact, when one considers the statistics,
“roughly half of the heroin, cocaine and marijuana targeted for U.S. neighborhoods
reaches our shores by boat” (“U.S. Coast Guard: History and Mission”). However,
working together with state, local and other federal agencies, the Coast Guard is
stemming the flow of the insurgence of illegal drugs into the country and, on an average
day, interdicting “26 undocumented migrants at sea” and seizing “$2.4 million worth of
illegal drugs” (“Maritime Security”). As part of America’s frontline against drug
smuggling, more assertive phrases such as “apprehending modern-day pirates,”
“enforcing fisheries,” and “tracking and arresting drug runners” give a no-nonsense
approach to the law enforcement mission.

Figure 4-6: Maritime Security
It is interesting to note that, as illustrated in Figure 4-6, two of the three
identifiable personnel are women and both are handling weapons. While the Coast Guard
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is building the reputation as an elite law enforcement organization, the visuals on this
page make it clear that gender is not a factor when considering applying for and
performing any position in the service. It has been my personal experience, as a 5’2”
Boarding Officer, who has participated in and led multiple fisheries boardings, migrant
interdiction operations, drug seizures, and port security boardings, qualifying with and
carrying a weapon is an inherent part of the job. Physical stature and gender are
inconsequential, as long as one passes all physical fitness requirements, completes the
appropriate training, and shows prudent judgment for using force if, and when, the use of
force is necessary. While the law enforcement mission is not for everyone, it is one of
the “bread-and-butter” missions of the organization and is growing in importance and
consequence. The introductory history lesson advances this posture, in that it clarifies the
Coast Guard’s origins. “Originally established…as an armed maritime law enforcement
service…we have taken on even-greater maritime security challenges including
protecting our nation’s security against terrorism” (“Maritime Security”).
Phrases such as “When you’re selected as one of the Coast Guard’s law
enforcement teams” and “you’ll find yourself mixing it up,” suggest that the reader must
find a fit within this mission area in order to have the potential to become a useful
member of the organization. As stated previously, because this mission area is one that
almost everyone in the service participates in (in one form or another), one must find a fit
with this mission area to even be considered a viable candidate. Again, constructing an
intended audience by stating that the Coast Guard is not for everyone, this page does
claim that, if a fit is made, and the reader feels that he or she has what it takes to “be part
of that story,” he or she will be engaging in a story of privilege, honor and opportunity.
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Discovering Our Missions: Protection of Natural Resources
“The Coast Guard must not only protect people from the sea, but also protect the
sea from people” (“U.S. Coast Guard: History and Mission”). With three of the five
mission areas left to examine, the explanations and verbiage used to explain the Coast
Guard’s missions are shifting. More emphasis is beginning to be placed on the Coast
Guard as an organization, and less on the recruit’s potential as an individual. It is
becoming an overt assumption that if the reader has gotten this far, he or she is probably a
good fit and intending to join the service. Therefore, the language used is becoming
much more technical and friendly. This shift is also indicative that the reader is
transitioning from a civilian individual to a Coast Guard team player – which is a
necessary component to all five mission areas.
Part of this transition is evidenced by the use of the word “Coasties,” which, as
explained earlier, is a term of endearment often used by a Coast Guard member to refer to
one’s Coast Guard brethren. It is unusual for people outside of the Coast Guard to use
this term, as it is a nickname often kept and used solely within the Coast Guard family.
By introducing this term in this section, well before the “Being a Coastie” portion of the
Web site, it is apparent that the overall mood and tone is changing. Because the reader
has taken the time to navigate and understand the Coast Guard through three of the five
mission area pages, he or she is now considered as a potential service member instead of
an outsider.
In addition to congenial phrases, more complex and technical terminology is
introduced in this section. Phrases such as “biomass,” “U.S. Exclusive Economic Zone,”
“closed fishing grounds,” and “high seas drift nets” all support the notion that the reader
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has established a better understanding of the Coast Guard’s missions and the processes
necessary to execute them. These technical terms also appeal to a logical person who
may hold the penchant to think in scientific terms or enjoy a specialization. Unlike the
previous section, where the assumption was made that the reader would be “selected for
one of the Coast Guard’s law enforcement teams,” this page uses more conditional
clauses such as “If you are involved,” as well as “you could find yourself,” and “you may
be assigned.” This is indicative of a somewhat exclusionary populace in which one has
to be well-qualified or harbor the skills necessary to excel in this area.

Figure 4-7: Protection of Natural Resources
The “Protection of Natural Resources” page expands on the themes already
presented and places much more emphasis on what the Coast Guard does rather than
what the potential recruit will do. For example, the fourth, fifth and sixth paragraphs in
Figure 4-7 discuss the specifics of this mission, incorporating the infrastructure and
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available resources to further the discussion. The Coast Guard discusses their “units that
help free endangered northern right whales” as well as the buoy tenders which “remove
tons of marine debris from the coral-reef habitat of the Hawaiian monk seal” (“Protection
of Natural Resources”). Up until this point, no real discussion of Coast Guard resources
(or units) - aside from mentioning them as “high tech” - has been included in the Web
pages. This is the initial introduction to these elements and is fabricated in such a way
that the terminology and word choice are indicative of the humanness of the organization.
The continued representation of the Coast Guard as a premier and superior
organization is further evidenced on this page. The Coast Guard posits that it “pioneered
the fight against water pollution” while continuing to work “closely with foreign nations
and international agencies to reduce the number of marine accidents.” The concept of
inter-agency cooperation was first introduced on the “National Defense” page and these
themes of cooperation and good-will continue to expand. However, the term “enforce,”
used twice on this page, reinforces Coast Guard’s Maritime Security mission – but shows
that, in this capacity, law enforcement does have a softer side and incorporates marine
life and humanitarian issues.
However, key pieces of information regarding this mission area are omitted from
the page. This has the potential to create confusion as the reader grapples to clearly
define an accurate picture of Coast Guard’s role in the Protection of Natural Resources.
For example, the text mentions the “fight to protect the biomass within the U.S.
Exclusive Economic Zone” (“Protection of Natural Resources”) but never clearly
discusses the scope of this zone. The U.S. Exclusive Economic Zone extends 200
nautical miles seaward of U.S. land and is so named because it is rich with fish, marine

