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ABSTRACT

This paper combines a teaching activity that could be incorporated 
into a public relations management, campaign, ethics, or strategy 
course with qualitative research on student reactions and its goal 
of getting students to critically think about diversity, equity and 
inclusion (DEI) in strategic communication campaigns. The activity 
is designed to give students the ability to explore the differences 
between diversity, equity, and inclusion while learning how to have 
difficult conversations with co-workers and employers. Using a 
hypothetical case of an organization’s promotional campaign 
that is criticized by social media influencers, the activity takes 
students through thinking about the campaign and working 
through responses to the company’s actions and considering 
organizational change. The case challenges students to explore 
the nuances of diversity, think beyond the knee-jerk reactions to 
outside forces and consider how to communicate diversity and be 
inclusive in the media. In addition to providing discussion questions 
and supplemental materials for the activity that can be used to 
engage students and assess their learning about DEI issues 
related to campaigns, the paper uses interviews with students to 
explore their reactions to DEI concepts and how campaigns can 
move beyond targeting specific audiences to authentic inclusion.
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	 The idea for the teaching activity introduced in this article was 
inspired by season 1, episode 6 of the television show American Auto 
on NBC. The episode, entitled “Commercial,” which originally aired on 
U.S. television on January 25, 2022, was a fictional representation of a 
company reacting to being called out on social media for online virtue 
signaling. The episode then took viewers through the pitfalls Payne 
Motors encountered when trying to create a commercial for the company 
that was more inclusive, authentic, and diverse.
	 While the episode was a fictional comedy, it highlights the 
problems that organizations encounter from social media and missteps 
that can be experienced when trying to incorporate diversity because of 
external forces. Despite the problems, social media influencers are key 
elements of many public relations campaigns. Agility PR, for example, 
reported that among marketers, 90% of respondents felt that influencer 
marketing was effective (Sharva, 2022). Additionally, Agility PR 
recommended that influencers be added to campaigns because they can 
become brand ambassadors and can expose an organization to a larger 
engaged audience.
	 Due to its ubiquitous nature, social media has also become a 
platform for conversations regarding diversity, equity, and inclusion 
and an outlet for organizations to show their support for specific causes. 
The increased show of support and conversations surrounding DEI have 
led to expanded research regarding DEI in strategic communication 
organizations and campaigns. Yet organizations implementing DEI 
struggled with training and having needed conversations around the 
topic (Carufel, 2021). In fact, an IPR survey revealed that 20 percent 
of respondents acknowledged they did not recognize a difference in 
meaning between the terms “diversity” and “inclusion” (Carufel, 2021). 
Additionally, another survey found that only 53% of respondents said that 
their organizations provided, but did not require, training on DEI topics 
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(Haddad, 2022). Yet, despite this lack of required training, communication 
professionals find themselves as being the resource for DEI counsel and 
practices. 
	 Organizations such as the Public Relations Society of America 
, Public Relations Student Society of America , and Association for 
Education in Journalism and Mass Communication  have stepped up 
to provide training for their members through a variety of outlets, 
including webinars. Despite these efforts, academia and the industry are 
still struggling with DEI efforts at all levels (Brown & Laughlin, 2019; 
Bardhan & Gower, 2020). 
	 To help reduce the struggle with DEI, this article recommends 
using the definitions endorsed by the Institute of Public Relations when 
they released The Wakeman Agency’s (2021) survey on the language 
public relations leaders use when discussing DEI. Diversity is the mere 
presence of differences whether those are demographics (e.g., race, 
gender, ethnicity, age, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic status among 
others) and psychographics (e.g., values, attitudes, personal background). 
Diversity encompasses the intersection of these traits and considers other 
characteristics, such as neurodiversity, special needs, disabilities, and 
physical attributes. Equity promotes justice, impartiality, and fairness 
while promoting proportionate access and opportunities based on people’s 
diverse characteristics. Inclusion focuses on the genuine incorporation 
of diverse people into an environment so that they feel welcomed and 
accepted throughout the organization, resulting in feelings of being heard, 
respected and valued.
	 This article introduces a classroom activity that is a step toward 
DEI training within the safety of a classroom setting, which answers 
the call by Bardhan & Gower (2020) to incorporate more diversity and 
inclusion activities in the classroom. Based on interviews with students 
who went through the activity, the article also recommends that educators 
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embrace the mentorship role in regard to DEI topics as called for in 
the report by the Commission on Public Relations Education (Mundy 
et al., 2018). Encouraging and supporting students to explore ways to 
design more inclusive communication campaigns can help these future 
public relations leaders move from targeting audiences with persuasive 
messaging to engaging authentically with them.

