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Abstract 

This essay is a reflection of the Glow! project, 
a public relations campaign targeted toward 
high school girls from immigrant families. 
The study seeks to extend the understanding 
of the segmentation of publics by exploring 
the role of race, gender, and culture in 
campaign planning. The participatory 
approach to communication was used as a 
model for engaging the public in the research 
process and project implementation. The 
campaign planning process is described, 
along with the strategies and tactics that went 
into creating the final campaign proposal for 
the client organisation. A discussion offers a 
renewed approach to segmentation. 
 

Introduction 

There can be no public relations without 
publics. Publics can be considered one of the 
most important aspects of public relations and 
campaign planning. In order for a campaign 
to succeed, the planner should conduct 
formative research, including the 
identification and thorough examination of 
key publics. According to Aldoory and Sha 
(2007), a public is a group of people who 
share a common interest and “are affected by 
the same problem or issue, and behave 
similarly toward a problem” (p. 340). They 
understand the importance of their role as it 
relates to the organisation and have an interest 
in acting on issues that impact them. Publics 
are not chosen; they form in relation to an 
issue and an organisation (Smith, 2009). 

Once an organisation has identified its key 
publics, the next priority is to learn about 
their characteristics, needs, priorities, and 
expectations. This is an essential step because  

 
 

it leads to the development of a dialogue with 
the publics in question. Members of these 
publics are invested in the organisation; they 
can be someone receiving services, or they can 
be a part of the media that help further their 
cause by making them known to a greater 
audience. They can also be another organisation 
or business with whom resources can be 
exchanged, creating mutually beneficial 
relationships. Whatever the case may be, if a 
campaign planner hopes to experience any 
success, he or she must well understand the 
receiver of the message.        

The purpose of this paper is to use and 
extend the situational theory of publics by 
exploring the role of identity, age, and race in 
public relations campaigns. This paper is not a 
typical research study in that it bridges the gap 
between research and practice (J. E. Grunig, 
2008; L. A. Grunig, 2008; Toth, 2006) and 
gives an example of an ethical way public 
relations scholars can be sensitive and serve as 
society’s “thinking hearts” (L. A. Grunig, 
2008). The paper draws on the experience of a 
group of graduate students who developed a 
communication campaign for a local 
organisation seeking to increase participation in 
and scope of its afterschool programme called 
Glow!, particularly amongst teenage girls from 
immigrant families. In this paper, we will 
present the summary of our formative research, 
the summary of the campaign, and the 
evaluation of the campaign planning process as 
they relate to the segmentation of publics. This 
study seeks to answer one main question: How 
do race, ethnicity and age influence the 
segmentation of publics in a communication 
campaign? 
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By providing a case study of how teenage 
girls can be segmented and engaged in a 
communication campaign, this paper offers 
some best practices for public relations 
professionals and campaign planners who are 
considering reaching this specific public. In 
addition, this paper attempts to close the 
current gap in public relations literature by 
focusing on publics in terms of race and age – 
two areas that have for the most part been 
limited in findings and warrant more 
exploration in academic research and 
scholarship.  

Theoretical conceptualisation 

Segmenting the public: Identity 
Segmenting publics is crucial to creating 
campaigns that are designed to reach targeted 
groups. J. E. Grunig’s (1997) situational 
theory of publics developed from principles 
of marketing segmentation.  The idea behind 
segmentation is to divide a particular 
population into groups whose members have 
something in common. Building upon the 
ideas from different scholars (Ferguson, 
1984; Freeman, 1984; J. E. Grunig & Hunt, 
1984; J. E. Grunig & Repper, 1992), J. E. 
Grunig developed his situational theory of 
publics, positing that three independent 
variables created different publics: problem 
recognition, constraint recognition, and level 
of involvement. In problem recognition, 
publics realise a problem and start reflecting 
on the solution. Constraint recognition is a 
state in which publics learn about obstacles to 
change the existing situation. Lastly, level of 
involvement is the “extent to which people 
connect themselves with a situation” (J. E. 
Grunig, 1997, p. 110). These variables 
influence a public’s information seeking and 
information processing behaviours. The 
higher a public’s problem recognition and 
level of involvement, and the lower the 
constraint recognition, the more actively that 
public will seek information.  