96

life, protected species and other marine biodiversity. The Coast Guard is charged with
protecting this vast area from overfishing, poaching, and chemical (including oil and
petroleum) spills and routinely deploys cutters and National Strike Teams to monitor the
seas and respond quickly and effectively to large accidents if necessary.
While the graphic representations give some indications that one might be
deployed at sea, the only textual clues infer that at-sea deployments occur in far-away
duty stations, including being assigned to “a Coast Guard cutter patrolling in the Bering
Sea to prevent foreign vessels from poaching in the fish-rich Alaskan waters” or being
stationed on a buoy tender in Hawaii to “remove tons of marine debris from the coral-reef
habitat of the Hawaiian monk seal” (“Protection of Natural Resources”). In reality, at
one point or another, most people in the Coast Guard should expect to be stationed
aboard any of the Coast Guard’s 500 plus cutters. 4 These cutters, which vary in size and
capabilities, deploy from both coasts, as well as Hawaii and Alaska. Depending on the
nature of the mission and the deployment objectives, most of these cutters average about
240 days of underway time annually.
Discovering Our Missions: Maritime Safety
When the U.S. Life Saving Service was merged with the Revenue Cutter Service
in 1915, Maritime Safety became one of Coast Guard’s hallmark missions. Therefore, it
is interesting to note that the Maritime Safety page is listed next to last in the line-up of
five. Conversely, National Defense and Maritime Security, which are also more
dangerous, are first to be explained, which may be representative of how the Coast Guard
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“A cutter is any Coast Guard vessel 65 feet in length or more. Larger cutters (over 180 feet in length) are under control of Area
Commands (Atlantic Area or Pacific Area). Cutters at or under 180 feet in length come under control of District Commands, except
for Patrol Boats that come under the control of the Group Commands. The high and medium endurance cutters…are used for
conducting law enforcement and defense operations, marine science and search and rescue missions and coastal surveillance” (“Coast
Guard Cutters”).
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values or prioritizes its missions. Nevertheless, throughout all five mission areas, the
Web site has crafted the Coast Guard as an outstanding maritime force. On this particular
page, the Coast Guard is touted as the “lead U.S. representative to the International
Maritime Organization,” which carries a tremendous amount of responsibility, especially
as the service is accountable for the “implementation of international safety and pollution
standards” (“Maritime Safety”).
As an organization with centuries of practice, “When the rescue alarm sounds,”
the page states, “we are at our best.” This simple statement reiterates the fact that
maritime safety is the foundation of the Coast Guard organization and is one of the more
long-lasting traditions of the service. “Put quite simply,” the page brags, “we provide the
world’s fastest and most effective response to distress calls.” It is no surprise when one
considers the Coast Guard to be the maritime 911, available at a moment’s notice to
“save 15 lives, assist 114 in distress and conduct 82 search and rescue operations” daily
(“Maritime Safety”).
Language on this page is much more colorful, informal and vibrant than has been
previously seen. Descriptive phrases such as “we jump into action” as well as
“dangerous seas” and “harm’s way” paint a vivid picture of the duty, dedication and selfdiscipline (all reoccurring themes) required of Coast Guardsmen and women – especially
when responding to life-threatening situations.
Unlike preceding pages, this is the first page that contains specific statistics
regarding the outcome of one’s efforts. Hard numbers, such as the aforementioned “15
lives” and “114 in distress” as well as “82 search and rescue operations” make tangible
what has, up until this point, been somewhat ethereal and indefinable. Additionally,
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these statistics help build up the organization, eliciting a desire to join and be part of the
bigger picture (again, a reoccurring theme). This page also uses specific theme words,
such as “bravery,” “heroes,” and “dedicated effort” to represent the idea that members of
the Coast Guard organization are devoted individuals, who are committed to working as a
team for the protection of human lives and material property. In looking for a potential fit
in the service, this page beckons those energetic souls who embody these ideals and who
may be called to action to serve humanity through a less threatening avenue.
Surprisingly, however, there are no graphic depictions of helicopters or rescue
swimmers on this page. If there is an appropriate placement for such graphics in the Web
site, this page is certainly a strong candidate. While many of Coast Guard’s maritime
safety missions are handled via small boat operations, aircraft are an integral part of the
search and rescue function. And, as the public’s perception of the Coast Guard is often
centered around search and rescue and maritime safety, it is surprising that the two most
prominent visual representations (the HH-65 helicopter and the deployed rescue
swimmer) seem conspicuously absent.
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Figure 4-8: Maritime Safety
Discovering Our Missions: Maritime Mobility
The last of the five primary mission areas, maritime mobility, is one of the Coast
Guard’s original charges. Even in the 1790s, as America’s Revenue Cutter Service, the
Coast Guard “protected out nation’s cargo and shipping.” Now, as a modern day entity
overseeing the protection of $4.9 million in property, the Coast Guard is the “lead agency
for waterways management, port safety and security, and vessel-safety inspection and
certification” (“Maritime Mobility”) and is charged with ensuring the safe flow of
maritime commerce. In fact, 95% of America’s international trade relies on ships and
barges and more than a quarter of America’s domestic trade moves by way of water
(“U.S. Coast Guard: History and Mission”). The organization takes this charge seriously
and, using the word “responsibility” three times here, reiterates the fact that the Coast
Guard is still responsible for overseeing the U.S. Marine Transportation System, which
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serves to “allow the nation’s various modes and types of transportation to move people
and goods to, from, and on the water” (“Maritime Mobility”). With more than 50,000
federal aids to navigation in U.S. waters, the Coast Guard is busy with ensuring these
“signposts” and “traffic signals” remain on station and watching properly.
What this page fails to mention, however, is the intricate Vessel Traffic Service
(VTS), which is akin to a series of air traffic control towers – but for vessels. Monitoring
busy waterways and ports, such as Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle, and New York,
Coast Guard personnel monitor inbound and outbound vessel traffic 24 hours a day,
seven days a week, to ensure commercial and recreational mariners remain safe while
traffic continues to move smoothly in what can often be compared to the intensity of
“rush hour” traffic. Having navigated through multiple VTS areas, and having a full
understanding of the necessity of this service, I find it shocking that mention of this
important element of the Maritime Mobility mission area is absent from the Web page.
Furthermore, of the five mission areas, the Maritime Mobility page is the first
which provides almost an entirely descriptive representation of the Coast Guard mission.
Unlike the other pages, there is not the element of what a potential recruit can and will do
with regards to maritime mobility. Instead, the page focuses on the nature of the mission,
using historical components to explicate the characteristics of it. Informal language (such
as “signposts” and “traffic signals”) is used to appeal to a wider audience. However, at
this point, the notion seems to be that the reader has gleaned enough information about
the Coast Guard to fully understand technical jargon (“Differential Global Positioning
System”) as well. The page comes full circle and links Coast Guard’s responsibility for
Maritime Mobility for its responsibility for National Defense. The second paragraph
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states that part of the Maritime Mobility function is to “ensure the continued availability
of the military sealift fleet required for national defense.” When considering the actual
execution of the Coast Guard’s missions, it seems that this connection is no accident.
Every mission in the Coast Guard tends to bleed into another. While differentiated in the
Web site as five separate entities, in reality, often two, or three, or even all five are
intermingled and become part of the greater picture, known simply as “accomplishing the
mission.”
Find Your Fit
It may be assumed that the point of putting “Discovering Our Missions” before
any of the “Find Your Fit” pages is to allow an interested candidate to see if the Coast
Guard offers the type of job he or she might be interested in. As the most basic part of
any job search, there is no point in continuing to explore a company, or one’s fit within
the organizational structure, if the nature of the job is not conducive to one’s ambitions,
goals or interests. Now that one has taken the time to understand Coast Guard’s mission
areas, one can focus on finding a fit within the organizational structure. As stated earlier,
this section is the heart of the recruiting Web site because it is here where the reader
transcends the statistics and decides whether he or she truly belongs in the Coast Guard.
The “Find Your Fit” section boasts of opportunities, which include everything
from full-time leadership (Officer) and followership (Enlisted) positions to part-time
(Reservist) jobs. However, the layout and tone of each section (Officer, Enlisted and
Reservist) are drastically different and certainly geared towards assumed educational and
experience levels as well as one’s potential. These assumptions assist in constructing
specific audiences for each of the three sub-groups. The “Enlisted” pages were the first
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to be examined and were found to contain undertones that encourage the reader to
become part of the Coast Guard experience through a stimulating entry-level position.
The language and graphics used target those who have minimal (if any) higher education
and are inexperienced in the working world. For example, as exhibited in Figures 4-9
and 4-10, the graphics depict young sailors, all wielding weapons, and all participating in
thrilling and exciting tasks. Phrases such as “Full-time High Seas Challenges,” “bust
drug traffickers,” and “track and catch polluters” jump off of the page as prime
opportunities for building one’s resume while working towards completing a mission that
has ramifications bigger than oneself.
While the “Find Your Fit - Enlisted” pages elicit participation from a vast pool of
potentially qualified applicants, the “Find Your Fit - Officer” pages exude a feeling of
exclusivity and elitism, making the assumption that not everyone will be qualified or
have what it takes to become a distinguished leader in the Coast Guard. In the “Officer”
pages, the Coast Guard does not expend a tremendous amount of effort selling itself,
which is ironic for a group of pages included on a recruiting Web site. Instead, these
pages focus on the potential of an Officer candidate and maintain the clear message that,
if interested, one must find a way to prove one’s worth to the Coast Guard’s middlemanagement tiers. Much like the “Find Your Fit - Enlisted” pages, the “Find Your Fit Officer” pages show pictures of fresh young faces, from a myriad of ethnic and cultural
backgrounds, engaged in more technical elements of the missions, including inspections,
piloting ships and helicopters, and driving small boats. While all of these positions are
feasible for an officer to hold, most are not positions which would be immediately
available to a newly commissioned Ensign. It can be argued that the graphical
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representations lack the realism of the officer corps because there are no depictions of
older officers who have been in the service for a while, or those who come in on a Direct
Commission (as a result of prior armed services experience and / or professional
experience) and, therefore, exceed the younger age limits. Referring back to Table 1-2,
the average age for a Coast Guard officer is 37 years old, with an average time in service
of 14.6 years. Understandably, this is a recruiting Web site, geared towards hiring young
applicants. However, not exhibiting a complete and accurate representation of the
organization is a disservice to the Coast Guard and potential employees.
The “Find Your Fit - Reservist” pages sell the idea of working for the Coast
Guard part-time, and promote the ideas of minimal commitment with the prospect of
truly making a difference. “Some part-time jobs come with good pay,” the “Find Your
Fit - Reservist” page states, “others come with good hours, but how many come with
action, adventure, and the chance to make a difference?” A recurring theme throughout
the Web site, making a difference and participating in something bigger than oneself,
now is directed at one’s pocketbook and one’s sense of purpose. With the younger
generation striving to find inspiration in their professional choices, the appeal of doing
“something about the environment” or “saving lives” without the obligation of a four, six,
or eight year contract makes the Coast Guard an attractive part-time opportunity.
Three different approaches in tone, word choice, and graphical representations
identify the types of personality and character required to successfully integrate into one
of the three tiers within the Coast Guard. Drastic differences among the Enlisted, Officer
and Reserve pages aid in the construction of specific audiences and provide potential
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recruits with the information and context needed to find their fit within the military
structure.
Find Your Fit - Enlisted
When Google Analytics for the Coast Guard recruiting Web site were reviewed,
the “Find Your Fit - Enlisted” Web page reported 382,216 page-views, accounting for
6.84% of the overall Web site’s page-views. Appealing to a younger demographic,
typically having little to no work experience, words such as “training,” “responsibility,”
and “pay” are effective motivators for anyone considering these entry-level positions.
Furthermore, recurrent themes, as shown in Figure 4-9, specifically spelled out as
“Excitement, Adventure and Fulfillment” reiterate the concept that Coast Guard offers
multiple opportunities for self-growth and personal achievement. On the Enlisted
recruiting pages, on-the-job training is stressed, alleviating the need for a potential recruit
to have specific skill-sets in place prior to joining the service. “You’ll receive the best
training in your field,” the page states, with the likelihood of going “right to work, relying
on what you’ve learned” (“Find Your Fit - Enlisted”).
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Figure 4-9: Find Your Fit - Enlisted
As with any other organization, advancements and increased responsibility do not
just happen. They are earned, and often come as a result of repetitive training and
dedication. Coast Guard’s representation as an establishment which holds fast to a policy
of repetition is evidenced throughout the “Find Your Fit - Enlisted Opportunities” pages.
On these two Web pages, the same paragraph appears three times. In fact, as evidenced
in Figure 4-10, the same statement appears twice on a singular page:
When you join the Coast Guard, there’s one thing you definitely won’t
lack – opportunity. For instance, as a college graduate, you may qualify
for officer programs with commissions in a host of fields including
engineering, law, intelligence and more. For high school graduates, we
offer both full-time (enlisted) and part-time (reserve) opportunities in
safety and law enforcement; maritime patrol; environmental operation;
aviation; and more (“Find Your Fit”).
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Repetition is important because the Coast Guard operates on the premise that one
will perform in an emergency according to one’s training and instruction. As a result, the
service spends a great deal of time and energy on repetitive instruction through hands-on
exercises and drills. In addition to running drills, this training includes conducting mock
training scenarios and adhering to strict Practical Qualification Standards which must be
understood and demonstrated before one can advance to the next pay grade.

Figure 4-10: Find Your Fit - Enlisted Opportunities
Find Your Fit - Officer
The “Find Your Fit - Officer” pages have a drastically different tone than the
“Find Your Fit - Enlisted” pages. Google Analytics reported these pages were viewed
165,493 times (2.96%), making it apparent that the Officer programs and opportunities
appeal to a much more specific section of the population. Strong language and strategic
placement evoke a sense of urgent responsibility and, in accepting an Officer position, a
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need to have established maturity and reliability. Life experience also plays a
tremendous role and the messages on these pages stress the fact that one’s previous job
skills, training, and leadership ability can ultimately mark the difference between life and
death. While the themes of excitement, adventure and fulfillment are reiterated here, they
are not presented as obviously as they are on the “Find Your Fit - Enlisted” pages.
Instead, themes of excitement, adventure and fulfillment appear more subtly as themes of
leadership, personal growth and being part of something more important than oneself.
While leadership, personal growth, and responsibility are stressed, it is surprising
to note that the same reoccurring paragraph from the “Find Your Fit - Enlisted” pages
(see Figure 4-10) appears four times throughout the “Find Your Fit - Officer” pages. As
with the enlisted world, Officer advancements and increased responsibility do not just
come to pass. However, unlike the enlisted side, where advancement is based on
demonstrated understanding of task-related concepts, Officers do not take rate-specific
tests and must therefore rely on obtaining outstanding evaluations for advancements. 5
Officer advancements occur as a result of premeditated timelines. Enlisted members do
not have premeditated timelines but must have a certain amount of time in rank. Once
this requirement is completed, an enlisted member can advance if task-specific
qualifications have been met.
Because Officers are expected to be generalists, they are placed in management
positions where they are expected to act as leaders – not operators. The “Find Your Fit Officer” pages outline this distinction by using the word “lead” (or a derivative thereof)
six times. Other phrases such as “be in charge,” “hone your management abilities,”
5

The job requirements mandate that enlisted members become rated in a specific field, and are evaluated on their
knowledge through testing. On the other hand, Officers are expected to be generalists and are never tested specifically
on rate-specific concepts.
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“taking charge,” and “the right experience” (“Officer Opportunities”) show that Coast
Guard Officers are expected to come into the service with specific skill-sets, experience,
and education. “From the get-go,” the page states, “you’ll be in charge of situations
where your decision can make the difference between life and death” (“Find Your Fit Officer”). While this may seem like a dramatic declaration, the intended result of
reiterating the responsibility of an Officer’s position is evident, and necessary, given the
Coast Guard’s five core missions.
While the Web site has used verbiage which sets the Coast Guard apart from other
organizations, the “Find Your Fit - Officer” pages draw a direct correlation between
management opportunities in the Coast Guard and management opportunities within the
civilian sector. As previously noted, these pages do not make the assumption that
everyone will be qualified for Officer positions and constructs the target audience
accordingly. As with the civilian sector, there is an interview process used to weed
through the applicants. But, unlike the civilian world, if one is accepted, one will “get
opportunities unmatched by any offered by an entry-level civilian job” (“Officer
Opportunities”). As these opportunities are described, the themes of excitement,
adventure and fulfillment reemerge, giving a qualified applicant the potential to be part of
a “life saving search and rescue mission,” “overseeing the design, construction and
maintenance of Coast Guard vessels,” or “protecting the environment from corporate oil
and chemical spills” (“Officer Opportunities”). However, unlike the enlisted pages,
where on-the-job training is offered, Officer opportunities are only open to people with
the right experience and the right background. “If you have the right experience,” the
page states, “we have your fast track to the top” (“Officer Opportunities”).
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The concept of the “right experience” is arbitrary and, aside from the brief
mentions of (a) the importance of experience, (b) education and (c) one’s background, is
never fully explained. “Discover the right fit for you based on the education level you’ve
reached and officer specialty you’re interested in” (“Officer Opportunities”). As outlined
in Figure 4-11, the Coast Guard offers certain specializations. But, the construct of these
pages emphasize that the organization is only interested in developing leaders and
managers within the Officer corps – not on training operators and technicians upon
acceptance.