Literature Review
	 Public Relations and DEI. Public relations has long been aware of 
its diversity problem. As expressed during an interview, one practitioner 
felt that “We ‘talk the diversity talk,’ but I’m not sure we ‘walk the 
walk’ as much as we could.” (Hon & Brunner, 2000, p. 320). Nearly 20 
years later, the industry has started to take proactive efforts to address 
its diversity issues. In 2015, Steve Barrett, editor-in-chief of PR Week 
issued a challenge to the industry to reach a benchmark for the profession 
to have more diverse peoples in leadership positions (2020). Although 
progress has been made since that charge was issued, with the largest 
firms reporting approximately 20% diverse talent in 2021 (Diversity 
Action Alliance, 2021), there is still much work to be done. In order 
to make sure that the work toward a diverse profession does not stop, 
industry organizations and businesses are taking the lead by showcasing 
and sharing their efforts. Practitioners of strategic communication have 
acknowledged that although awareness of DEI issues has improved, there 
is still a long way to go to ensure that the profession is representative and 
communicates with its audiences in a truly inclusive way. 
	 So that their stance is clear, PRSA created a Diversity & Inclusion 
Committee with the goal of “building consciousness by increasing the 
visibility of D&I standards, resources and best practices for racial, ethnic, 
religious, sexual orientation and gender differences, as well as diverse skill 
sets, mindsets and cultures at all levels of the organization” and to equip 
practitioners with the tools necessary to be advocates and leaders in this 
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area (Public Relations Society of America, n.d.). The Diversity Toolkit 
created by the organization provides information on being a D&I liaison to 
the organization, a mission statement, links to websites and the “Diverse 
Voices” book by the PRSA Foundation, “Do’s and Don’ts” for chapters, 
and a list of diversity and inclusion-focused awards and events sponsored 
by PRSA.
	 Firms and agencies focusing on strategic communication are also 
sharing their tips on how to be more inclusive and what they are doing 
to make sure they are doing their part to be more representative. These 
agencies recognize and acknowledge that diverse voices and practices 
are essential for their profession and their clients. PAN Communications, 
for example, suggests that ways to incorporate more diverse voices 
include: mentoring diverse interns, partnering with universities to identify 
diverse future professionals and connecting with professors, reading and 
implementing material on diversity provided by industry organizations, 
and holding panels on diversity (Magdovitz, n.d.).
	 Rodney Pruitt of Weber Shandwick St. Louis reminds readers 
that diversity, representation and acceptance are key factors when 
millennials are searching for their professional home (2018). These young 
professionals are looking to see that they are represented at all levels of 
the organization and often search for diverse mentors. In order to be able 
to recruit and mentor incoming professionals, Pruitt calls for the industry 
to be proactive and not reactive to their needs regarding representation and 
awareness of diverse voices. 	
	 The Wakeman Agency (2021) carried out the first of its kind 
research addressing how public relations leaders define and discuss 
diversity, equity, and inclusion in organizations. The research surveyed 
393 public relations leaders and found some common trends. First, the 
language used by organizations reinforces the existing power dynamics in 
an organization and can derail an organization’s DEI efforts when they are 
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not aligned. Similarly, despite the expressed commitment to DEI across 
the industry, there is a large gap in meaningful action and a narrow view 
of what constitutes diversity. Public relations leaders mostly viewed race 
(83% of practitioners), sex (77%) and ethnicity (75%) as a high or medium 
priority in industry initiatives. Diversity of thought, sexual orientation, 
neurodiversity, religion, and socioeconomic levels were largely viewed 
as a low priority. Reflecting the leaders’ failure to “walk the walk,” 
most of their DEI initiatives were carried out in human resources offices 
rather than being company-wide initiatives, and research has shown that 
organizational change cannot happen in departmental isolation in an 
organization. Its leadership must be active and ever present for cultures 
to shift, particularly with successful DEI implementation (Waters et al., 
2023).
	 Simply put, firms, agencies, and industry organizations have called 
for the industry to make sure that diversity is one of the first things they 
think about regarding their workforce and work for clients, instead of an 
add-on at the end of the day or because of public outcry. But the day-to-
day work has not yet reflected this concern, based on industry reports. 
Organizations that do not follow this mindset will find themselves dealing 
with avoidable claims and damage to their reputation of being oblivious 
and insensitive to the needs of the public. 
	 PRSA (Carroll, 2022) as well as industry blogs and publications 
(e.g., Strater, 2021) recognize that younger practitioners from Generation 
Z are in the best position to shape the industry’s approach to DEI because 
of their lifelong access to information. They are forcing conversations 
about inclusion and equity in the workplace and society at large. They’re 
also drawing attention to the need to expand typical depictions of diversity 
to include neurodiversity and one’s physical and mental capabilities. As 
optimistic as these industry pieces are about the future of the field, young 
and upcoming practitioners need to be encouraged to lead and make sure 
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the industry shifts from a DEI casual stroll to a fast-paced walk toward 
progress. The public relations curriculum must include lessons that 
help them address those challenges and develop their confidence in the 
classroom before they take their first jobs.
	 Leadership. As cliché as it sounds, today’s students are tomorrow’s 
leaders. However, several studies have found that leadership development 
and education is lacking in journalism and mass communication 
programs (Mills et al, 2019; Blom & Davenport, 2012; Bronstein & 
Fitzpatrick, 2015). Specifically, Mills et al. found that approximately 
39 of the 119 programs studied had no focused leadership course and 
in the approximately 79 programs that did have leadership courses, the 
leadership component was not the primary focus of the course. This lack 
of focus on leadership may be due to JMC programs focusing more on 
hands-on experience over leadership training (Bronstein & Fitzpatrick, 
2015) or because leadership is not considered a core course for JMC 
program directors (Blom & Davenport, 2012). 
	 Given this lack of focus on leadership, JMC educators need to 
ensure that students have exposure to leadership practices or else they will 
enter the workforce unprepared for leadership tasks that they encounter. 
Though it may not be realized, students take leadership cues from 
educators who serve as role models and from in-class activities where 
they can explore different leadership approaches in a safe environment. 
Educators have an opportunity to create a playground for risk-taking, 
to explore new ideas and to cultivate best practices in their classrooms. 
Having the freedom to explore, and perhaps fail, in a safe classroom sets 
students up to be able to be accepting and encouraging of change. As 
future leaders in the communication field, students need to become the 
leaders who acknowledge, support and encourage change (Bardhan & 
Gower, 2020; Meng, 2015). These future leaders also need to engage with 
diversity and represent diversity (Bardhan & Gower, 2020). 
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	 While there is no universal approach to being an effective 
leader, Sudkee (2021) found that key indicators of transformational 
leadership in undergraduate students are “intellectual stimulation” that 
“stimulate[s] their colleagues’ creativity,” “idealized influence” where 
peers are examples of “respectable and trusted leaders” and “individual 
consideration” where students “recognize other’s value and importance” 
(p. 102). Berger (2009) identified nine qualities essential in public 
relations leaders: being a leader by example, being effective and credible 
in decision making, having a strong ethical stance and professional 
standards, being able to communicate well, knowing the strengths and 
weaknesses of themselves and others, having a desire to lead, being 
transformational and inclusive, being passionate about the profession, and 
fostering change and a culture of communication. Students in JMC courses 
have the opportunity to build these skills and define what they believe 
makes for good leadership if they have in-class opportunities to explore 
the process of leadership and develop their concepts of an ideal leader. 
	 Higher education is the perfect setting to provide students 
with opportunities needed to explore and take risks. By allowing and 
encouraging risk and change, academia can create a new generation of 
informed citizens by refocusing and reinventing curricula and assignments 
to challenge students and develop leadership. Mills et al. (2019) called 
for JMC programs to “work to ensure the competencies [of leadership] 
are spread throughout the 4-year curriculum in a meaningful way” (p. 
273). The advertising/public relations/strategic communication campaigns 
course is the ideal place to assess student leadership skills gathered 
throughout a JMC program while adding current relevant leadership due 
to the fact that this course often has a team project and often follows the 
structure of a real-world agency. Challenging students to think through 
difficult conversations like those involving DEI will better prepare them to 
be tomorrow’s leaders when they face those questions in the workplace.
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	 Audience Segmentation or Stereotyping?  Through campaigns 
courses in the public relations curriculum, client-serving agencies, and 
campaign competitions like the Public Relations Society of America’s 
Bateman Case Study competition and the American Advertising 
Federation’s National Student Advertising Competition, students have 
the ability to gain leadership experience in developing and implementing 
campaigns. Strategic communication curriculum has outlined several 
approaches to campaign development, including the ROPES Process, 
RPIE, and RACE (Kelly, 2001; Smith, 2020; Universal Accreditation 
Board, 2018). Hardy and Waters (2012) reviewed 42– years of PRSA 
Silver Anvil-winning campaigns to determine how well they adhered 
to recommended campaign development approaches. They found that 
campaigns were successful in naming specific targeted audiences and 
increasing in their sophistication of developing objectives; however, 
evaluation largely consisted of basic publicity measures.
	 Communication campaigns regularly name specific audiences 
that they are trying to persuade; however, recent scholarship and industry 
groups have criticized that audience segmentation is based on stereotypes 
for most organizations and should be removed from practice (e.g., Tan et 
al., 2022). Segmentation breaks up a large target market into smaller, more 
homogeneous groups by grouping people together based on shared traits 
for more effective outreach. Research has found that using demographics 
to segment audiences is the most common practice in strategic 
communication (Müllensiefen et al., 2018); however, other approaches 
include geographic, psychographic, and behavior-based segmenting. 
Demography divides the target audience based on traits, such as age, 
gender, race, sexual orientation, income, and education while geographic 
segmentation is based on local, regional, national, or global markets. 
Psychographic segmentation is based on shared interests and lifestyle 
traits, and behavior-based segments are typically focused on loyalty or 
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product/service usage (Goyat, 2011).
	 When segmentation is done correctly it can lead to successful 
identification of and communication with key audiences. However, 
segmentation must be driven by research data and not simply based on gut 
instincts (McKercher et al., 2022). Campaign planners cannot assume that 
someone they know personally typifies a stakeholder group. Data must be 
used to segment the audiences. Segmentation should not be oversimplified 
but be research-based. Technology, data tracking, and analytics have made 
it easier to pinpoint target audiences and create detailed brand personas, 
but campaign planners still need to make some generalizations about their 
audiences. It’s when those generalizations are pushed to the extreme that 
brands run into trouble.
	 However, the parameters for separating the segments cannot be too 
broad. Models based on demographic variables run this risk. For example, 
age-based segmentation frequently uses age to identify a generational 
cohort and not a segment within that generation. Similarly, brands 
that have created messaging for women or LGBTQ+ audiences have 
backfired because the messaging was deemed patronizing or offensive 
(Hoffman & Delahanty, 2021). Segmenting based solely on one or two 
demographic factors ignores the significant work that has been produced 
on intersectionality (Rosa-Salas & Sobande, 2022; Vardeman-Winter et 
al., 2013; Vardeman-Winter & Tindall, 2010). Work on intersectionality 
and multidimensional diversity is paving the way for a culture ready to 
embrace inclusivity.
	 Developing More Inclusive Campaigns. Advertising and public 
relations campaigns frequently divide the entirety of their stakeholders 
into smaller, more reachable audiences through segmentation. However, 
the language used to describe the process (e.g., targeting) and the groups 
that result from this process (e.g., target audiences) conjure up images 
of hunting down a particular group and capturing their attention. While 
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segmentation may be necessary for campaigns to create and deliver 
more effective messaging, it also steers practitioners to think about those 
audiences in a non-inclusive manner. The audiences become groups to 
track and target rather than include in the campaign in a more engaging, 
meaningful way.
	 Public relations literature has recently encouraged practitioners 
beyond the targeting approach with its campaigns through the introduction 
of SMART+IE objectives (Waters et al., 2021). The SMART+IE 
approach traces its origins to broad organizational management to ensure 
that organizations check for disparate impact along identity and power 
lines and ultimately minimize that impact for everyone. The addition 
of inclusion and equity to the traditional SMART goal challenges 
organizations to promote these aspects in their work. While some goals 
may not appear to have an inclusion and equity component to them, 
organizations are challenged to think how they can promote these elements 
in the organization’s work. 
	 As an example, in wake of the June, 2022, United States’ Supreme 
Court’s reversal of the Roe v. Wade decision, nonprofits on the pro-life 
(e.g., March for Life) and pro-choice (e.g., Planned Parenthood) sides 
of the discussion could have simply created awareness campaigns to 
highlight the issue and argue for their positions. This work easily could 
have incorporated SMART criteria (specificity, measurement, audience-
focused, realistic, and timebound) into its design, but it becomes 
significantly more meaningful when inclusion and equity components are 
added to awareness building. This can be done by adding specific actions 
that reach out to diverse populations and meaningfully engage with them. 
For this example, the pro-life and pro-choice positions might decide to 
“increase the number of African-American/Black church leaders’ voices in 
policy discussions and propositions” or “develop coalitions with women’s 
health clinics in Hispanic communities,” respectively, to their awareness 
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campaigns. 
	 The Management Center (2021) recommends adding inclusion and 
equity to SMART goals to address systemic issues that perpetuate inequity 
and social injustices. For public relations, moving beyond traditional 
SMART criteria for campaign objectives to include elements of inclusivity 
and equity challenges the industry to be more socially responsible 
and engage its audiences in more respectful and meaningful ways–not 
simply target them. Incorporating SMART+IE objectives into campaigns 
indicates that inclusion and equity are additional components that require 
extra consideration. Practitioners should not simply work to target an 
audience with messaging; rather, socially responsible practitioners 
carefully consider the communities they serve and reflect on how they can 
be brought into the organization and campaign without merely tallying the 
diversity that they have targeted (Farwell et al., 2022).
	 Inclusion and equity must be intentional in strategic 
communication campaign efforts. For example, a corporation that is 
recruiting employees for a new endeavor it is pursuing may have a 
communication objective to “Recruit a team of 50 new entry-level 
employees from the Dallas-Fort Worth Metroplex for Project XYZ by 
August 31, 2022.”  This objective meets the SMART criteria by having 
a specific outcome (employee recruitment), being measurable (50 new 
entry-level employees), naming an audience (Dallas-Fort Worth Metroplex 
residents), being realistic given the company’s resources and schedule, 
and being timebound (completed by August 31, 2022). With this objective, 
planners could go into the community and target specific neighborhoods 
for recruitment and completely overlook other stakeholder groups. 
	 To add the inclusion and equity components and make this a 
SMART+IE objective, campaign planners need to pause and reflect 
on these concepts and how they can intentionally bring them into the 
organization. A revised SMART+IE version of the objective might read: 
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Recruit a team of 50 new entry-level employees from the Dallas-Fort 
Worth Metroplex for Project XYZ, using feedback from internal BIPOC 
and LGBTQ+ employee resource groups, by August 31, 2022. Using 
this revised SMART+IE objective, campaign planners acknowledge that 
perspectives from employee resource groups may be helpful in creating a 
more inclusive team rather than leaving the hiring decision in the hands of 
a small group of administrators.
	 Younger public relations practitioners have repeatedly told 
researchers that they want more than a career; they want to have big 
impacts on topics such as social justice and systematic change (Gallicano 
et al., 2012; Pompper, 2015). Educators can help students accelerate that 
change by challenging them to confront difficult issues, such as DEI, 
in course work. By incorporating assignments that emphasize inclusion 
and equity over targeting a named audience, students are on the fast 
track to become industry leaders with gained confidence from classroom 
discussions and experiences with their own campaign planning in capstone 
courses. 
	 SMART+IE objectives can transform publicity and awareness 
building campaigns into ones that embrace marginalized communities. 
Throughout the year, corporations, nonprofits, and government agencies 
embrace heritage/history and awareness months with messaging saying 
they celebrate different communities or encourage audiences to donate 
to select causes. These performative messages embrace the marginalized 
audience briefly but fail to demonstrate how – or, if – the organization has 
genuinely reached out to the community for greater involvement. 
	 Incorporating the SMART+IE mindset into communication 
campaigns requires embracing inclusion and equity as part of the 
organization’s culture. Bringing inclusivity and equity into strategic 
communication campaigns challenges planners to bring traditionally 
excluded groups into processes, activities, and decision-making in a way 
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that shares power (Mor Barak, 2022). It moves beyond incorporating 
the Center for Integration and Improvement of Journalism’s Diversity 
Style Guide (Kangiel, 2019) into messaging to removing social systems 
and structural barriers that prevent all of an organization’s stakeholders 
from having the same opportunities to participate and benefit from the 
organization’s offerings, whether they be community sponsorships, 
employment, discounts, or simply access to programs and services. 
Being diverse merely is a tally of what demographic or sociographic 
representatives are involved. Being inclusive moves beyond tallying up 
who was involved to thinking about ways that perspectives and ideas are 
heard and acted upon, and legitimate partnerships are created to uplift 
stakeholders so that equitable outcomes are available for all individuals. 
	 Given the relationship between mentoring students and training 
them to be leaders, this research explores how a classroom exercise 
challenges students to think about diversity, equity, and inclusion in 
communication campaigns and gauges their reactions to SMART+IE 
objectives. Based on the previous research and other practitioner-literature 
reviewed prior to creating the classroom activity, the following research 
questions were created to guide the student interviews:

RQ1:  How do students view public relations’ connection to 
diversity, equity, and inclusion?
RQ2:  How did students perceive the classroom activity?
RQ3:  How did students react to SMART+IE objectives in the 
activity?

Method
	 Early in the Spring, 2022, semester, an episode of “American 
Auto” featured a plot where a Payne Motors’ commercial was being reshot 
to highlight the company’s inclusivity after a series of events portrayed 
the company negatively. Though written in a humorous tone, the episode 
introduced important lessons about authenticity and being committed 
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to diversity, equity, and inclusion. The researchers designed an activity 
reflecting the overall nature of the episode, but introducing a broader range 
of diversity than the episode presented and adding social media responses 
to leaked behind-the-scenes footage from a commercial shoot. 
	 The Assignment. The complete “Our Family is Your Family” 
assignment details are presented in the Appendices.   Supporting materials 
include a basic scene description featured in the commercial series 
developed by the strategic communication agency hired by the company, 
an internal memo from a communication team specialist expressing 
concerns about the scenes, a series of emails and text message exchanges 
sent throughout the planning and filming of the commercials as well as 
examples of social media response the campaign generated.
	 The Research. To answer the study’s three research questions, 
in-depth interviews were conducted with 22 students who participated 
in the exercise in two separate classes taught by the researchers, one 
undergraduate “Issues in Advertising” class (43 students enrolled) and one 
graduate “Strategic Communications Management” course (18 students 
enrolled) at the researchers’ institutions. Nine of the students interviewed 
were graduate students while 13 were undergraduates. Students at both 
the undergraduate and graduate level were asked to participate in the 
interviews to gauge how students from both the Millennial Generation and 
Generation Z viewed the exercise and reflected on its utility.
	 After receiving expedited approval from the institutional review 
board, students were recruited to participate when the researchers sent 
emails asking for students’ comments and reflections on the exercise 
during one-on-one interviews; more than one-third of students participated 
in interviews (36.1%) even though the semester had ended. The majority 
of students who participated identified as female (68.1%) while males 
(31.8%) represented a smaller proportion of participants. Three individuals 
(13.6%) used they/them pronouns in addition to she/her and he/him 
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pronouns.
	 Prior to the interviews, students were reminded about the goals of 
the research and encouraged to be open about the exercise. The informed 
consent documents promised confidentiality to the participants, and 
modifiers are used in place of participants’ names in the results section 
that follows. Interviews were conducted after final course grades were 
calculated and submitted to the schools so that could be eliminated as an 
influence on participants’ answers. Most interviews (n=17) were recorded 
with Zoom (Archibald et al., 2019); however, detailed notes were taken 
during in-person interviews, which ranged from 19 to 35 minutes, to 
capture quotations and sentiments. Two students provided email responses 
due to work constraints.
	 The interviews opened by asking students to reflect on their 
perceptions about diversity, equity, and inclusion as it pertains to strategic 
communication. Questions then shifted to focus on their reactions to 
the planned Creekside Tires campaign, experiences with the classroom 
activity, and their thoughts about SMART+IE objectives generally and 
specifically to the exercise. 
	 Zoom’s automated transcripts were reviewed and cleaned by the 
researchers. Transcripts along with notes taken during the interviews were 
read and compared against each other while looking for similarities. As 
documents were read, researchers used an evolving process to evaluate 
thoughts expressed by students that began as positive/negative and then 
grew to represent specific thoughts or themes presented in the results. 
Those with shared commonalities are grouped together by category to 
reflect the similar ideas (Lindlof, 1995). During the analysis, validity 
checks were conducted by asking students whether quotations and their 
thoughts were captured correctly (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). These member 
checks were conducted within 14 days of completing the full analysis.

