\Website relaunches with new advisers, programmers and investment
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BY PATRICK O'GRADY | Phoenix Business Journal

avid Johnson’s effort to provide an online home
for active and veteran military personnel is get-
ting a second, more robust tour of duty.

ArmedZilla.com plans tolaunch itsrebuilt web-
site on Veterans Day. Nov. 11, after a year during which
it attracted outside investment, brought in advisers and

programmers, and began prepping for expansion.
Even with the new features and growth, ArmedZilla

still is all about connecting those who have served in the
military, Johnson said.

“Thesystem is broken,” he said. “That's why we started
ArmedZilla. You have these entities and people that have
no way to connect.”

Johnson and Chris Ellis co-founded ArmedZilla in
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Scottsdale in 2010 as a site where military members, both
active and retired, could gather and share information.

Johnson served three tours in Iraq. When he returned to
the Valley and started attending classes at Arizona State
University, where he earned a de-
gree in communications, he noticed
there were other veterans like him-
self in their mid-to late 20s who were
looking to connect.

Thatled tothe firstiteration of the
ArmedZilla website, launched last
summer. It drew favorable interest,
and Johnson was slated to present at
last year’s Invest Southwest Capital
Conference, but he backed out after

‘Close-knit

and fOClISCd receivingan undisclosed amount of
funding before the event.
lletW(}l'kS Johnson declined to name his
funding sources or the company’s
are w hBI'B revenue, but he said the invest-
h f f ment was enough for ArmedZilla
the future o to hire 12 employees. They include
e ° software designers brought in from
SﬂClﬂl medla Silicon Valley, who have revamped
H adi ?  thesite’scode and added several new
is heading,”  fhesites
. Beechtree Capital, which has of-
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California, was one of the compa-
ny’s early investors. George Weiss,
founder of Beechtree and chairman of ArmedZilla, said
the company was an appealing investment for several
reasons.

“I'm always looking for what I think are impactful,
niche businesses that are at the forefront of their indus-
tries,” he said.

A NATIONAL NETWORK

ArmedZilla certainly has a niche. There are more than
561,000 military vets in Arizona, according to the U.S.
Department of Veterans Affairs, and more than 24 million
across the country. When ArmedZilla expands to include
military family members, that number swells to nearly
100 million people, Johnson said.

The company has added two main upgrades to benefit
users and businesses looking to access the site. Users will
be able to access the “keypoints” function, which allows
them to establish the dates and locations of their military
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ArmedZilla.com will relaunch its website for active and
former military personnel on Veterans Day, Nov. T1.

service. It's similar to Facebook’s new timeline feature, and
ArmedZilla has attached it to an algorithm that allows us-
ers to find people who served in the same places or same
units they did, Johnson said.

Companies looking to tap into that market will be able
touse the “channels” segment to set up locations for users
to visit. That could include anything from military equip-
ment manufacturers for boots and gloves,
to nonprofits that offer services to veterans
after they are discharged.

“With veterans, they often know what they
need, but don’t know where to find it,” John-
son said.

Rick Rudenick, director of operations for
the Los Angeles-based National Veterans
Foundation, said veterans often don’t know
where to start looking for services, but younger ones are
more inclined to look online for answers.

“Younger vets, 40 and under, we see alot of them finding
us through social media or on our chat line,” Rudenick
said.

That increasingly will come into play as thousands of
Iraq War personnel return home this winter,

ArmedZilla’s business model gives users free access.
Even companies and groups will have basic access at no
cost. The company is developing fee-based software mod-
ules to generate income and is considering selling com-
pany advertisements on the site, Johnson said.

He already has met with various people in the U.S. mili-
tary about how to tie the site into various branches’ efforts
to help personnel coming home from Iraq and Afghani-
stan. Because of the site’s targeted nature, he expects it
will appeal to businesses that cater to the military and its
personnel.
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“We're projecting our value per user is going to be greater
than something like Facebook,” he said.

FUTURE OF SOCIAL MEDIA

Niche social media sites are not a new phenomenon, but
they are growing as more computer-literate generations
start looking for networking tools. Targeted advertising
on such sites can be a big draw for companies as opposed
to broader social media sites, said Fred von Graf, founder
of Social Media Arizona.

“What you have with Google or Facebook or other sites
is you're using a shotgun approach,” he said.

Roger Hurni, co-founder of Off Madison Ave in Phoe-
nix and president of the Arizona Interactive Marketing
Association, said large social networks tend to be more
fragmented from a marketer or business perspective, and
that makes it difficult
for niche groups to start
there.

“When we, as market-
ers, want to attract the
strongest brand advo-
cates — the ones with
the largest voices and
dedication to the sub-
ject — we look to niche
sites,” hesaid. “Because,
in order for you to want
to join and be a member of something that is so focused,
you'vealready committed yourself to actively participat-
ing and engaging around that specific interest.”

The challenge for companies looking to tap niche sites is
whether they provide a large enough marketing channel,
Hurni said.

“From a social media trend perspective, we don’t see
brands taking enough advantage of these niche social ¢
media communities based on specific subject matter,”
he said. “And in seeing these communities spring up
so frequently, and with users' drive to connect in rel-
evant and meaningful ways, we see that close-knit and
focused networks are where the future of social media
is heading.”

Weiss said part of the attraction for investing in Armed-
Zilla was the lack of other players in the market and the
inroads Johnson already had made with large veterans
groups while building the site.

“I think the world of him,” he said. “He’s an amazing
guy”
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