Figure 4-11: Officer Career Fields
The Coast Guard does recognize that because Officers start from the ground-floor
(hence the references to “entry-level civilian job”), not everyone who embodies the
potential of being an outstanding leader comes with the qualifications and skill-sets
needed to adequately manage an operational group. Although the focus is not on intense
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training, some schooling is provided through seven distinct programs designed to
integrate and develop Coast Guard’s future leadership. Under the umbrella of “Officer
Programs,” the Coast Guard offers seven ways for civilians and enlisted members to
merge into the Officer corps. These include: (a) the College Student Pre-Commissioning
Initiative (CSPI); (b) Officer Candidate School (OCS); (c) Direct Commissioning
Programs; (d) Maritime Academy Graduate; (e) the Coast Guard Academy; (f) PreCommissioning for Enlisted Personnel (PPEP); (g) and the Blue 21 Guaranteed Flight
Initiative. Four of these will be explored in depth, as they compose the identified niche
Officer programs.
Niche Officer Programs
The four programs which have been identified by Coast Guard Recruiting
Command as the most important and influential means for attracting potential leaders are
(a) the College Student Pre-Commissioning Initiative (CSPI); (b) Officer Candidate
School (OCS); (c) Maritime Academy Graduate (MARGRAD); and (d) the Blue 21
Guaranteed Flight Initiative. Looking back at the initial research questions, RQ3 is
concerned about how the Web site communicates key messages about these programs
and looks to identify what the key messages are. While the four programs are in no way
the same, they do hold similarities with regard to Coast Guard’s expectations of hiring a
qualified candidate who already encompasses leadership and management qualities.
Additionally, there are undercurrents of a hierarchical structure amongst these four
niche programs. Examining the number of Web pages dedicated to each program, and
the tone of the individual Web pages, one can ascertain that the Blue 21 program,
ironically listed last in the series, is the most important of the four programs. With four
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distinct pages dedicated to it, the Blue 21 program seeks diversity in the aviation program
by appealing to audiences “who have graduated from a college or university with a
minimum 25% minority population of U.S. citizens” (“Blue 21”). Conversely, the CSPI
program, which also recruits minority populations, is listed first and has only two pages
explaining its requirements. It should be noted that of the four niche programs, Blue 21
and the Maritime Academy Graduate are the two which require the most experience,
educational training and expertise. “Maritime Academy Graduates have education and
training that enhances the Coast Guard’s ability to carry out its operational missions”
(“Maritime Academy Graduate”). CSPI specifically targets current college Sophomores
and Juniors and OCS looks to the Coast Guard active duty Enlisted pool (and a small,
select civilian pool) to satisfy its billet requirements. Interestingly, the CSPI and OCS
programs are listed first and second respectively and contain a minimal amount of pages
(two each) explaining their requirements. But, as revealed in Figure 4-12, the Blue 21
and Maritime Academy Graduate programs, which require the most training, are listed
last in the line-up. Considering representations, the Coast Guard seems to be saying that
CSPI and OCS are not as technically specific as their counterparts and therefore are more
open to recruiting from a larger, perhaps less diverse, qualified applicant pool.
Diversity is an important element in all of Coast Guard’s recruiting efforts. As
discussed in Chapter One (see Table 1-1), 78.4% of the Coast Guard’s active duty
workforce is Caucasian and, according to Table 1-2, only 12.2% of the workforce is
comprised of women. Moreover, the Coast Guard Academy’s demographics (see Table
4-1) show that 851 of the 995 college undergraduates are Caucasian and 717 are male.
(The Coast Guard Academy is not considered one of the four niche programs because it
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is one of the fundamental sources for Officer commissioning. Nevertheless, each year
the Coast Guard Academy graduates and sends approximately 350 newly commissioned
Ensigns into the fleet.)
Table 4-1: Coast Guard Academy Demographics, 2006
Student Body (Fall 2006)
Demographic
Total Student
Attendance Status
Breakdown
Gender Breakdown
Population
of All
of Full-Time
of Full-Time
(995 students)
Undergraduates
Undergraduates
Undergraduates
Undergraduates 995 Full-Time
995 African
Male
717
30
American
Total Students 995
Female
278
American
3
Indian
Asian
48
American
Caucasian
851
Hispanic
50
American
International
13
(“Coast Guard Academy”)
Examining the visuals on the “Officer Programs” page (see Figure 4-12), Caucasian
males are conspicuously absent. Only two of the seven program images contain
Caucasian males, and, interestingly enough, neither one of these two programs (Direct
Commissions and Pre-Commissioning Program for Enlisted Personnel) fall under the
four niche programs. Furthermore, one might wonder why the graphical representation
of the Coast Guard Academy program is a building - and not the Cadets who graduate
from it.
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Figure 4-12: Listing of Officer Programs
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This push for diversity is not surprising. Considering the statistics introduced in
Chapter One (referring back to Table 1-1), minority populations only make up 20% of the
Coast Guard’s total members. And, of the four niche Officer programs, two are
specifically geared towards recruiting minority populations. CSPI and Blue 21 mandate
that an applicant attend a “qualifying four-year institution” with a “25% or greater
minority population of U.S. citizens” (“Blue 21”). Encouraging a diverse applicant pool,
the Blue 21 Guaranteed Flight Initiative takes the application one step further by making
one of the few guarantees made throughout the entire Web site. “You’ll get the
opportunity to become a Coast Guard Aviator,” the page boasts, “…and the guarantee of
an assignment to flight training” (“Officer Programs”). In examining most of the
recruiting Web site, this is one of the few times the Coast Guard uses the word
“guarantee” to refer to any area or possibility. In fact, most of the programs, jobs, and
opportunities come with caveats and use conditionals such as “may” and “might” to
describe the outcome of a situation. Here it is evident that growing a diverse membership
is so important to the Coast Guard that the organization is willing to offer this security
blanket in order to grow the applicant pool.
While CSPI also looks for diversity in the ranks, there is no guarantee of a
specific follow-on position to entice potential applicants. The CSPI program promises of
enhanced leadership opportunities and “management, law enforcement, navigation and
marine science skills and training” (“College Student Pre-Commissioning”). Yet, the
only guarantee is that one who successfully completes one’s Bachelor’s Degree will earn
a spot in Officer Candidate School (OCS). However, the benefits of this precommissioning program are overshadowed by conditional and phrases such as “may pay
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up to two academic years of college tuition” and “most if not all of approved textbook
costs” (“College Student Pre-Commissioning”). However, while this language generates
uncertainty (as far as what the Coast Guard may or may not pay for), there is a clear-cut
sense of expectation for the applicant participating in the CSPI program. “Each student is
expected to complete his or her degree and all Coast Guard training requirements,” the
page states. Furthermore, it says that “each student will be required to serve on active
duty (full time) as an officer for four years” (“College Student Pre-Commissioning”).
While these expectations may seem strict, they are couched by gentler language at the
beginning of the page, where an applicant is encouraged to “imagine having your college
junior and senior years fully funded” while “getting a salary while you attend college”
(“College Student Pre-Commissioning”). Appealing directly to any college student’s
pocketbook is an effective tactic.
Another effective tactic is making the applicant take full responsibility for one’s
initial research as well as the application process. Symbolic of Coast Guard’s typical
operating procedures, the niche Officer pages offer specific directions for applying for
these key programs. Although seemingly complicated, the directions – all different in
approach –outline a specific order of processes, procedures and methods for applying.
This structured approach is akin to Coast Guard’s internal operations in that Officers are
expected to be forward-thinking and access needed information via (a) Coast Guard
manuals; (b) Coast Guard instructions; (c) the internal message board; and (d) Coast
Guard Central (an internal Web-based database) without much guidance from superiors.
The “CSPI” and “Blue 21” pages leave it up to the applicant to do the following
in determining if one’s current school qualifies for the diversity initiative:
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•
•
•
•
•

Call your local recruiter or click here
Enter your school’s name…click “results”
Follow the link to your school and click on “college overview”
Read through the stats
See if your school has at least 25% minority enrollment