Waters & Farwell



Vol. 8(4), 2022	 Journal of Public Relations Education	 199

Results
	 Research Question #1. The study’s first research question sought to 
explore how students view the industry’s commitment to diversity, equity, 
and inclusion. Overall, the students felt that they were experiencing a 
change in industry practices. One female undergraduate said, “I love the 
increase in diversity in recent years. For far too long, there was a strong 
focus on white, heteronormative messaging” for all of an organization’s 
stakeholders. Another undergraduate female made an observation that “a 
lot more diverse people are going into advertising and public relations” 
based on her internship experiences, and the influx of a more diverse 
workforce “will be reflected in the campaigns they launch.”
	 While students generally expressed positive sentiments about the 
diversity of the field, one undergraduate female expressed that “while 
I am happy with [the growing diversity of the industry], there are still 
fundamental issues that companies are getting wrong. One graduate female 
student agreed, noting that “HR is regularly recognized for its recruiting 
efforts for diverse talents at my agency, but that’s all that’s being done.” 
A male graduate student felt that public relations developed campaigns 
for specific communities “but it never goes beyond social media posts 
celebrating Pride or a donation to a community center.” Students hoped to 
see more genuine inclusivity with both internal and external stakeholders 
in the future.
	 One female undergraduate felt that specific agencies and 
corporations were unlikely to become inclusive. She said, “although I 
don’t agree with it, I don’t think companies will take the risk of creating an 
environment where everyone has their voice heard.” A male undergraduate 
noted that while companies needed to show they were listening, “they 
don’t really want to hear suggestions and feedback, so they put on a show 
listening to [marginalized voices] even though decisions have already been 
made.”  
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	 A portion of students do not fully understand the challenges 
faced by others as one male graduate student questioned why it had 
become a trend. He commented that “I just don’t get the big focus on 
DEI. Everyone’s encouraged to participate in team meetings and strategy 
sessions. It’s like that at all the agencies I know people at.” A female 
graduate student with a decade of professional experience also questioned 
the strong emphasis on inclusion but came around to recognize that “some 
concerns that are brought up in meetings aren’t really paid attention to.”
When asked about equity in the industry, most students acknowledged that 
the industry was “not even in the ballpark’s parking lot” as one female 
graduate student put it. Another female undergraduate confessed that “I 
don’t really know the difference between inclusion and equity. They’re 
always grouped together.” While the response may not have been what 
we were looking for after the activity, it shed light on the need for more 
discussion about inclusion and equity in the public relations curriculum.	
	  Research Question #2. The second research question asked how 
students perceived the classroom activity and ultimately how it reflects 
the industry. Students understood that the classroom activity highlighted 
the challenges organizations could face if they were not fully committed 
to diversity at all levels of the organization. The exercise demonstrated 
how complex diversity, equity, and inclusion can be for organizations that 
lack an inclusive culture. One undergraduate female student said it opened 
her eyes to how organizations connect to different stakeholders, noting 
“I don’t want to say [Creekside Tires is] going about it the right way, but 
I understand why they operate in that way.” Her comments were echoed 
by a male graduate student who said, “If you don’t include everyone in 
a message, then you’re going to face the woke army. But, if you make it 
obvious that everyone’s included, you also face the fire.”  
	 The activity caused a female graduate student to realize issues 
faced from being inclusive; she noted, “Even for companies that support 
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DEI, your commercials can be taken the wrong way. You’re always going 
to be criticized for not doing enough because you can’t put everything into 
a 30 second spot.” She added, “Companies that get it still have to worry 
about their bottom line. Ideally, they would have a chance to include 
someone from a marginalized community. But these days one side will 
accuse them of courting that group and the other side slams them for 
wanting that community’s business.” A female undergraduate student said, 
“this [activity] made me realize how important the parts of a campaign are 
that you don’t see on TV, the web, or social media.” Other students also 
reflected on how important genuine outreach to marginalized communities 
isnecessary but wondered “if [Creekside] worked with LGBT or disabled 
groups with scholarships or something, how do they get people to notice 
that?”
	 While some students wondered about how to demonstrate 
inclusivity to mass audiences, there were also students who identified 
as strong supporters of DEI who questioned how they would handle the 
situation in the case study if they were in the same situation. A female 
graduate student said, “It seems wrong but some of the stereotypes are 
true. I’m a lesbian, and I dress a certain way. Why can’t you use language 
or visuals that cue us into the commercial? GLAAD or some other group 
may complain about that, but it’s true for many of us.” 
	 The exercise generated meaningful discussion in the classroom, 
and students reflected on this during the interviews. “I’m glad we talked 
about this after it. My group was scared to talk about how we would 
handle [the Creekside Tires situation] because we thought we’d be 
judged,” said one undergraduate male. A female undergraduate added, “I 
felt comfortable talking about it in class cause we all seem on board with 
DEI, but I don’t know if I would have said anything at my internship.” 
As discussions about the exercises drifted from the classroom to the 
workplace, students became less confident though one female graduate 
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student said:
This example helped me think through how I’d bring it up at work. 
We talk about diversity but it’s fake like the commercials. We have 
programs that we present to different groups, and the [Executive 
Director] is proud of [our diversity outreach] but we didn’t involve 
them. We just presented to them.

	 Finally, students expect they will see significant changes in 
communication campaigns as they enter the workforce. “That commercial 
idea seems so 2000s, but all you gotta do is watch advertising for an hour 
to see it’s still everywhere. It’s ridiculous,” said one female undergraduate. 
One male undergraduate said that companies seem to get diversity, 
but it’s going to take “understanding how to really include people of 
all walks of life into campaigns to become respectable.” Through the 
various discussion questions, students began to see the difference between 
diversity, equity, and inclusion. One undergraduate female felt “inclusion 
will continue to expand because my generation are profound supporters 
of it, and we’ll make change whether they want to move on from 
diversity or not.” SMART+IE objectives helped clarify the distinction 
but the participants struggled with how to achieve inclusion and equity in 
campaign planning.
	 Research Question 3. Students’ reactions to their initial exposure to 
SMART+IE objectives were collected for the final research question, and 
there were a few skeptical voices. One student questioned, “couldn’t the 
inclusion part be part of the action in a SMART objective?” while another 
pointed out that “the [weekly course reading] showed objectives weren’t 
following SMART fully, so will they really add the IE?”  
	 Other responses were more positive though they found the 
SMART+IE objectives challenging. “I wish we had these in our strategy 
class because it forces you to think beyond publicity,” one female 
undergraduate said. A male undergraduate said, “I didn’t get the difference 
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between DE&I until I had to use SMART+IE. Targeting is really easy 
to accomplish diversity, but it’s a lot tougher to get people included in 
an equal way.” A female undergraduate offered that “I kept thinking my 
inclusion component was superficial. It’s tough to write about such an 
important part in an objective. It’s going to take practice to get it right.” 
Another female undergraduate noted that SMART+IE objectives were 
tough because “I don’t see how these would work with the work I do 
at my internship, but maybe they make more sense when you manage 
accounts.”  
	 She added “I want to show this to my [internship] supervisor 
because we’ve talked about the SMART ones but never these. It could 
really change how they do their campaigns.” The female undergraduate 
was not the only one who was taking a lead in bringing SMART+IE 
objectives to the industry. A female graduate student with a six-year career 
in the nonprofit sector said, “I’m going to use these with our community 
outreach program and talk about them with program staff.” Other students 
felt that SMART+IE objectives “should replace SMART objectives 
because that makes us think about inclusion and equity,” said one female 
undergraduate. If the traditional SMART objectives continue to be used 
in campaign planning, “they’ll only focus on inclusion and equity if 
someone in the room brings it up,” one female graduate student said, “but 
starting with SMART+IE puts it on the table for discussion from the very 
beginning.”
	 Although students sometimes struggled with writing SMART+IE 
objectives, they were optimistic about the future of their profession. One 
male graduate student asked, “why aren’t these objectives in our textbook? 
They’re going to lead to deeper campaigns that have more important 
outcomes than increased sales or views.”  After an interview with a female 
graduate student, one of the researchers received an email in which the 
student said:
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Thank you for introducing SMART+IE objectives in class this 
semester. I’ve not used them at work yet, but I plan to. Talking 
about them during the interview yesterday got me excited to 
talk about them at work. I’ve already set up a meeting with my 
manager to show it to her.

