Ch. 12: Public Relations: The Image Industry 

CHAPTER OPENER

Fine by Them

A good public relations campaign begins with the identification of the problem.  In this case, a group of 10 students at Duke University wanted to do something about their school’s reputation as being antagonistic to alternative lifestyles.  As one student pointed out, "Duke has a reputation as being very conservative and unfriendly."
   A few years earlier, The Princeton Review college guide had named Duke the nation's most homophobic campus.  

The standard means of raising awareness on campus didn’t seem to be working.  “Most of the protest activity on campus had fallen into a hackneyed method,” one of the students explained.  “There was a lot of marching around with signs. It was too easy to dismiss. We wanted to try to do something that was much more inclusive and reached a broader audience.”

Thinking about the problem in more depth, the students decided that there was already a silent majority on campus that felt differently.  “We thought maybe it was possible that these people didn't have a way to make it clear that homophobia is not something they believe in,”
 said one of the student organizers.

The 10 students, a diverse group including those who were both gay and straight, came up with the idea of distributing t-shirts with a brief, anti-homophobic message.  They figured they knew 450 people who would agree to wear the shirts on a designated day, including a few basketball players, who were key trendsetters on campus.  It was near the end of the school year, and at least one student organization had some funds left that it would contribute toward the project.

Over dinner, the students began brainstorming for an effective slogan.  "We started with something like 'Gayness is OK' and worked it around," said one of the organizers.  "We wanted to be sure it didn't indicate whether the wearer was gay or straight. We just wanted it to express an anti-homophobic opinion."


They agreed on “Gay?  Fine by Me.”
"I like that it's short," explained one of the students.  "You don't really associate it with an agenda. People of different political stripes can wear it."


The first 500 t-shirts went quickly on April 14, and a follow-up emergency order of 200 more was gone by the end of the day.  Most recipients put them on immediately.
  By the end of the semester, the shirts had become a fashion statement on campus.  They were selling for $7 each and more than 2,000 had been distributed.  The students started a nonprofit organization (finebyme.org), and the idea spread to other campuses, including the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and at Greensboro, Wake Forest, Bucknell, Arizona State and the University of New Hampshire. 


None of the students who began the “Fine by Me” campaign identified what they were doing as public relations, but that is what it was.
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