These directions are more complicated than others found within the Web site, and they
place the bulk of the research responsibility on the applicant. He or she needs to take the
initiative and do the leg-work prior to contacting a recruiter. The idea of being assertive
enough to take initiative is indicative of the expectations placed on a typical Coast Guard
Officer. As an Officer, one will not be led by the hand and given all of the answers. An
Officer is expected to be dependable enough to gather required or needed information
without much prompting or assistance. As mentioned, internal procedures, manuals, and
online sources have been put into place to assist with the process. Yet, it still falls to the
individual to complete the necessary steps.
Find Your Fit - Reserve
If one does not find a fit within the full-time Enlisted or Officer ranks, the Coast
Guard offers the Reserve option as a “good-paying, part-time job that comes with
impressive benefits including action, adventure and the chance to make a difference”
(“Reserve Opportunities”). While these themes are recurrent throughout the entire Web
site, the “Reserve Opportunities” page is one of the sole links between these themes and
additional spending money. In the previous pages, the “Enlisted Opportunities” appealed
to those looking for starter opportunities which may lead, with additional training and
education, to positions of higher responsibility and pay. The “Officer Opportunity” pages
honed in on leadership and management and sought applicants considering taking on
managerial roles because they already had education and experience. The “Reserve
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Opportunities” pages, however, reach out to those who want the adventure without the
commitment and, with this, seek the chance to earn a little extra money. Phrases such as
“extra cash,” “good pay,” “extra income,” and “some financial help” are evidence of this
approach.
The “Reserve Opportunities” page, which was viewed 184,971 times
(encompassing 3.31% of the overall page-views) appeals to a less educated public, with a
slant towards vocational training and skills. The Coast Guard is willing to provide
training for Reservists in the fields of “computer processing, mechanics or radio
communication” and provides the “opportunity to participate in real-life Coast Guard
operations” (“Reserve Opportunities”). Although Reservists typically don the uniform
two days a month and two weeks a year, they are expected to jump in and fill the Coastie
role while in blue. Choosing the phrase “real-life” is interesting. How would one
participate in anything less than “real-life Coast Guard operations” when in uniform?
This word-choice does not make a lot of sense, yet is used a tool of persuasion to
convince one to be part of the never-ending adventure.
As with the other pages, the Coast Guard makes no guarantees regarding
placement, assignments, or jobs. And this page in particular makes no bones about the
fact that a Reservist may or may not serve close to home. It is all dependent upon the
needs of the service. What the page fails to mention is that the needs of the service often
result in a Reservist deploying and serving far from home. Admiral Thad Allen, the
Commandant of the Coast Guard, reiterates this by stating that the Coast Guard’s Reserve
forces must have the competencies necessary to perform in the following three areas:
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• Maritime Homeland Security;
• Domestic and expeditionary support to National Defense; and,
• Response to domestic disasters, both natural and man-made.
Furthermore, Admiral Allen states that the Coast Guard’s Reserve force will only
be successful if it:
[R]emains ready for mobilization at any time. Training, including drills
and two weeks of annual active duty, must focus on building and honing
the skills and knowledge required to mobilize quickly and execute
missions effectively. Because of their full integration into many shorebased units, reservists are available to augment active duty forces for the
full continuum of daily Coast Guard missions as they train and prepare for
future mobilization. Employment of Coast Guard Reserve forces in
routine operations, therefore, must always reflect a relentless pursuit of
mobilization readiness (“Coast Guard Reserve”).
The key word here is mobilization. According to the Coast Guard Reservist Magazine,
“There are more than 500 active duty and reserve Coast Guard members serving in Iraq
and the Middle East including six patrol boats, several law enforcement detachments,
marine safety and support personnel” (p. 17).
The term “typically” (as shown in Figure 4-13) is used twice in the “Find Your Fit
- Reservist” pages. Other conditionals such as “could,” “may,” and “chance” reiterate the
ongoing sense of uncertainty and ambiguousness which has been characteristic of the
recruiting Web site.
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Figure 4-13: Find Your Fit Reserve Opportunities
Get the Answers
The final introductory paragraph on the home page affords the opportunity for the
now-seasoned reader to become part of something bigger. Offering high-tech options
such as “chatting online with a live recruiter” and “post[ing] your questions for an
emailed response” (“Get the Answers”), the “Get the Answers Section” embraces the
idea that the Coast Guard truly lives up to its reputation of being Semper Paratus – or
Always Ready. It removes any potential excuses that the reader might have for not being
aware of important information (such as those related to basic training, qualifications and
pay) and reiterates the need for any Coastie to take full responsibility for one’s own
career. This section is structured around the idea that there is no excuse for one not
knowing. There is no excuse for a misunderstanding, because one has access to up-to-the
minute information 24 hours a day, seven days a week. The Coast Guard operates under
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this same basic design and expects its employees to be assertive enough to take the
initiative “Get the Answers” for any matter of concern or uncertainty.
Second only to the “Enlisted Opportunities” page, the “Get the Answers” page
had the highest number of page views (382,216), as shown by Google Analytics. As
discussed in Chapter One, the United States Coast Guard has about 40,150 men and
women on active duty, which includes 284 Officers, 3,850 enlisted members and 992
reservists (“Coast Guard Snapshot”). Considering these statistics, it is not shocking that
the number of page views for the various sections correlate to the number of incipient
personnel.
The “Get the Answers” page allows a potential recruit to (a) ask a question; (b)
get more information; (c) look up frequently asked questions; or, if “READY,” (d) find a
recruiter. With multiple ways to reach a recruiter for information or signing up, the “Get
the Answers” page boasts of ways to “e-mail us your question” or “schedule an
appointment with a recruiter.” Instructions at the top of the page walk an applicant
through the process, stating that one should “take a few minutes to scroll through this list
of FAQs” before “simply go[ing] to the ‘Ask a Question’ section.” If all of this makes
sense, one can close the deal by “use[ing] the map to find a recruiter” in the area.
The map, as shown in Figure 4-15, is a high-tech collaboration of graphics and
moving visuals. After “click[ing] on the state…to find the recruiting office nearest you”
(“Find a Recruiter”), a Coast Guard HH-65 helicopter flies in over the state of choice and
vertically inserts a Coast Guard male into the state. After the drop, names and locations
of available recruiting offices pop-up, allowing the potential recruit to find a recruiter and
sign the paperwork.
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Figure 4-14: Get the Answers
It is interesting that the Coast Guard recruiting Web site begins and ends with the
most publicized image of the organization – the HH65 helicopter and a deployed Coastie.
This image leads one to consider some pertinent and important questions. Why not have
a cutter or small boat deposit the Coast Guard member instead? And, if trying to grow a
diverse workforce, why is the Coastie who is dropped from the helicopter a Caucasian
male instead of an Asian female or an African-American male? While grappling with
these questions may seem inconsequential, the reality is that their answers lead to a
disturbing reality. The Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site depicts the organization as the
emergency response organization of America’s maritime domain. However, in doing so,
it effectively reaches out to young males, and seems to exclude any feminine traits or
qualities which may attract the opposite sex.
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Figure 4-15: Get the Answers – Find a Recruiter
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Overarching Themes and Patterns
Like all other branches of the military, the constructs of the Coast Guard’s
recruiting Web site appeal to those who are adventurous by nature – blue collar workers
who are willing to get their hands dirty and reach out to sailors in peril. In depicting the
Coast Guard as the premier maritime law enforcement authority, with hints of Search and
Rescue and Environmentalism thrown in, the message that one can save a life, bust a
drug smuggling operation, and save an endangered species all in the same day is effective
(and true). The graphics which accompany the “Maritime Safety,” “Maritime Mobility,”
and “Protection of Natural Resources” phrases are simplistic in nature and depict
everyday men and women in Blue, driving boats, toting weapons, setting oil booms and
saving lives. Grabianowski (2008) summed up this typical public perception by stating
that the Coast Guard’s hallmark perceptions include a “strong sense of tradition, an
underdog mentality and a ‘make do with less’ attitude.” However, even with a bluecollar approach, the Web site does not mince words and makes it very clear that this
choice organization is not a perfect match for everyone. The pictures, even with a bluecollar approach, relay a very clear message: If you are part of the Coast Guard, you are
the maritime emergency response – the 911 of the ocean. You may bust someone or save
someone’s life, but either way, it’s fun, exciting, and worth doing.
What is lacking in the Web site, however, are the undercurrents of warmth,
compassion, kindness and emotion – all important traits for a Coastie to have, yet traits
which seem to be well-hidden, barely hinted at, and not readily advertised. Warmth,
compassion, kindness and emotion are feminine qualities – not qualities that an
organization charged with carrying out Homeland Security and National Defense would
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exude. Yet, in reality, the humanness and inherent kindness of Coast Guardsmen and
women are pillars which help create and solidify the organization’s structure. Without
these characteristics, lives would be lost at sea and marine life would dwindle to the point
of extinction. So, while the Coast Guard is represented throughout the Web site as a lead,
premier law enforcement agency, and a domestic and international force not to be
reckoned with, the site seems to miss the mark with regards to depicting the true nature of
the organization and the people who love it dearly.
Themes such as action, adventure, bravery, dedication, devotion to duty, heroism,
honor, patriotism, personal growth, pride, self-discipline, and respect are common and
repetitive. All of these concepts are intertwined and work to create the notion that, by
joining the Coast Guard, one has the opportunity to become part of something great –
something bigger than oneself. Nevertheless, there were glaring oversights as the Web
site failed to include important missions and jobs within the Coast Guard.
While the Coast Guard has remained the lesser known of the five military
services, America became more familiar with its existence and missions since Hurricane
Katrina hit the Gulf Coast in 2005. It was during the Coast Guard’s Gulf Coast rescue
efforts that the service adopted the lead role and began to put itself in the public
limelight. Ironically, very little mention of Hurricane Katrina was evidenced in the text
of the recruiting Web site; yet, this image of the rescue swimmer and helicopter, which
dominated mainstream media during this period, was recurrent at the beginning of the
Web site (“Home Page”) as well as at its closure (“Find a Recruiter”).
One Coast Guard pilot tells his story of assisting during the Hurricane Katrina
rescue efforts. However, a potential recruit must dig through the Web site, search the
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“Being a Coastie” page, and then scroll through the “Being a Coastie: Coastie Archives”
page to get the following glimpse of this Coast Guardsman’s heroic efforts:
“The Katrina rescues were the highlight of my career so far. To be able to
help so many people at one time was amazing. An experience like that
probably won't happen in my career again, or at least I hope that it
doesn't," Lieutenant Dorval stated.
Dorval piloted the helicopter through tropical-storm-force winds, mostly
at night, to hoist stranded hurricane victims to safety. Rescue efforts
became increasingly precarious when victims had to be hoisted through
broken windows and crude access holes in roofs of flooded buildings.
After performing numerous rescues in the state of Mississippi, Dorval and
his air crew were diverted to Louisiana to aid in rescue efforts after the
levees of New Orleans gave way, flooding over 80 percent of the city. On
Sept. 1[2005], Dorval and his crew rescued 40 patients from a hospital that
had become flooded after the levees had broken. Dorval says that rescue
accounted for the most hoists he had ever performed in a single location.
The overall analysis of the recruiting Web site showed that the Coast Guard
represents itself as an elite Federal agency, willing to do whatever it takes to get the job
done and keep America’s public safe from harm. Perhaps this is why the recruiting site
makes it clear that not everyone who wants to join has what it takes. However, it also
makes the thought of being part of such a leading service appealing and enticing.
Because the site is constructed in a structured, logical fashion, it is easy to navigate
through the layers and determine if the Coast Guard is indeed the right fit.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION
After analyzing the Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site, it is prudent to revisit the
research questions posed in Chapter Two. And, because the analysis in Chapter Four
uncovered strong theoretical links to Impression Management and Representation
theories, more explanation for linking the Web site to these theoretical foundations is
needed. Furthermore, the analysis of the recruiting Web site revealed a great amount of
insight into the constructed language and structure of its pages. This chapter will
highlight that insight and, in conjunction with personal vignettes from my own Coast
Guard career (chosen to better illustrate some of the analysis points), give more insight
into the messages the recruiting Web site relays to key publics. Additionally, because the
nature of textual analysis is to not only delve deeper into latent meanings, but also
discover and take into account what is missing, this chapter will discuss both of these
parts of textual analysis.
With this in mind, the focus of this chapter is tri-fold: all four research questions
will be revisited and addressed, and the Web site’s links to Impression Management and
Representation theories will be further explicated. Additionally, because there are always
limitations and opportunities for further research, these will be considered in this chapter
as well. Lastly, recommendations garnered from the analysis of this recruitment site will
be mentioned as a way for the organization to strengthen its primary recruitment tool.
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Research Questions Addressed
RQ1: What representation(s) of the Coast Guard are present in the recruiting Web site?
The constructionist approach to theories of representation was part of the
foundation for this study. This viewpoint specifically focuses on the public and social
meaning of language, where “things don’t mean: we construct meaning, using
representational systems – concepts and signs” (Hall, 1997b, p. 25). The question then
becomes, what concepts and signs were present on the recruiting Web site and what are
the social meanings of such representations?
To examine concepts and signs, one must first consider the structure of the site.
“Simply placing information on a web site does not necessarily mean that it is seen, not
to mention comprehended or remembered” (Hallahan, 2001, p. 236). Web site design is a
critical component in one deciding to stay and browse or bounce and surf. A site that is
well organized and easy to navigate can bolster a positive image of the organization. “On
the basis of links on the page, Web sites can be viewed to infer which publics the
corporation considers to be important and which one are regarded to be of secondary
significance” (Esrock and Leichty, 1999, p. 331). With this in mind, when viewing
employment-based sites, employees or perspective employees often are searching for
information regarding possible openings, work-life issues, human resource contacts,
departmental information, and general contact information.
The Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site provided most of these elements and was
arranged in a logical, hierarchical way, with the pattern of progression moving from
rudimentary basics to complex features. The Web site’s layering components, which
originate on the home page, mimic the hierarchical chain-of-command structure present
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within the Coast Guard organization. The Web site’s sensible layering construction
allows one to browse through it in a controlled, logical order. Much like the military
chain-of-command, it is most effective to go through the process (or through the Web
site) step-by-step, gaining information in incremental portions. While it is possible to
skip around from one page to another, losing track of orderly navigation, it is just as
possible to jump the chain-of-command. However, doing so, in most cases, results in the
dissemination of incomplete information and/or miscommunication. There are times,
however, when circumnavigation is appropriate. As with the internal Coast Guard
structure, the Web site builds in the alternative to go around the established structure and
gives one the option to click the big red “Get More Info” button for immediate
gratification.
In addition to the physical construction, attention must be paid to the use of
specific language, well-thought-out phrases and the calculated placement of words for
meaning construction. The Web site educes images of superiority and elitism,
representing the Coast Guard as the lead Federal agency operating within the maritime
domain. As a premier agency, it is imperative for the Coast Guard to recruit and retain
top-quality personnel. As a result, the Web site relays specific audience constructs and
makes it very clear about the type of person the organization wishes to attract. All Coast
Guard recruits must be dedicated, driven, assertive, patriotic and, above all else, have the
ability to persevere.
In this respect, the construction of the Web site parallels the reality of Coast
Guard life. One who perseveres and navigates through the entire recruiting Web site
obviously has the determination and dedication needed to fit into such an elite service.