While students had some hesitations when they first began using 
SMART+IE objectives, the Creekside Tires case study activity and 
subsequent discussion helped them see SMART+IE’s value to campaign 
planning and ultimately the future of the profession.
	 Post hoc commentary. Although not the primary focus of the study, 
the researchers asked each other questions about their experiences with 
the assignment once the results had been analyzed and they were able 
to reflect on it. One author noted that “the best part was after class when 
students would come to my office to discuss DEI and how they could 
be prepared for when they graduate so that they could make a change.”  
Even though only 36% of students enrolled in the two classes participated 
in interviews, there was a clear interest in inclusivity from many others 
in the classroom. The same author received an email after the interview 
was completed that thanked him/her/them for doing this exercise in class 
and evaluating reactions to it because it was the first time the student had 
this type of discussion in a course in their field of study. One author had 
a similar reflection noting that “By incorporating DEI activities in the 
classroom, we are telling our students that we are open and willing to have 
these discussions with them. We are setting the example for how they can 
have these discussions with others in the workplace.” 
	 “This assignment really challenged me to proactively think 
about how I can create a safe space for students since I didn’t know how 
the exercise would go,” said one author. Similar to the results of The 
Wakeman Agency report, one author said, “I’m still learning too. I don’t 
have all the answers, and it’s helpful to have working students bring their 
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experiences into the classroom. At times, they’re teaching me as much 
as I’m teaching them.” That co-teaching effort is helping them develop 
their confidence to become leaders who address these situations moving 
forward. One author said, “It is clear our students really wanted to be 
leaders in DEI activities and that they were looking for resources. They 
are looking for people who they can emulate in terms of leading the DEI 
discussion.”

Discussion
	 Public relations has long been aware of its diversity problems (Hon 
& Brunner, 2000) and the benefits of correcting its lack of inclusion and 
equity among practitioners and stakeholders (Edwards, 2011). Tsetsura 
(2011) discusses how faculty can present diversity in a multidimensional 
manner in the classroom so that students understand how complex 
addressing issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion can be, but also 
appreciate how rich the industry could be if practitioners are able to move 
past narrowly targeting and manipulating audiences to embracing them as 
vital components of campaigns and not just static message recipients.
	 The classroom activity presented as part of this research sought 
to do just that. In presenting Creekside Tires’ plans for the “Our Family 
is Your Family” campaign, the case and supporting evidence highlights 
how broad diversity is at the practical, campaign-planning level and 
challenges students to think about the audiences using multiple dimensions 
of diversity. But the activity moves beyond simple representations of 
diversity in a commercial to challenge students to develop a culture of 
inclusivity and equity in an organization. Interview findings showed 
that students embraced the DEI concepts but struggled to devise clear 
strategies for how they would implement that in either the workplace or a 
communication campaign. 
	 As educators, it is our responsibility to challenge our students with 
difficult questions and help them in their struggles to answer them. Having 
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awkward or difficult conversations in the classroom prepares students for 
career opportunities where they can build inclusive, equitable teams and 
ultimately be the change agents needed to create an organizational culture 
that embraces inclusion and equity. Educators are in the perfect position 
to be a mentor to students to help them devise strategies to incorporate a 
more enlightened approach to communication campaigns beyond targeting 
and manipulating audiences or presenting idealized depictions.
	 One of the first lessons educators must stress to students is 
that organizations must quit communicating a commitment to DEI 
without having credible evidence or demonstration of progress. Many 
organizations felt compelled to share their DEI commitment during 
the social movements that occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
However, little communication followed the statements posted to their 
websites or social media accounts. This was also reflected in Creekside 
Tires’ desire to combat COVID-19 isolation by reinvigorating its “Our 
Family is Your Family” tagline. Although its proposed new campaign was 
designed to be more reflective of its stakeholders, there was no evidence 
beyond commercial visuals to demonstrate a commitment to DEI. Through 
classroom activities and conversations with students, educators must stress 
that organizations and industries cannot be committed to DEI unless there 
is ongoing measurement of that work (Kirton & Greene, 2021). As soon 
as that commitment has been expressed, stakeholders–whether they are 
employees or social media influencers like Serenity in our case study–will 
begin to look for examples or measures of that progress
	 That measurement, however, cannot simply be increased 
percentages of women, people of color, or LGBTQ+ shown in 
marketing collateral or hired to work for an organization. The goal of 
inclusivity is one where stakeholders genuinely feel included because 
of the organization’s or industry’s culture that respects and supports all 
stakeholders (Dover et al., 2020). When organization’s measurement of 
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their DEI efforts transitions from simply tallying diversity numbers to true 
measures of belonging and inclusivity, stakeholders have an active role 
in shaping the culture, not simply being a token representation. Based on 
descriptions in the case study, Creekside Tires had a diverse workforce; 
however, ignoring Jai Lee’s commercial concerns and comments made 
in emails and text message exchanges reveal that the organization may 
present diversity but it is not genuine.
	 Another mistake that educators can stress to students is to avoid 
messaging that does not reflect what is being said by management. When 
organizations promote DEI as Creekside Tires did in its campaign, its 
public and private conversations must also reflect that message. The 
case study highlights an organization that presents diversity and the idea 
that “Our Family is Your Family,” but comments made among company 
representatives hardly support that. 
	 Creekside Tires was preparing commercials to target marginalized 
groups with visuals that show they are part of the family, but those same 
voices were not heard within the organization. Jai Lee was ignored and 
dismissed because of her age. The initial response to the social media 
influencer included language that was far from inclusive when the CEO 
demands the agency “make her stop” and tells his internal communication 
team they need to “find a way to muzzle” the “snot-nosed little brat.” 
While it is understandable that the company would be upset over the social 
media crisis, comments made during heated moments often reveal how 
management views its DEI efforts (Mikkelsen & Wåhlin, 2020). Having 
students experience these scenarios in a classroom setting will help them 
develop their skills for if they see these views or similar in their careers. 
Preparing students to address these types of conversations openly in an 
organization helps them develop as potential leaders. Having students 
maneuver the situation in a hypothetical setting gives them the confidence 
and skills to communicate the issue and challenges to management. 
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Having classroom activities such as the one in this study gives educators 
the opportunity to prepare and mentor students for these situations and 
conversations. 
	 Organizational leaders must be an active part of the DEI culture 
in their organization, and they have more than a profit-margin rationale 
to do so. A successful DEI culture cannot thrive in a pure top-down 
environment (Thibeaux et al., 2006). In the Creekside Tires situation, 
inclusivity concerns from a communication staffer were ignored while the 
approach taken was from an order from the company’s executive. When 
management is not fully engaged in DEI efforts, they will inevitably fail. 
Managers may stay silent when they see unsupported actions as a result 
of being concerned about saying the wrong thing. That silence, however, 
provides false safety and sends the wrong message. Leaders must be 
willing to address DEI situations that arise in the workplace and advocate 
for cultural and systematic changes that advance marginalized voices. 
	 Finally, DEI practices must move beyond one-way communication 
channels. Public relations often advocates for two-way communication 
with stakeholders. Kent and Lane (2021) argue that two-way 
communication rarely produces genuine dialogue because of the 
difficulties of engaging with audiences; yet relying on one-way campaigns 
to convey an organization’s DEI efforts simply will not work. Inclusion 
and equity require leaders work to understand audiences which, in turn, 
requires asking questions and active listening. Practitioners should learn 
how to demonstrate empathy with stakeholders and become comfortable 
addressing sensitive topics. 
	 Educators stress engagement and interactivity in discussions 
about strategic communication campaign planning, and we must use this 
same approach when mentoring our students about DEI. Sharing our own 
positive and negative experiences can be a bridge to understanding how to 
successfully create an inclusive campaign.
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Conclusion
	 As the industry struggles with moving beyond diversity to 
incorporate inclusivity and equity in its efforts, educators might use 
their own challenges with understanding and incorporating DEI into 
their professional lives to mentor students (Brown, 2018). We can pass 
along lessons that we have learned to our students so that they can build 
on our experiences and develop initiatives to improve the strategic 
communication industry’s approach to DEI.
	 When students graduate and enter the workforce, they will 
encounter situations where they may be asked to lead DEI discussions or 
even be expected to be the lead structural change for their organizations 
or the future of the profession. Providing DEI mentorship in class gives 
students a foundation to draw upon in future professional settings. 
Students who are mentored will have a long-lasting relationship with 
their professors and a valuable resource when they encounter difficult 
situations. This will provide students with the opportunity to continue to 
foster the mentor-mentee relationship while also keeping the educator 
aware of potential trends and changes in the industry.
    	 Additionally, having a successful mentoring experience connected 
to DEI while in a classroom setting encourages young professionals to 
step up and become successful mentors and leaders for others in their 
profession. Having practiced leadership and DEI challenges in the 
classroom gives students the confidence in their ability to start, lead, or 
shape the difficult discussions that often need to happen around DEI in 
organizations.
    	 Most important, however, is the fact that students emerging from 
successful mentoring experiences have a stronger sense of identity and 
feel more connected to their chosen profession. This cultivates passion and 
the desire to change their profession to be more inclusive. Mentoring, in 
essence, prepares our students to be more effective mentors and leaders for 
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future generations.
	 Limitations. Every research project has limitations, and this 
one is not an exception. Given the size of the classes that were asked 
to participate, the sample size of interview participants was relatively 
small although saturation was reached. The saturation point may have 
been reached, however, because of the sensitivity of the topic. Students 
may not have wanted to reveal their thoughts on DEI, especially to an 
instructor whoheld a SMART+IE-focused activity in the classroom. 
Additionally, given the modern “cancel culture” some students might 
have not felt comfortable discussing DEI for fear of saying something 
that might offend. Even though the interviews were conducted after the 
semester’s final grades were submitted, students might have felt that 
saying something “wrong” might jeopardize the relationship they had with 
the teacher, who might be needed for job or college recommendations or 
might even be a colleague.
	 Although the interviewed students were asked about their gender 
identity (e.g., what gender they identified with and what pronouns they 
preferred), the researchers also acknowledge that students were not asked 
about other demographics due to administrative oversight of the project. 
Though generational differences did not emerge in these results, further 
examinations of SMART+IE objectives in public relations should also 
take racial/ethnic identities into consideration.
	 Future Research. Given the triple focus of the special issue with 
mentorships, leadership, and DEI, there are plenty of opportunities to build 
on this project and grow public relations awareness and understanding of 
how to cultivate a DEI culture. Spinning off of the ideas presented in this 
paper, research could examine the faculty-student mentoring relationships 
to determine what successful matches look like and what purpose they 
serve for both sides of the relationship. Additionally, research could be 
carried out either qualitatively or quantitatively to determine how students 
view themselves as DEI leaders both before and after working through 
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classroom activities where difficult concepts are introduced. Students 
might also be asked to evaluate the impact of these classroom activities on 
their confidence in navigating similar challenges in the workforce. 
	 But, the leading topic of interest of this special issue and the 
industry is diversity, equity, and inclusion. Regarding education, a review 
of strategic communication curriculum or the entire journalism and mass 
communication curriculum to see how DEI is woven into coursework 
would be appropriate, especially if faculty are looking to develop students 
into leaders who are capable of changing existing organizational structures 
and cultures in the future. A coorientation method study would be helpful 
to compare and contrast the perceptions of DEI of current students with 
practitioners to see just how close or far apart the contemporary and future 
practitioners are with their views toward diversity, equity, and inclusion.
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Appendix A

The Assignment1

Learning Objectives 

	 Overall, this assignment encourages students to think critically and 

inclusively about DEI in a communication campaign. It is designed for 

them to see the struggles, both internal to the organization and external to 

the organization, that might be faced when organizations try to improve 

their diversity without authenticity.

1 Classroom-formatted materials are available by request by reaching out to Richard D. 
Waters at rdwaters@usfca.edu

https://doi.org/10.1177/2046147X13491564
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	 This activity is designed for students to meet the following 

learning objectives:

•	 Students will acknowledge that diversity is a nuanced term that needs 

to be well defined.

•	 Students will understand the importance of DEI as an initial and 

ongoing consideration for communication campaigns.

•	 Students will evaluate, analyze, and incorporate SMART+IE 

objectives into campaign planning in ways that consider DEI concerns.

•	 Students will gain practice addressing difficult situations to prepare 

them for holding difficult conversations with colleagues and employers 

regarding DEI practices. 

The Case: A Diversity-Focused Promotional Campaign 

	 Creekside Tires is a family-run company started by Johnny 

Creekside in 1945. The business began as a tire manufacturer, but 

branched out to include service stations, after becoming a household 

name. Although it is a family-run business, the company has expanded 

to be a multi-national powerhouse with 1,750 service stations in the 

United States and 575 stations internationally. Their annual revenue is 

$2.6 billion.  The organization employs approximately 34,125 employees 

world-wide.

	 Creekside’s management understands the value of strategic 

communication and has made sure its campaigns are initiated in and 
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controlled by headquarters. They believe this centralized approach helps 

them develop consistent branding. Since 1945, the company’s tagline has 

been “Our Family is Your Family.” Over the years, campaigns under this 

tagline have had multiple touchpoints including mailers to specific zip 

codes, service station window wraps, and print advertisements. Mailers 

and advertisements always included the tagline and featured one family in 

different scenes. Previous storylines referenced a father working a 9-to-

5 job and facing the grind of a daily commute, a mother running errands 

and getting their 8-year-old daughter to soccer practice, and a teenage 

son nervously practicing driving for the first time. By only featuring one 

family in their storytelling, the campaigns unintentionally used imagery of 

a White family alongside the tagline “Our Family is Your Family.”  

	 Recently, the company decided to add television advertising and 

social media, particularly incorporating influencers, to their strategic 

communication mix. To manage the communication expansion, Creekside 

Tires hired CorpComm, a full-service strategic communication agency to 

handle their campaigns. After strategy sessions, CorpComm recommended 

a new tagline, “Driving Forward Together,” to break from the past 

and demonstrate the company’s commitment to diversity, but Johnny 

Creekside II insisted on using the “Our Family is Your Family” tagline to 

reignite the brand. CorpComm felt that the existing tagline could be used 
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in light of how alienated people have felt during and after COVID. 

	 In addition to the brand boost, the campaign is designed to remind 

consumers it would be a good time to have their tires checked to keep 

their family safe. As part of the campaign, CorpComm presented a key 

scene pitch of the commercials to Creekside employees (see Appendix B). 

CorpComm identified key influencers and sent them a packet containing 

a contract offer, past campaign collateral, and suggested content and 

hashtags for future posts. In exchange for a predetermined payment based 

on the number of posts shared and the influencer’s popularity, influencers 

agreed to post content highlighting Creekside Tires on a mutually-agreed 

to schedule over the next six months. Influencers could use content 

prepared by CorpComm or create their own content, as long as specified 

hashtags were used. 

	 When the campaign idea was presented to employees, it was 

mostly received well. Jai Lee, a communication specialist, detailed 

her concerns in a memo (see Appendix C) which was sent to the Chief 

Executive Officer, Chief Information Officer, and Director of Marketing; 

it was also carbon copied to the CorpComm account team. Lee never 

received a response to their memo, but there was an email exchange 

between the CEO and CorpComm (see Appendix D). To provide 

influencer partners with the opportunity to create their own content for the 

campaign, Creekside Tires flew them to watch the first day of filming the 
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commercial scenes. One of their essential influencers, Serenity Cervantes, 

a 24-year-old micro influencer, accepted the offer and signed a contract 

that paid $20,000 in exchange for 10 positive posts over a six-month 

period and that included a nondisclosure agreement about the contract and 

details of the commercial shoot.  While on the set, she created a TikTok 

critical of the campaign by pointing out that her Latino family was not 

depicted in the campaign. She went after the Creekside Tires brand and 

their slogan by starting using the hashtag #NotMyFamily to mock the 

“Our Family is Your Family” tagline. Her post started a movement that 

spread across social media (see Appendix E). 