129

As with the chain-of-command, and jumping ahead to “Get More Info,” one does not
have to surf the entire site to find a recruiter. But, if he or she intends on being a good fit,
it is advised that the recruit navigate through the site in order to become conversant in the
missions, and lifestyle(s) of the Coast Guard.
I reflect on my own Coast Guard career and compare the perseverance needed to
navigate through the entire Web site akin to the reality of transferring to a new job
(referred to as filling a billet). Even though a Coast Guard member can expect to be
transferred every two to four years, a learning curve always exists when one arrives at
one’s new billet and it takes a great deal of perseverance to navigate through the
transition process. For example, when I arrived at the USCGC STEADFAST (WMEC
623) in 2005, I faced a whole different set of circumstances from my previous Coast
Guard positions. I had never been stationed on a cutter and, up until this point, had spent
my entire Coast Guard career ashore, where my primary responsibilities encompassed
Search and Rescue missions, Maritime Law Enforcement training and execution, and
Resource Scheduling. Much like the incipient recruit who is still at the “Discovering Our
Missions” pages, I was well behind the learning curve (as compared to my Coast Guard
Academy graduate counterparts) when it came to driving a 210’ ship and landing HH-65
aircraft on its flight deck.
However, prior to reporting aboard the USCGC STEADFAST, I had taken the
time to learn about the service, through two other operational tours and multiple training
opportunities. As a result, the overarching culture, jargon, and command structures
utilized in the Coast Guard were not foreign to me. Much like utilizing the recruiting
Web site, I found the longer I stuck with learning these positions, and the more immersed
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I became in the process of uncovering the next new section. And, as a result, the
qualification processes became easier. It took a great deal of personal resolve,
perseverance and diligence to eventually earn the Deck Watch Officer (OOD) and
Helicopter Landing Signals Officer (LSO) designations. However, much like the Web
surfer who makes the decision to continue to navigate through the recruiting Web site,
the resolve required to manage through two two-month deployments as a break-in Officer
of the Deck and break-in LSO had a tremendous and agreeable payoff. The more time I
spent on the bridge conning and navigating the ship through anchoring, mooring,
unmooring, and regular steaming evolutions, as well as on an the flight deck giving
direction to land and launch aircraft, the more comfortable I became with the mechanics
of both jobs. Similarly, with more time and practice navigating the recruiting Web site,
one who is unfamiliar with the Coast Guard will eventually gain a comfort level with the
jargon and culture of the Coast Guard organization. Therefore, the verbal and visual
representations evidenced on the recruiting Web site’s pages become easier to interpret
and understand.
Even with perseverance, not everyone who has a desire to join has what it takes to
be a life-saver and defend the Homeland from enemies – both foreign and domestic. So,
not everyone will make the cut. But, for those who do, the site confirms that the Coast
Guard is a tough job worth doing, and one that allows individuals to become part of
something bigger than the self. The messages relayed from the Web site’s text makes the
idea of being part of such a leading service appealing and enticing. Like all other
branches of the military, the constructs of the Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site appeal to
those who are adventurous by nature – young men and women who are willing to get
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their hands dirty, fight terrorists, and reach out to sailors in peril. The implications that
one can save a life, bust a drug smuggling operation, and save an endangered species all
in the same day are effective (and true) and the graphics and words relay this
representation. The site essentially says:
If you are part of the Coast Guard, you are the maritime emergency
response – the 911 of the ocean. You may bust someone or save
someone’s life, but either way, it is fun, it is exciting, and it is definitely
worth doing.
As an elite Federal agency, the Coast Guard represents itself as willing to do
whatever it takes (within Federal laws and regulations) to get the job done and keep
America’s public safe from harm. Reiterated on the “Being a Coastie” page, this
representation is clear: “That’s our job – 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. That's life in
the Coast Guard. We don't just train. We train and perform.”
RQ2: Are the Coast Guard’s traditional themes (such as patriotism, duty, selfdiscipline, personal growth, honor, respect and/or devotion to duty) present on
the recruiting Web site? Are any of these themes recurring? If so, which ones?
Throughout the Web site, the Coast Guard represents itself as an elite service,
where men and women are expected to keep tradition alive and continue to do what the
Coast Guard has always done: assist with emergency situations, serve the maritime
public, intercede during life or death circumstances, and gain control of disastrous
situations. The repetitive representations of the service as the nation’s premier maritime
law enforcement authority, the emergency provider for America’s waterways, and the
unique and purposeful “Guardians of the Sea” reflect the tried and true motivators of
Coast Guard’s daily operations.
But, the Coast Guard could not continue to succeed as a maritime powerhouse
without the internalization of its three core principles: Honor, Respect and Devotion to
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Duty. Throughout the Web site, the idea that these core values are an integral part of
Coast Guard operations was apparent. In the 17 pages I analyzed, there was only one
overt use of any of these three terms, which occurred when talking about busting drug
smugglers: “[W]e counter them with our ceaseless Coast Guard determination and
devotion to duty” (“Discovering Our Missions – Maritime Security”).
It should be noted that the three core themes were evidenced on the “Being a
Coastie – For Parents” page (Figure 5-1). This is of interest because this page is
primarily geared towards parents of soon-to-be enlisted members. However, the three
core values, and the allusion to them throughout the Web site is applicable across the
board – to both officers and enlisted.

Figure 5-1: Being a Coastie: For Parents
While not part of the analysis, the “Being a Coastie - For Parents” page addresses some
key considerations, including where the service operates, the nature of basic training, and,
under the “Personal Growth” sub-section, the assurance that one’s son or daughter
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“leaves our service with these three values instilled in him or her…honor, respect and
devotion to duty.”
While the words “Honor,” “Respect,” and “Devotion to Duty” were not
repeatedly used, the use of these three values surfaced through other recurring themes.
Recurring themes such as action, adventure, bravery, dedication, heroism, patriotism,
perseverance, personal growth, pride, and self-discipline were common and repetitive. In
line with the Web site’s layering and structure, these recurring themes all fell under one
of the three core values. While not a perfect fit, the themes were placed into the
following categories for the following reasons: (1) Honor included action, adventure,
bravery and heroism because, through these actions, one brings distinction to the service;
(2) Respect incorporated themes such as patriotism and pride as a way to give particular
attention to the country and people the Coast Guard serves; and (3) Devotion to Duty
involved dedication, personal growth, perseverance and self-discipline because one’s
conduct, devoted service and function as part of the organization often results in a
combination of these elements. Furthermore, it is of note that these core values and
recurring themes echoed Admiral Thad Allen’s (Commandant of the Coast Guard)
direction for the organization: (a) Readiness; (b) People; and (c) Stewardship.
The “Discovering Our Mission” pages illustrate these themes in a layered,
structured fashion. The first sub-section, “National Defense,” includes all three
overarching themes through verbiage such as, “an organization that for more than two
centuries has served proudly” (perseverance / devotion to duty / readiness); “you could be
countering potential threats to American coasts” (action, adventure, bravery / honor /
readiness); and “we are a powerful role model that is in ever-increasing demand
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overseas” (patriotism, pride / respect / stewardship). The next page, which is the
“Maritime Security” sub-section, focuses solely on honor. “We have been the ‘law of the
sea,’” it states, and continues by saying, “we have taken on ever-greater maritime security
challenges including protecting our nation’s security against terrorism.” Focusing on the
ideas of action, bravery and heroism, this page promises that a recruit may participate in
•
•
•

Apprehending modern-day pirates
Tracking and arresting drug runners
Enforcing fisheries conservation laws

Furthermore, the page promises action, and illustrates this by placing quotation marks
around the word “average” (when describing an average day). As the home page points
out, there is no average day. Anyone who chooses to join the service will find that “[A]
day in the Coast Guard is never quite like the next.” As a hero, a potential recruit may
find him or herself as part of migrant interdiction operations, which “are as much a
humanitarian effort as they are law-enforcement missions.”
Continuing with the structured layers, the “Protection of Natural Resources” subpage (which is the third in the series) reflects solely on the themes of respect and
stewardship, focusing primarily on pride. Phrases such as “Coasties also protect the
country’s valuable natural marine resources;” “protect [our nation’s] threatened and
endangered species;” “pioneered the fight against water pollution;” and “enforce federal
regulations to reduce the dumping of refuse and sewage from vessels of all types” reflect
a great deal of respect for the environment, living species, and the cohabitation of humans
and the natural world.
“Maritime Safety,” which is the fourth “Discovering Our Missions” sub-page,
combines action and bravery (honor) with dedication and perseverance (devotion to
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duty). “We jump into action, going into the dangerous seas and harm’s way,” the page
states. Furthermore, it claims, “It takes more than physical ability and mental toughness.
You’ll also need that special desire and bravery with which heroes are born.” Coupling
this notion of perseverance with one that appears later on the page (“we are the driving
force behind the implementation of international safety and pollution standards”), these
themes work together to create the overarching idea that, in joining the Coast Guard, one
has the opportunity to become part of something great – something bigger than oneself.
The final “Discovering Our Missions” page, “Maritime Mobility,” focuses on a
Coast Guard member’s devotion to duty. “Beginning in 1790,” the page states, “we’ve
protected our nation’s cargo and shipping.” With themes such as dedication, personal
growth, perseverance, and self-discipline, this page examines these themes in its
discussion of the maintenance of “more than 50,000 federal aids to navigation” and
“18,000 highway and railroad bridges that span navigable waterways throughout the
U.S.”
Peppered throughout the remaining 13 pages, one will find example after example
of the recurring sub-themes. The “Being a Coastie” snippet on the home page, for
example, promises a guarantee of “new experiences even adventure” (honor) while the
“Find Your Fit” snippet speaks of “A world of challenge, bravery and patriotism” (honor
and respect). With so many recurring themes, layered under the umbrella of three
overarching values, the graphics and text of Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site allude to
the idea that Coast Guard members strive to uphold these key values through hard work,
perseverance and mission accomplishment.
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RQ3: How does the Web site communicate key messages for the four niche
Officer programs and what are these key messages?
As with the enlisted side of recruiting, the Coast Guard holds extremely high
standards for the quality and caliber of people it anticipates recruiting to its officer corps.
Leadership, life experience, maturity and assertiveness are all key attributes needed in a
worthy candidate and the recruiting Web site reiterates this standard through text and
graphics. The “Find Your Fit – Officer” pages make it apparent that the Coast Guard is
interested in recruiting only the cream-of-the-crop, and only those people who will be
innovative, embrace change, and be assertive enough to solve problems using their prior
experience, education, and knowledge.
In his guidance to Coast Guard members (in reference to promotions and servicerelated opportunities), Admiral Allen addressed leadership and the Officer Corps:
Never has there been a more exciting or rewarding time to serve in the
Coast Guard…We must be forward looking, adaptive, flexible and
responsive to emerging concerns and trends to succeed. We must build a
Coast Guard that continually senses change and continually adapts.
Building a Coast Guard is not limited to reforming our infrastructure and
transforming the organizational chain of command. It means building
leadership that will best position the Service for today and the future. It
means continually assessing our skills and being engaged in lifelong
learning regardless of rank or time in Service. Optimal mission execution
requires much more than monitoring operations. Intelligence, curiosity,
preparedness and critical thinking skills are prerequisites to success.
We need officers who excel in this rapidly changing climate – leaders who
employ innovative methods to solve problems; who work with partners
within the government and their communities to best serve the American
people; who understand the concept of managed risk, and who create an
environment for subordinates that embraces change, diversity of thinking,
and Coast Guard core values (as quoted by Stinson, 2007).
Admiral Allen’s convictions are clear, and the messages presented for Coast Guard’s four
niche officer programs echo his instruction. The recruiting Web site makes it apparent
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that there is not a lot of leeway when hiring the organization’s future leadership. The
three core values are expected in every insipient officer because he or she has the
responsibility and the duty to uphold and further the Coast Guard’s missions, standards
and values.
While the Coast Guard’s programs are structured in such a way that leadership
can be developed, management skills are presented as a quality an applicant should
already exude. The “Find Your Fit - Officer Opportunities” page entices an applicant to
“develop your leadership skills. Hone your management abilities. All while serving your
country.” Keying in on the idea of patriotism (respect), the same page promises that “If
you have the right experience, we have your fast track to the top.”
Coast Guard is looking for experience and leadership because, as the “Find Your
Fit - Officer” page states, a Coast Guard officer will be “in charge of situations where
your decision can make the difference between life and death.” Because officers are
placed in such extreme positions, the Coast Guard expects that each one will have the
maturity and assertiveness to take initiative and make rational, calculated decisions.
“Change is hard,” Admiral Allen states, “but not as hard as recovering from a missed
opportunity or the loss of confidence that comes when leaders fail to act.” The structure
and words used in the four niche officer program Web pages relay this sentiment.
“Intelligence, curiosity, preparedness and critical thinking skills” are not only
“prerequisites to success,” they are prerequisites for an officer candidate. Admiral Allen
also mentions the need for “diversity of thinking.” While diverse thinking often results
from one’s experiences, it can also be cultivated from one’s background. The Coast
Guard’s four niche programs: (a) the College Student Pre-Commissioning Initiative
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(CSPI); (b) Officer Candidate School (OCS); (c) Maritime Academy Graduate
(MARGRAD); and (d) the Blue 21 Guaranteed Flight Initiative consider one’s
background to be a key factor in recruiting minority groups. Targeting the ashore
(CSPI); prior enlisted (OCS), afloat (MARGRAD) and aviation (Blue 21) communities,
the four niche programs are strongly geared towards expanding diversity among Coast
Guard’s ranks and make no qualms about this primary undertaking.
Two of the four niche programs (CSPI and Blue 21) specifically focus on
increasing diversity within the service’s ranks. Leaning towards recruiting people who
attended a college or university with a “minimum 25% minority population of U.S.
citizens,” (“Blue 21”), these two programs push to diversify the applicant pool.
However, common sense dictates that just because one attends school with a quarter
minority population, one does not necessarily have to be part of that 25 percent. These
programs specifically target the school, not the applicant’s race or background (which
would be considered profiling and a completely unethical practice). So, the question
arises, if one is part of a minority population, will one find a fit within the current Coast
Guard population?
The “Find Your Fit - Officer” pages show pictures of fresh young faces, from a
myriad of ethnic and cultural backgrounds, engaged in more technical elements of the
missions, including inspections, piloting ships and helicopters, and driving small boats.
Only one of the four niche programs specifically mentions diversity as a goal. The “Blue
21” page states, “The goal of the BLUE 21 Flight Initiative is to build greater diversity in
the aviation community through targeted recruitment at colleges and universities with
strong minority populations.” While all of the programs have this goal, CSPI is the only
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other program that targets colleges and universities with strong minority populations.
Yet, the diversity disclaimer is not evidenced anywhere on the “CSPI” page. (The only
information that comes close to this provision is information regarding the eligibility
status of one’s college or university.)
In recruiting for diversity, age is also a factor and a key representation in these
four niche programs. Each program has varied age requirements, but most target
professionals in their early twenties to early thirties. In the case of the Maritime
Academy Graduate program, an applicant can be as young as 21 or as old as 40 by the
time the decision-making panel convenes. An applicant for OCS must be between the
ages of 21 and 34, where CSPI targets the 19 – 27 year-old group and BLUE 21 the 21 –
31 year-olds. However, in examining the graphical representations on these four pages,
the reader might think all four programs lean towards a young, twenty-something officer
corps. In fact, in examining the graphical representation on all 17 pages, the assumption
might be made that the entire Coast Guard consists of nothing but young 18 – 24 yearolds. These graphical representations lack the realism of both the enlisted and officer
corps because there are no depictions of older officers or seasoned enlisted members who
have been in the service for awhile. While, understandably, this is a recruiting Web site,
geared towards hiring young applicants, the reality is (as depicted in Table 1-2), the
average age for an officer is nearer to forty, not twenty-one.
Furthermore, the visuals on the “Officer Programs” page show one AfricanAmerican woman (representing CSPI), two African-American men (BLUE 21 and
MARGRAD), and two Caucasian women (OCS and MARGRAD). Caucasian males are
conspicuously absent, even though the Coast Guard is comprised of 78.4% of Caucasians
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and 87.8% men. The visuals on this page show two of the seven program images with
Caucasian males, and, interestingly enough, neither one of these two programs (Direct
Commissions and Pre-Commissioning Program for Enlisted Personnel) fall under the
four niche programs. Lastly, the Coast Guard Academy program, which, in Fall 2006
housed 851 Caucasians and 717 males (out of a total 995 student population), uses the
building, not the Cadets who graduate from it, as its visual representation.
Once in the service, the Coast Guard does an excellent job of affording women
and/or minorities the same opportunities as their qualified counterparts. The challenge
does not lie in how to handle a diverse workforce. The challenge, instead, is in recruiting
and retaining it.
RQ4: What is the relationship of the material on the Web site to the U.S.’s
publicly held image and reputation of the Coast Guard? Do the representations
in the recruiting Web site mirror the Coast Guard’s three core values and five
overarching missions?
The simple answer is yes – the Web site does reflect aspects of Honor, Respect
and Devotion to Duty. Additionally, there are multiple verbal and graphical
representations depicting (a) National Defense; (b) Maritime Security; (c) Protection of
Natural Resources; (d) Maritime Safety; and (e) Maritime Mobility. However, the Web
site’s pages do not tell the entire story.
The U.S. military is now about seven years into the war on terrorism and more
than five years into Operation Iraqi Freedom. The reality is that people joining the Armed
Services (especially those which fall under the Department of Defense) will probably be
deployed at least once during their first term of enlistment. And, the Coast Guard is no
different. According to an article found on the About.com (2008) Web site, “US Coast
Guard units deployed to Southwest Asia in support of the US-led coalition engaged in
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Operation Iraqi Freedom early in 2003. At the height of operations, there were 1,250
Coast Guard personnel deployed, including about 500 reservists. This included two large
cutters, a buoy tender, eight patrol boats, four port security units, law enforcement
detachments and support staff to the Central (CENTCOM) and European (EUCOM)
Command theaters of operation.”
With a service of only 40,000 people, 1,250 members assisting with these
operations account for a significant portion of its personnel (almost two percent of the
service). However, the recruiting Web site only mentions these operations in passing and
states “we work alongside the other military services, and at times as a specialized
service under the Navy…We are a powerful role model that is in ever-increasing demand
overseas” (“National Defense”). It does not mention that two percent of the Coast
Guard’s members served as part of Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring
Freedom. On the “Find your Fit – Enlisted Opportunities – Where You Can Serve Page,”
the information clearly discusses duty stations which are domestically located:
There are approximately 46,000 active duty Coasties currently serving. If
you choose to join their ranks, you may find yourself hanging from a
helicopter to save a boater in the Atlantic, running down drug runners off
the Florida coast, or stopping polluters from ruining our inland lakes.
As a Coastie, you could be flying in a helicopter over a hurricane disaster
area or sailing in a cutter guarding the New York harbor. You could be
cruising in a high-power Defender Class boat in the Pacific or breaking
through an ice-ladened port in Alaska.
If you become a Coastie, know that you will serve where your Coast
Guard skills are most needed.
If you choose to become a reservist, you'll usually serve close to home;
however, you may get deployed when necessary. In general, reservists live
within 100 miles of their Coast Guard Reserve unit.
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But, with the nature of a world in conflict, more and more Coast Guard members
continue to be called to serve as part of these operations overseas:
We serve anywhere in the world where we are needed including the
Caribbean, Europe, Asia and the Middle East. However, most Coast Guard
jobs are located here in the United States and Puerto Rico. Reservists
usually serve close to home; however, some do get deployed where
needed, when necessary (“Being a Coastie - For Parents”).
Longer overseas deployments and multiple tours in war-torn countries have led to
the public’s concerns regarding military recruiting and the government’s ability to retain
an all-volunteer force. However, even with these stumbling blocks, “feelings of
patriotism and a desire to serve may have increased many youths’ propensity for military
service. For the first time, the military is recruiting and retaining an all-volunteer force
during a drawnout war” (Congressional Budget Office, 2006, p. 25).
All of the themes discussed in RQ2 (such as action, adventure, bravery and
heroism) can be daunting to a parent or caregiver. And, influencers, such as parents,
family members, clergy members, teachers, and employers, all play a huge role in
influencing one’s decision to join the Armed Forces. Because the priorities for the
influencers are different than the potential recruits’ when browsing a recruiting page, the
perceptions are likely to be different as well. The Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site
reaches out to the parental layer and, in the “Being a Coastie” page, offers a tab leading
to the “For Parents” sub-section. While this was not included as part of the analysis, it is
important to note that this section includes information for parents regarding (a) Coast
Guard opportunities; (b) pay and benefits; (c) personal growth; (d) localities of service;
(e) basic training; and (f) frequently asked questions.
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With little information to base their research on, the Congressional Budget Office
analyzed several surveys to determine the influencers’ perceptions of military and
recruiting. “The surveys show changing attitudes toward military service. While one
indicator of the recruiting climate improved since September 11, 2001, another worsened
in recent years” (Congressional Budget Office, 2006, p. 25). Additionally, in his article
“How the U.S. Coast Guard Works,” Grabianowski states that “[T]he Coast Guard is
perpetually on active duty, chronically underfunded, entrusted with a vast array of
responsibilities, but often overlooked.”
The Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site addresses only a modicum of these issues.
It does not explore funding or the commonly-held public perception of the service doing
more with less. However, the Web site does expand on the idea that the organization is
tasked with a tremendous amount of responsibility for Homeland Security and it also
mirrors the idea that it is an organization which can be counted on to be always ready,
always on duty, and always waiting for the alarm to sound.
The Coast Guard, historically known to many as the “Guardians of the Sea,” had
to transfer this catchphrase when the organization was restructured and transferred to the
Department of Homeland Security. Even though the Coast Guard’s recruiting home page
seeks to replace this age-old adage with one that depicts the Coast Guard as America’s
“Shield of Freedom,” the Web site’s text and graphics only partially represent the
organization in this fashion. There are still strong ties to the “Guardians of the Sea”
maxim. But, considering the tremendous increase in the breadth and scope of the postSeptember 11th mission areas, the Web site’s design does do a good job of marketing
Coast Guard’s “new” philosophy. As mentioned in Chapter Four, the more intense,
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dangerous missions are listed first (National Defense and Maritime Security) and then the
list gradually tapers off as the missions become less extreme and severe in terms of the
nature of work, risk factor, and the potential for a member’s loss of life or limb. In
addition to this hierarchy of missions, phrases such as “Maritime Safety,” “Maritime
Mobility,” and “Protection of Natural Resources” are sprinkled throughout the site but
notably are found as page headings in the earlier portions of the Web site. These titles
represent the Coast Guard as America’s Maritime emergency response, ready to answer
the call and deal with whatever peril exists.
Links to Impression Management
As a result of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks in New York City and
Washington D.C., Coast Guard’s role, missions, and raison d’etre underwent a great
transformation. The “Guardians of the Sea,” were forced to shift focus to a Homeland
Security-centered role and become America’s “Shield of Freedom.” This shift
necessitated a reexamination of the organization’s identity and image due to the
possibility of a change in public perception.
As stated in Chapter Three, a company’s identity is the representation the
company portrays to the public and results in the public being able to differentiate the
organization from similar companies. Meech (2006) explained it as the aggregate of all a
company says and does. The image, on the other hand, is the impression an individual
creates based upon a company’s reputation and representation. Identity is an internal
creation disseminated to the public, while image is an external creation by the public.
And, as Bromley (1993) claimed, in some cases, impression management can be used to
manage or improve an image that publics hold of an organization.
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Bromley (1993) stated that impression management can be used to “achieve,
maintain, or improve an image that other people have of us” (p. 113). Using
communication and feedback to sell and manage images, these images, coupled with an
organization’s reputation, are often what publics base their decisions on. Over the last
five years, the Coast Guard has been able to begin the transition from a distinct caretaker
role to defenders of the Homeland. Using components of impression management, the
organization has altered and/or improved the image that rests in public perception.
Impression Motivation
Leary and Kowalski (1990) identified a two-component model (see Figure 3-1)
which explains impression motivation and impression construction. Using both parts of
the model, including the impression motivation process and the impression construction
process, the Coast Guard has created a new identity which portrays an updated, modern
image and reflects its heightened contribution to the War on Terrorism.
Impression motivation, which is driven by the need for people or organizations to
ensure that their public persona is intact, incorporates the goals, values, and
understanding of the current and sometimes desired image one desires to portray (Kleck
et al., 2007). On the recruiting Web site, the Coast Guard’s values, missions and goals
are clearly defined. However, it is not the definitions that are of consequence. It is in the
way that the information is presented that makes a difference. Cialdini et al. (1980)
discuss the difference between direct tactics and indirect tactics when presenting
information to salient audiences. Direct tactics, they posit, refer to ways in which people
and organizations present information about one’s own traits, accomplishments and
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abilities, while indirect tactics can enhance or protect an image by managing information
associated with the person or organization.
The Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site uses primarily direct tactics in
disseminating information and recreating its public image. Using all capital letters and
bright white font, the Coast Guard identifies itself clearly on every page as “THE
SHIELD OF FREEDOM.” This consistency is carried through from page to page, as the
headings mimic the font, color, and characteristics of this primary slogan. With a nononsense approach to the Web site, and to recruiting in general, the simplistic font and
standard colors (black for text, white for important headings, blue for the windows, and
splashes of orange from the images of Coast Guard boats, helicopters and personal
flotation devices) as well as the Coast Guard’s shield can be found on almost every page.
This Coast Guard’s shield, a key identity piece, is present on the personal
flotation devices (PFDs) worn, uniform items – such as hardhats, and the walls of
buildings and aircraft hangars. Additionally, as part of Coast Guard’s logo, the shield of
freedom adorns the sides of aircraft and cutters, and is incorporated into the familiar
Coast Guard racing stripe. 6 While the racing stripe and the shield have been around since
1967, the idea of the Coast Guard emulating the Homeland protector role did not fully
emerge until 2003.