	 Johnny Creekside sent emails to CorpComm and Creekside 

Tires’ internal communication team complaining about the influencer 

breaking her contract to post positive messages for the company and the 

non-disclosure agreement by posting behind-the-scenes footage of the 

commercial shoot. He demanded something be done to reverse the attacks 

the company was receiving online. Various members of the CorpComm 

account team (Appendix F) and Creekside Tires’ communication team 

(see Appendix G) communicated over email about strategies to correct the 

company’s diversity problem.

The Activity  

	 The supporting materials end with the communication teams 

discussing ways to demonstrate that Creekside’s “Our Family” is diverse.  
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At this point, students are tasked with taking the lead in directing the 

Creekside Tires communication team and the CorpComm account team 

on where missteps occurred and make recommendations of the next steps 

the company should take. Students may decide to pursue the current “Our 

Family is Your Family” advertising concept, or they may take an entirely 

different approach using outreach to create community partnerships.  

Students should use the SMART+IE method to devise objectives and 

strategies that:

1.	 Help the company revise their campaign to be more genuinely 

inclusive 

2.	 Help the company develop and maintain a culture of DEI 

3.	 Help the company set DEI benchmarks for the next 3 and 5 years.

Discussion Questions 

	 There is room for expansion in this project if there is time available 

in class, such as asking students to develop tactics for their strategies and 

a plan for implementation. After the activity is completed, the following 

discussion questions can assist students in reflecting on the challenges and 

benefits of implementing DEI in an organization and its communication 

campaign. 

1.	 How do you define diversity, equity, and inclusion? How would you 

explain the differences to someone who said those three terms mean 

the same thing? 
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2.	 In a survey by Muck Rack, 78% of public relations professionals said 

that race and ethnicity were the highest DEI priority while only 42% 

said people with disabilities were the highest DEI priority. What does 

diversity look like in a campaign? How would you set organizational 

DEI priorities considering the wide range of demographic and 

sociographic identifiers? 

3.	 What are ways that communication campaigns can involve audiences 

other than showing them messaging?  How can we create opportunities 

for meaningful involvement with different brands?

4.	 What factors should you consider when deciding to include social 

media influencers in a campaign?  How do you respond when they 

change the campaign’s narrative?

5.	 How difficult was it to write SMART+IE objectives?  What made it 

easy/difficult to develop them?

6.	 What suggestions do you have for an organizational leader to start the 

conversation about DEI topics? What would you suggest to create an 

inclusive and equitable culture in an organization?

Appendix B

TV Pitch

Creekside Tires is a foundation of the automobile tire industry, and we 

at CorpComm have created the ideal campaign to remind consumers 

that “Our Family is Your Family.” In addition to upholding the brand 
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messaging Creekside Tires is known for, we recommend updating the 

commercial approach by incorporating multiple families into various 

scenes to keep up with the changes in today’s culture.  Featuring different 

families will give different communities a reason to see that they are part 

of the Creekside Tires family.  We propose using the key scenes below for 

the commercial series. Script and voiceover dialogue will be provided at 

least two weeks before the commercial shoot. We are providing general 

descriptions of the scene so that final versions can evolve based on 

feedback from Creekside Tires and the chemistry between the production 

team, director, and actors.

Commercial Scene Description Dialogue and Voiceover Description
A White mother, father, teenage son, and 
tween daughter are packing up the mini-
van for a vacation. Their golden retriever 
eagerly runs around excited for the trip.

Dialogue will focus on the mother 
worrying about the safety of going on a 
road trip. She is concerned about being 
stranded on the road. The father puts her 
concerns at ease by telling her he had the 
tires checked at Creekside Tires and got 
their seal of approval. “Our Family is Your 
Family” is shown over a close-up of the 
family driving away.

A Black woman is driving in an SUV. 
Children are in the backseat wearing 
seatbelts. She is driving with grocery bags 
visible in the back of the SUV. The dash-
board tire light comes on, and she says she 
doesn’t have time for it.

Dialogue will focus on women needing 
to take care of everything from feeding 
their children to making sure their cars 
are safe. A voiceover provides details on 
safety check services and Creekside Tires’ 
new service of performing safety checks at 
work or wherever one needs it.
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An Asian man and a Black man are in a 
sedan as part of a carpool to work. It is the 
morning commute, so traffic is picking up. 
A second Asian man and a White man are 
sitting in the backseat. The White man has 
his eyes closed.

The White man is complaining about the 
stop-and-go traffic and worrying that they 
won’t arrive at work safely. The driver lets 
him know that he just had the car checked 
out at Creekside over the weekend.

The first-scene family arrives at a 
beachside lot and unpacks the minivan.  
After closing the hatchback, the family 
and dog walk toward the beach. Visual 
becomes a still with the Creekside Tires 
logo and tagline underneath.

Voiceover: Remember at Creekside Tires, 
our family is your family. Whether in 
traffic or driving to vacation, we pride 
ourselves at making sure our family is safe 
on the road. Schedule your tire checkup at 
w-w-w dot creekside tires dot com.

Appendix C

Internal Memo

To: Johnny Creekside II, chief executive officer
Valentina Martinez, chief information officer
Donnie Paige, director of marketing

From: Jai Lee, communication specialist
CC: Creekside Tires account team at CorpComm
Re: Television Commercial
Date: 04/06/2022

	 We need to revisit the television commercial series concept. I 

applaud the concept of including diversity in our advertisements because 

that’s something that we haven’t done in the past. But I’m concerned that 

the scene and dialogue descriptions have some potential problems. Here 

are just a few problems I saw in the initial pitch:

•	 The “Our Family is Your Family” tagline is only used in commercials 

where the White family is featured.  It’s shown at the end of the first 

commercial and spoken in the last commercial.  None of the other 
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commercials include this messaging.  Does this mean BIPOC and 

other marginalized communities are not our family?

•	 The man in the White family is the one who “knows all about cars” 

while the woman is overly concerned about safety. This perpetuates 

unhealthy stereotypes.

•	 A Black woman with kids? Seriously? This is perpetuating the Black 

single mom stereotype. Why can’t people of color have a traditional 

family? Why must the men always be portrayed as absent? 

•	 An Asian and Black man are driving the carpool while the White man 

is sitting in the backseat? I can’t even believe I have to bring this up. 

Let’s have the Black man cater to the White man’s every need while 

we are at it. The dialogue “explaining” things doesn’t “fix” this image 

of servitude that you are glorifying.

•	 Closing scene: This references that only White families are welcome 

at Creekside Tire. Is this really the brand image you want for the 

organization?

I’m sure there’s more that could be addressed, but I was so shocked at 

hearing the pitch that I couldn’t process everything fast enough. Yes, we 

need diversity in our advertising, but we also need to be inclusive and not 

reinforce negative stereotypes. I’d be happy to meet with you all to discuss 

this in greater detail so that Creekside Tires won’t have a crisis to deal 

with after the commercials air. 
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Appendix D

Internal Emails about Jai Lee Memo

To: Kris Bufonte, CorpComm

From: Johnny Creekside, Creekside Tires

Subject: Memo

Date: 04/06/2022

Kris:

Just ignore that memo from Jai. These young kids think they know 

everything about how to run a business and that those of us in 

management are “Boomers” who don’t know anything. I’ve been running 

this company for years and look where we are now. We’ll take care of Jai’s 

issues. 

Johnny Creekside, President

Creekside Tire

1957 Buick Drive

Fontana, WI 53125

(414) 275-5555

—-----------------------

To:  Johnny Creekside II, Creekside Tires

From: Kris Bufonte, CorpComm

Subject:  Re: Memo

Date:  04/06/2022
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Johnny:

	 Your team definitely knows business, but don’t hold anything 

against Jai. It’s better to hear her reactions now than wait to hear how the 

audience perceives them. As discussed over the phone with you before 

sending the entire team the scene descriptions, some of our ideas were 

misinterpreted based on how we described them. We need to take that into 

consideration.  

	 In scene two, we meant for the Black mother to be seen as a 

lesbian mother. Do we have the budget to hire another actor to play her 

spouse?  I hadn’t thought about it reinforcing a Black single mother 

stereotype. Let’s make it a lesbian couple to bring in the LGBTQ 

community.

	 If we don’t have the extra budget, we can lose the 4th coworker 

in the carpooling scene. I had an idea that we could make the White guy 

disabled. Maybe we could put him in sunglasses rather than have his eyes 

closed? If it’s the morning commute, the audience may think he’s sleeping.

	 I’ll get our team working on how to incorporate the “Our Family 

is Your Family” tagline into all of the commercials and not just those 

featuring the vacationing family.

Kris Bufonte, Account Director

CorpComm

1993 Water Street
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Milwaukee, WI 53202

(414) 555-8445

------------------------------

To: Kris Bufonte, CorpComm

From: Johnny Creekside, Creekside Tires

Subject: Re: Memo

Date: 04/06/2022

Kris:

Good points about the memo. Let’s try to keep the budget down and 

replace the fourth coworker with a second lesbian. The blind guy can even 

use my sunglasses instead of sleeping in the backseat. Oh, maybe instead 

of an Asian man, we hire someone who resembles Jai. If we get an older 

White guy to play the blind guy, we can show we’re not ageist.

Johnny Creekside, President

Creekside Tire

1957 Buick Drive

Fontana, WI 53125

(414) 275-5555



230  		

Appendix E

	 Initial TikTok Post made by Serenity on the set of Commercial 

Shoot and examples of various social media posts made in response to her 

#NotMyFamily hashtag2

2 The examples above were generated using stock photos from the Internet and a free 
social media generator, Zeoob. Zeoob allows users to create posts for use in the classroom 
for Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat.  Users can also create sample 
WhatsApp and iPhone message conversations. Website: https://zeoob.com.
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Appendix F

Internal Emails about Serenity Cervantes’ TikTok Post

To: Kris Bufonte, CorpComm

From: Johnny Creekside, Creekside Tires

Subject: TikTok

Date: 05/16/2022

Kris:

	 Why is this 24-year-old influencer saying such horrible things 

about us on TikTok? We paid for her trip to watch the commercials being 

filmed. We put her up in the nicest hotel. She signed a contract, and the 

nondisclosure agreement! This is how she thanks us? Reach out to her and 

make her stop and take down all that she has posted so far. 

	 I’m also going to reach out to our communication team and get 

them to think of ways to fix this so it doesn’t ruin everything we’ve 

invested in the “Our Family” message over the years.

JC

Johnny Creekside, President

Creekside Tire

1957 Buick Drive

Fontana, WI 53125

(414) 275-5555

—------------------------------
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To:  Johnny Creekside II, Creekside Tires

From: Kris Bufonte, CorpComm

Subject:  Re: Memo

Date:  05/16/2022

Johnny:

	 We’ll reach out to Serenity to let her know this is a breach of 

contract and her nondisclosure agreement. Hopefully, she’ll pull the post 

down voluntarily, but it may be too late. I see #NotMyFamily is trending 

on Twitter, and our team found the hashtag being used on Instagram too.

	 We can reshoot the commercials to make them more inclusive if 

you’ve got the budget for it.

Kris Bufonte, Account Director

CorpComm

1993 Water Street

Milwaukee, WI 53202

(414) 555-8445

Appendix G

Internal Emails about Serenity Cervantes’ TikTok

To: Creekside Tire Communication

From:  Johnny Creekside, Creekside Tires

Subject: Fix the Commercial!

Date: 05/18/2022

Waters & Farwell
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	 As you already know, that snot-nosed little brat is trying to 

destroy my family business. We have to figure out how to put a stop to 

#NotMyFamily. We’re going to have to reshoot the commercials. Figure 

out how to design different scenes so that they make everyone happy, 

especially Serenity Cervantes. We have to find a way to muzzle her. We 

are not a racist company that excludes Latinos. Our CIO is a Latina for 

crying out loud. Do something to make this right!

JC

Johnny Creekside, President

Creekside Tire

1957 Buick Drive

Fontana, WI 53125

(414) 275-5555

------------------------------

To: Johnny Creekside, Creekside Tire Communication     

From: Donnie Paige

Subject: Re: Fix the Commercial!

Date: 05/18/2022

	 Ok team! Let’s start with trying to fix the commercial. We need 

something that SINGS diversity and showcases the Creekside “Our 

Family” beliefs. Anyone have any suggestions?
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Donnie Paige

Director or Marketing

Creekside Tire

1957 Buick Drive

Fontana, WI 53125

(414) 275-5562

------------------------------

To: Donnie Paige, Creekside Tire Communication     

From: Jenny de la Bloque

Subject: Re: Fix the Commercial!

Date: 05/18/2022

	 From what I can tell, Serenity’s big issue is that there’s no Latino 

representation in the commercial. If we add a Latino/Latina somewhere, 

does this whole problem go away? We could make one of the coworkers 

Latino, or maybe add a Latina to the commercial with the mother and 

kids. We could make it a lesbian couple, or if we’re not ready to cross that 

barrier we could have a Latina mother in the family commercials. What do 

you think?

Jenny de la Bloque

Social Media Manager

Creekside Tire

1957 Buick Drive

Waters & Farwell
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Fontana, WI 53125

(414) 275-5563

------------------------------

To: Jenny de la Bloque, Creekside Tire Communications

From: Todd Hunter

Subject: Re: Fix the Commercial!

Date: 05/18/2022

	 Okay, before we go too far, we know Johnny’s not going for 

hiring any more actors for the reshoot. We have the one person we can 

move around depending on which scene they’re in.      We don’t need 4 

employees in the carpool spot. We can move that 4th person into the Black 

mom scene. Let’s recommend hiring a Latina to be her partner and do the 

LGBT thing.

Todd Hunter

Public Relations Specialist

Creekside Tire

1957 Buick Drive

Fontana, WI 53125

(414) 275-5565

------------------------------
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To: Todd Hunter, Creekside Tire Communication     

From:  Jai Lee

Subject: Re: Fix the Commercial!

Date: 05/18/2022

	 I like the idea about including the LGBTQIA+ community (not just 

LGBT!), but how would we know that a Black and Latina woman sitting 

in an SUV with kids are lesbians? They could just be single mothers or 

best friends on the way back from the grocery store. And before anyone 

else says it, we are not putting them in flannel shirts.

Jai Lee

Communication Specialist

Creekside Tire

1957 Buick Drive

Fontana, WI 53125

(414) 275-5567

------------------------------

To: Jai Lee, Creekside Tire Communication     

From: Franklin Conner

Subject: Re: Fix the Commercial!

Date: 05/18/2022

Waters & Farwell
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	 Jai, could we just have a rainbow flag sticker visible on the SUV? 

That way we’re not shouting out that they’re lesbians, but people who see 

the sticker and know what it means will get it. 

	 We don’t have anyone over the age of 60 in any of the 

advertisements. I’ve been working here for nearly 30 years and not one 

single advertisement has ever included that age. They’re all centered 

around middle-aged families.  

Franklin Conner

Legislative Liaison

Creekside Tire

1957 Buick Drive

Fontana, WI 53125

(414) 275-5569

-----------------------------

To: Franklin Conner, Creekside Tire Communication     

From: Donnie Paige

Subject: Re: Fix the Commercial!

Date: 05/18/2022

	 Alright, let me try to recap our suggested changes:

Scene 1:  Mother, Father, teenager, tween, dog

Scene 2:  Black and Latina lesbian couple with kids with rainbow flag on 

SUV
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Scene 3:  3 co-workers but not with the White man driving

Scene 4:  Scene 1 family again

Donnie Paige

Director or Marketing

Creekside Tire

1957 Buick Drive

Fontana, WI 53125

(414) 275-5562

------------------------------

To: Donnie Paige, Creekside Tire Communication     

From: Jai Lee

Subject: Re: Fix the Commercial!

Date: 05/18/2022

Donnie,

	 Could we have the White man driving the carpool so that a 

member of the BIPOC community doesn’t appear to be working for the 

White man? #PresentationMatters

Jai Lee

Communication Specialist

Creekside Tire

1957 Buick Drive

Fontana, WI 53125

Waters & Farwell
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(414) 275-5567

------------------------------

To: Jai Lee, Creekside Tire Communication     

From: Johnny Creekside, Creekside Tires

Subject: Re: Fix the Commercial!

Date: 05/18/2022

Hey team,

	 Remember that the guy in the backseat of the carpool commercial 

is supposed to be blind. He can’t drive. Things look pretty good otherwise 

with the suggestions. We’ll talk about them with CorpComm during a 

Zoom call tomorrow at 9:30 a.m. I want everyone there so we get this 

fixed! If you have other ideas, please share them tonight via email or 

Creekside Slack channel.

JC

Johnny Creekside, President

Creekside Tire

1957 Buick Drive

Fontana, WI 53125

(414) 275-5555