6

President John F. Kennedy hired the industrial design firm of Raymond Loewy/William Snaith, Inc. to improve the world-wide
visual identification of the U.S. government. In 1964, the firm recommended that the Coast Guard adopt a symbol that would
distinguish it from other government agencies and be applied to ships, boats, aircraft, stations, vehicles, signs and printed forms. The
design was a wide red bar to the right of a narrow blue bar, both canted at 64 degrees, with a new emblem in the center. Impression
management studies were done to see the impact on the public and ensure the new identity was compatible with Coast Guard’s
missions and traditions. The reaction was overwhelmingly favorable. Three years later, on April 6, 1967, the racing stripe appeared
throughout the Coast Guard (“Traditions of the United States Coast Guard”).
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Admiral Thad Allen, Commandant of the Coast Guard, issued a decisive
statement in 2003, specifically addressing Coast Guard’s new missions, goals and focus:
Confronting tremendous new demands of Homeland Security and the
Global War on Terrorism, the Coast Guard supported Operation Liberty
Shield to defend America’s ports, coasts, and infrastructure. Deployed
Coast Guard forces executed Operations Enduring Freedom and Iraqi
Freedom...At the same time, we successfully met unabated and
unrelenting demands for search & rescue, marine safety, environmental
protection, drug interdiction, migrant interdiction, fisheries enforcement,
aids to navigation, and domestic and polar icebreaking during one of the
worst ice seasons on record…And on March 1, 2003, as part of the largest
government reorganization in more than 50 years, we moved smoothly
from the Department of Transportation to the new Department of
Homeland Security.
Key to our success in these historic events was the hard work, integrity,
professionalism, and adaptability of our people; the military character of
our Service; and the multi-mission capability embedded in our cutters,
aircraft, boats, and systems…our focus on Readiness, People, and
Stewardship is exactly on target. It is how we will sustain our Service,
transform it to meet evolving demands, and preserve our enduring
character (“Commandant’s Direction: 2003”).
Impression Construction
With the transition, it was inevitable that the Coast Guard would need to create
certain public impressions. As a result, the organization altered its approach to recruiting
as a way to affect the public’s impressions of the organization. This is the basis of
impression construction. This part of Leary et al.’s (1990) two-component model centers
around a person’s (or in this case an organization’s) self-concept, target images and
perceived images. Impression construction “involves not only choosing the kind of
impression to create, but deciding precisely how they will go about doing so” (Leary et
al., 1990, p. 36).
Leary et al. (1990) stated that engaging in impression management - specifically
impression construction - depends on five factors: (a) self-concept; (b) desired/undesired
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identity image; (c) role constraints; (d) a target’s values; and (e) current or potential
social images. Additionally, as first explored in Chapter Two, Leary et al. (1990) believe
that in image construction, there are five situational factors to consider: (1) Is the
communication public or private? (The Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site is public.);
(2) Is there a dependency on the target for valued outcomes? (The Coast Guard relies
heavily on online recruiting methods to garner new members.); (3) Is there an
anticipation of future contact? (Recruits who are interested in the Coast Guard will
repeatedly visit the recruiting Web sites for information.); (4) Is there a strong goal value
in place?; and (5) Is the discrepancy between the desired image and the believed image
(if there is one) beyond the limits of acceptability?
While the first three questions are relatively easy to address, the last two questions
delve deeper into impression management and the Coast Guard’s use of its recruiting
Web site to alter public perception. Focusing on desired identity and image, as well as
the Coast Guard’s values, Admiral Allen’s primary goal value, as expressed in his
aforementioned statement, is (a) Readiness; (b) People; and (c) Stewardship. Aligning
with Coast Guard’s three core values of (a) Honor; (b) Respect and (c) Devotion to Duty,
these goal values, like their counterparts, are embedded in recurring themes and
evidenced throughout the Web site.
Even with the restructuring and the attempt to transition from the “Guardians of
the Sea” to America’s “Shield of Freedom,” there is not a tremendous discrepancy
between these two images. In fact, the Coast Guard very much remains the “Guardians”
and only needs to enhance its image in the Homeland Security role. Nevertheless, with
this identity shift comes the need for advertising and buy-in to re-create the publicly held
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image. As previously mentioned, the “Shield of Freedom,” which is the Coast Guard’s
new identity, is evidenced in text and graphical representations in the top left corner of
each page on the recruiting Web site. However, the text continues to tout the Coast
Guard as the maritime 911, which mirrors the commonly-held perception of the
organization being America’s “Guardian of the Sea.” The “Maritime Safety” page
clearly states (in bold letters), “When the rescue alarm sounds, we are at our best.” It is
evident that the Coast Guard has constructed its identity in such as way that the public’s
image will see the organization as a combination of the two elements – both “Guardians”
and “Defenders.” In this capacity, given its broader scope of missions and goals, the
Coast Guard’s primary concern lies in maintaining its likability and seek to avoid
negative attributes such as lack of ability and disproval.
Links to Theories of Representation
Hall (1997b) states that representation, as a concept, focuses on how language,
discourse and symbology construct meaning and is interpreted accordingly by an
interested culture. And, because meaning is created by the relationship between things,
concepts and signs, Hall expounded on his ideas by claiming that representation “[I]s the
production of meaning of the concepts in our minds through language” (1997b, p. 17).
Constructionist theories of representation assume language is a way to construct
meaning, which is neither fixed, nor naturally associates signifiers and signifieds.
Theories of Representation consider how meanings are constructed through oral and
written language (du Gay et al., 1997; Hall, 1997a, 1997b) and argue that the language
system used is what conveys meaning via representation of our mental concepts.
“[S]ocial actors…use conceptual systems of their culture and the linguistic and other
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representational systems to construct meaning, to make the world meaningful and to
communicate about that world meaningfully to others” (Hall, 1997b, p. 25). However,
because meanings are subject to one’s environment, background, education,
understanding, and interpretation of reality, meanings are constantly in flux.
Representations, as revealed through language and graphics, assist with creating a
culture’s identity. It can be influenced by the way an organization chooses to
communicate with its publics via graphics, visual materials and verbal messages, and
examines how publics interpret the meanings encoded in these graphics, visual materials
and verbal messages. “Visual signs and images, even when they bear a close
resemblance to the things to which they refer, are still signs: they carry meaning and thus
have to be interpreted” (Hall, 1997b, p. 19). Interpretation comes via codes. The code
reflects culture and sets up a correlation between a conceptual system and a language
system (Hall, 1997a).
These codes help define cultures and tell us which language to use to convey the
meaning behind an idea. Because objects and ideas do not organically or inherently hold
specific meanings, language must be considered as a way to comprehend the
representations, images, and messages lurking below the surface. The resulting
perception is completely dependent upon the receiver.
Consider, then, the ambiguous nature of the Web site’s language. Sprinkled
throughout the text, words such as “may,” “could,” and “chance,” keep the Coast Guard
from making any promises or guarantees regarding duty locations, jobs, or admission to
officer programs. What appears to be a one-sided conversation relays the message that
having excitement, adventure, heroism and being part of the elite maritime organization
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comes at a price. The Coast Guard takes on the parental role and assumes responsibility
for dictating where one will live, how one will act (via its Code of Conduct) and the jobs
one will do. Of course, as in most family situations, free will is not entirely stripped
away. Each Coast Guard member is expected to take responsibility for his or her actions,
his or her career, his or her advancements, and his or her education. So, while the
organization has a lot of say in the outcome, the member has complete control over the
foundational elements.
Language is also used to construct culture and, from the constructionist
viewpoint, culture plays an important part in creating meaning. Throughout the
recruiting Web site, the Coast Guard organization is depicted as a premier force, called
upon to save lives and defend the country. While this representation is accurate, it is not
all together complete. Hence, the recruiting Web site’s representation of the Coast Guard
lacks some of the elements that comprise the organization.
Coast Guard Cultures
The Coast Guard is actually composed of several sub-cultures which work
together to make the entire organization. Each culture has inherent traits, values, and
ideals that align with the Coast Guard as a larger organization, but also differentiate it
from its counterparts. These sub-cultures include: (a) afloat units; (b) ashore divisions;
(c) the aviation community; and (d) marine safety entities. Buried within each of these
Coast Guard components are even more sub-cultures, based on rate, job-specifics and
specialties. Although there are layers of groupings within the internal organization, all of
these sub-cultures work together to comprise an institution which strives to complete the
mission with (as compared to its DOD counterparts) little funding and minimal resources.
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An example of the internal sub-culture layering is evident in the ashore
community. This community includes Small Boat Stations, Sectors (including Search
and Rescue Command Centers), Area and District offices and Headquarters. Taking, for
example, a small boat station, this community is a mecca of sub-cultures working
together. Depending on the Station’s locality and missions, it may have a myriad of
rates, including Boatswain Mates (BM), Machinery Technicians (MK), Gunners Mates
(GM) and Operational Specialists (OS). Each of these ratings serve as a sub-culture.
However, job-specific cultures can also be found. Every small boat station will
house coxswains (a sub-culture) and boat forces personnel (another sub-culture). And,
based on the station’s locality, it may also have surfmen (a third sub-culture). A Coast
Guard member who has earned the surfman qualification is considered the most
prestigious of the three because he or she is essentially a consummate small boat
coxswain. And, along with prestige, comes an inherent culture that sets surfmen apart
from other Small Boat Station personnel. With the motto, "The book says that you've got
to go out, but it doesn't say a word about coming back” (“U.S. Coast Guard Historian’s
Office”), the 161 Surfmen of the United States Coast Guard make up the smallest
operational specialty in this small service.
As illustrated in the above example, each sub-culture has its own unique codes,
language and graphics, which help set it apart from other internal sub-cultures. For
example, mirroring the Coast Guard at-large, the surfmen’s tiny sub-sect lives by a creed
which sets its culture apart from others in the organization. It reads:
I will to the best of my ability, pursue each mission with the
commitment, compassion, and courage inherent in the title
"SURFMAN". I will endeavor to reinforce the worldwide
reputation of our forefathers in the Lifeboat Community. I will
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maintain a guardian's eye on my crew at all times, and keep a cool,
yet deliberate, hand on the throttle. I will give of myself and my
knowledge as those who gave to me; so as the line of Coast Guard
Surfman will live forever I will ensure that my supervisors rest
easy with the knowledge that I am at the helm, no matter what the
conditions. I will never unnecessarily jeopardize myself, my boat,
or my crew; but will do so freely to rescue those in peril. I will
strive with dedication and determination to bring credit upon Coast
Guard Surfmen past and future (“U.S. Coast Guard Historian’s
Office”).
Sub-cultures are significant because the meanings which are created from the
visual and verbal representations are only part of the whole Coast Guard picture. The
recruiting Web site gives no indication that sub-cultures such as surfmen or cuttermen
(one who has been recognized as spending a great deal of time afloat and earning
qualifications associated with being underway for extended deployments) exist. Instead,
the images and text presented on the recruiting Web site are constructed in such a way
that the interpreter might assume that becoming part of the Coast Guard means becoming
part of a large, unified maritime organization. While this is true, the omission of the
Coast Guard’s internal communities leaves out quite a bit of information which is integral
when making a non-biased, accurate decision to join the service. If one makes this
decision based solely on a version of constructed meaning taken from the Web site’s
representations, one is making a decision based on partial and incomplete information.
However, this oversight confirms that representation is a construction: a version
of reality. The differences between the Coast Guard organization, the experience of
living and working within it, and the recruiting Web site’s construction of this reality are
apparent. Take, for example, Coast Guard’s five overarching missions. The recruiting
Web site presents these as five mutually exclusive areas. Yet, the reality of Coast Guard
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life is that these missions bleed into one another and, often, are not distinguishable as
separate entities. In fact, often they are collectively referred to as “the Mission.”
There are, however, realistic parallels between the Web site and Coast Guard life.
Most of these were found in the layered, hierarchical construction of the site. But, as
meanings are being created and negotiated throughout the site, a relatively realistic
picture emerges of life within the service. One can expect to become more disciplined,
understand the nature of leadership, and cultivate one’s sense of honor and bravery
through humanitarian and patriotic duties. One can expect to take responsibility for one’s
career, actions, and duties.
Limitations of the Study
One of the limitations of this study is that the analysis does not include some of
the sub-pages of the recruitment Web site. Instead, this thesis considered the 17 pages
that are most visited (based on recommendations from Coast Guard recruiting
headquarters and Google Analytics). Additionally, graphics were not explored in-depth.
By focusing on the representation aspects of the Web site, this study does not assess the
reactions of actual users to the navigability and attractiveness of the site. And, it does not
address Search Engine Optimization or dialogic features issues, both related to how one
initially finds an organizational Web site on the Internet and then how one navigates that
site. Nevertheless, it is likely that people visiting specific recruiting Web sites have some
knowledge of the organization because it can be assumed that they are on the site looking
for more specific employment information.
The study has the strengths and weaknesses of qualitative research. Hence, it
strives for depth instead of statistical breadth, and is interpretive in nature. Lastly, the
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study was limited in that it did not measure actual public perceptions about the Coast
Guard organization. In the place of such measurement, public perception was assessed
via prior research, information from other Web sites, and first-hand knowledge of
working with the Coast Guard and the publics it serves.
Future Research
There is a need for more studies examining Internet-based recruitment
instruments, such as the Coast Guard’s Web site. Because current research focuses on job
advertisements and brochures, instead of online media, the need for further research in
the online sector is tremendous. It would be valuable to compare corporate messages, as
represented on employment sites, to both public perceptions and current employee
perceptions, through the use of surveys, interviews and focus groups.
Lastly, because there is so much research lacking in the field of military
recruitment strategies and e-cruiting, it would be beneficial to all five Armed Services to
investigate how prospective recruits interpret and respond to the messages, represented
through visuals and verbals, employed on their career sites. As an extension of this
study, it would behoove the Coast Guard to consider an in-depth content analysis of
graphical representations as well as the dialogic features used on its recruiting Web site
as a means to garner more insight into the effectiveness of the tool.
Recommendations
Shortfalls
Themes such as action, adventure, bravery, dedication, devotion to duty, heroism,
honor, patriotism, personal growth, pride, self-discipline, and respect are common and
repetitive. All of these concepts are intertwined and work to create the notion that, by
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joining the Coast Guard, one has the opportunity to become part of something great –
something bigger than oneself. Nevertheless, there were oversights as the Web site failed
to include important missions and jobs within the Coast Guard from the onset.
Because the site is constructed in a layered, structured fashion, it is easy to
navigate through the layers and determine if the Coast Guard is indeed the right fit. Yet,
the Web site misses its mark in recruiting for all rates. References to heroism through
being part of a Search and Rescue team or a Law Enforcement team recruits those actionbased individuals whose interests lie in driving boats and wielding weapons. Most often
these missions are fulfilled by Boatswain Mates (BMs), Gunner’s Mates (GMs), Damage
Controlman (DCs) and Machinery Technicians (MKs). The Web site also leans heavily
towards recruiting for the Marine Science Technicians (MSTs) in the “Protection of
Natural Resources” pages. Even in the “Find Your Fit” pages, the Web site clearly
states: “For high school graduates we offer both full-time (enlisted) and part-time
(reserve) opportunities in safety and law enforcement; maritime patrol; environmental
operation; aviation; and more.” Furthermore, in the “Find Your Fit – Reserve” section,
the text discusses receiving training in “diverse areas such as computer processing,
mechanics, or radio communications.” However, the reality is that the Coast Guard has
specific full-time, active duty enlisted ratings for these areas of expertise (respectively
being Yeoman [YN], Information Systems Technician [IT] and Operations Specialist
[OS]).
It takes digging deep, and getting into the meat of the “Find Your Fit – Enlisted /
Rating Descriptions” pages to discover that there are four job groups (the Deck and
Ordnance Group; the Hull and Engineering Group; the Aviation Group; and the
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Administrative and Scientific Group) that a recruit can choose from when enlisting (see
Appendix B). In total, the Coast Guard offers 20 job-specific ratings. But, in the basic
areas of the Web site I explored, which included
1. The Home Page
2. Discovering Our Missions
• National Defense
• Maritime Security
• Protection of Natural Resources
• Maritime Safety
• Maritime Mobility
3. Find Your Fit
• Enlisted Opportunities
• Officer Opportunities
i.
College Student Pre-Commissioning Program
ii.
Officer Candidate School
iii.
Maritime Academy Graduate
iv.
Blue 21 Flight Initiative
• Reserve Opportunities
4. Get the Answers
• Find a Recruiter
I found the majority of the administrative ratings (Food Service Specialist [FS], Health
Services Technician [HS], Public Affairs Specialist [PA], Storekeeper [SK], and Yeoman
[YN]) and engineering group (Damage Controlman [DC], Electrician’s Mate [EM],
Electronic’s Technician [ET], and Information Systems Technician [IT]) were
overlooked. However, a great amount of emphasis was placed on the aviation
(specifically the Aviation Maintenance Technician [AMT] and the Aviation Survival
Technician [AST]) as well as the deck and ordnance groups (including Boatswain’s Mate
[BM], Gunner’s Mate [GM] and Operations Specialist [OS]).
Perhaps these were stressed because America has become more familiar with the
ratings within the Coast Guard family since 2005’s Hurricane Katrina. It was during the
extended rescue effort that America saw images of the aviation group as well as the deck

158

and ordnance groups in action. In fact, “[T]he U.S. Coast Guard [rescued] 27,243 people
from rooftops and flooded neighborhoods devastated by Hurricane Katrina. Additionally,
Coast Guard personnel assisted with the evacuation of an additional 9,462 patients and
medical personnel from hospitals and nursing homes” (“United States Coast Guard: Who
are These Silent Heroes”). These Gulf Coast rescue efforts catapulted the Coast Guard
into a lead role where it exceeded expectations and was captured in the public limelight.
Ironically, no mention of Hurricane Katrina was evidenced in the recruiting Web site;
yet, this image that America created of the Coast Guard as a result of that incident was
recurrent at the beginning of the Web site (“Home Page”) as well as at its closure (“Find
a Recruiter”).
Diversity
A human touch, not electronic contact, is vital in the last steps of a successful
hiring process. A recruiting Web site does not take the place of face-to-face contact with
members from the organization. While the Coast Guard is incorporating cutting-edge
technology to find, and ultimately recruit potential members, the site does not tell the
whole story. Like all other branches of the military, the constructs of the Coast Guard’s
recruiting Web site appeal to those who are adventurous by nature – blue collar workers
who are willing to get their hands dirty and reach out to sailors in peril.
What is lacking in the Web site, however, are the undercurrents of warmth,
compassion, kindness and emotion – all important traits for a Coastie to have, yet traits
which seem to be well-hidden, barely hinted at, and not readily advertised. Warmth,
compassion, kindness and emotion are feminine qualities – not qualities that an
organization charged with carrying out Homeland Security and National Defense would
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exude. After all, the Coast Guard is a “Shield,” ready to deflect all things that seem
harmful or uncertain. Yet, in reality, the humanness and inherent kindness of Coast
Guardsmen and women are pillars which help create and solidify the organization’s
structure. Without these characteristics, lives would be lost at sea and marine life would
dwindle to the point of extinction. So, while the Coast Guard is represented throughout
the Web site as a lead, premier law enforcement agency, and a domestic and international
force not to be reckoned with, the site seems to miss the mark with regards to depicting
the true nature and heart of the organization as well as the people who love it dearly.

Figure 5-2: Being a Coastie: Coastie Profiles
Currently, the recruiting Web site is not marketed to women or minority groups.
With male-centered, machismo language, themes and graphical representations, the Coast
Guard fails to appeal to the audiences it is needing most to attract. Furthermore, it misses
the mark in utilizing the Internet to its full potential. In a simple comparison of the other
four Armed Forces, the Coast Guard’s recruiting Web site falls far short in using the
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Internet’s capabilities to market to the younger, technologically savvy generations. With
simple strategies such as the inclusion of games, downloads (such as ringtones and
podcasts), video contests, chat rooms, discussion boards, on-line commercials, and
interactive personal accounts, the four DOD Armed services do a far superior job of
tailoring the Internet’s technological capabilities to their 18 – 24 year-old niche audience.
Furthermore, because the Coast Guard’s Web site is constructed only in English,
it excludes sectors of the population (including influencers) who may operate better in
Spanish. Incorporating links for Spanish-speakers would enhance the site’s usability and
increase minority usability. While the Coast Guard is an organization which operates
primarily with the English language, Spanish speaking service members are an integral
part of mission effectiveness. The Coast Guard often works in conjunction with foreign
law enforcement branches (including those from Central and South America), and
communications rely on the effectiveness of a qualified interpreter.
The Coast Guard must also consider influencers as part of their publics. Because
this tiny service is competing with the four bigger branches for qualified men and
women, it needs to market to a broader range of people. If the Coast Guard is serious
about increasing its minority populations and establishing long-lasting relationships with
these publics, a better approach would be to appeal to the teachers, clergy, coaches,
parents and grandparents who often assist in the decision-making process using an array
of language options.
If aligned with the capabilities offered by the World Wide Web, the Coast
Guard’s recruiting Web site could be an effective and appropriate tool for recruiting
qualified personnel. However, the current construction and composition of the recruiting

161

site, which is wrought with ambiguity and misrepresentations, only scratches the surface
in trying to use the Internet as a multi-media, interactive tool. The Coast Guard markets
to the 18 – 24 year-old audience. However, the Web site’s marketing strategy does not
align with the needs or wants of that particular public. Considering this generation has
grown up immersed in technology and interactivity, it is imperative that the Web sites
they choose to view offer elements of the same. Web sites must attract and hold the
browser’s interest through interactive media such as games, videos, chat rooms, and Web
casts. Therefore, in addition to incorporating these elements into the recruiting Web site,
it would behoove the Coast Guard to further follow in DOD’s footsteps and design the
site where a browser has the ability to create and log into one’s personalized account, and
individualize pages which reflect one’s specific interests.
The days of walking into a recruiting office with little or no information are
history. Now an interested candidate is armed with the Internet and the means to garner
all of the information he or she needs to make an informed career decision. While the
Web site does not absolve the duties and responsibilities of a qualified recruiter, it does
make gathering information about the service a whole lot easier. With more interactive
tools and less ambiguity regarding Coast Guard’s rates, cultures, duty stations, and
inherent nature of the service, the Coast Guard can draft qualified personnel and remain
Semper Paratus – Always Ready.
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