However, traditional approaches to 
segmentation, such as the situational theory of 
publics, have been criticised for being 
inflexible, viewing publics as static and 

failing to address the changing nature of publics 
and how publics view issues (Vasquez & 
Taylor, 2001). Of particular importance is the 
notion that publics are active participants in the 
discourse rather than passive consumers of 
information (e.g., Chay-Nemeth, 2001; Curtin 
& Gaither, 2005). Thus, publics appear to be 
complex and with their own identity (Balmer, 
2002).  

One definition of identity is that it is “a 
strong sense of self or strong identity to one’s 
ethnicity, culture, sex, sexual orientation, or 
socioeconomic status” (Aldoory, 2001, p. 174). 
A challenge for public relations professionals 
and scholars is to segment publics in such a 
way that identity is not equated with 
demographic information. In other words, it is 
tempting to essentialise groups based on one or 
two markers of identity rather than taking into 
consideration “the embeddedness of identity in 
overlapping networks of relations that shift 
over time and space” (Somers, 1994, p. 607). 
Thus, in this project, we attempted to move 
beyond singular categories of age, gender, and 
race by looking at the complicated intersection 
between these variables and access the identity 
that emerges from this intersection. While 
demographic variables can be a starting point 
for understanding identity, they should not 
constitute an ending point. Because the 
campaign targeted teenage girls from 
immigrant families, we conducted research on 
age, race, and ethnicity as main variables for 
understanding our publics.   
 
Age 
Age identity is particularly important for 
understanding teenage publics, who are in the 
unique position of leaving their childhood 
identity and entering into adulthood: A time 
when they explore multiple identities related to 
occupations, religion, and ethnicity (e.g., 
Marcia, 1991). Age has been used commonly as 
part of demographic information for publics, 
but Okigbo and Nelson (2003) caution against 
using demographic information only to obtain 
numbers regarding publics. While demographic 
indicators such as age can be useful in 
segmenting publics, age identity, which refers 
to the age group with which a person identifies 
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with rather than actual amount of years lived, 
has been considered as providing a more 
meaningful understanding of age. Using a 
modified focus group method, Lindsay and 
Hubley (2006) explored the conceptual 
structure of age identity. The results of the 
study supported past research, with 
participants describing roles, milestones, 
health, and appearance as impacting age 
identity. In addition, the study revealed the 
importance of the relational components of 
identity: comparisons with other individuals’ 
activities and experiences were influential in 
shaping age identity. Lastly, the study 
confirmed previous research by Hubley 
(1996), which showed that age identity lacked 
stability.  

Little public relations research has sought 
to fill the gap in understanding age identity 
and how it relates to communication 
campaigns. In one such study, Vardeman-
Winter (2010) utilised a cultural studies 
approach to understand how teen girls make 
decisions regarding health behaviour, finding 
that the girls’ multiple identities – race, 
gender, class, and parenthood status – all 
influence their mediated health experiences. 
These factors are compounded, making 
segmentation difficult as no one factor can be 
isolated. Ineffective communication strategies 
to teenagers can result in failure or reversed 
results of a campaign, as evidenced by the 
infamously failed National Youth Anti-Drug 
Media Campaign (Scheier & Grenard, 2010), 
which sought to reduce teenage drug use but 
ended up increasing it. 
 
Race and ethnicity 
Race and ethnicity are other elements that can 
constitute a publics’ identity. With the 
growing diversification of countries such as 
the United States, it is important for public 
relations departments and agencies to be 
comprised of individuals who are culturally 
competent and can effectively communicate 
with various groups of people (Hon & 
Brunner, 2000). Race is referred to in a more 
biological sense as a person’s skin colour, 
whereas ethnicity can be referred to as a 
person’s culture and country of origin (Sha, 

2006). In other words, a group of people can be 
seen as racially White, but can come from 
different ethnicities (e.g., Italian, French, 
British), or they can be ethnically Hispanic but 
be different races (e.g., Black, White, Asian). In 
addition, intercultural communication research 
distinguishes between ascribed and avowed 
identities. According to Sha (2006), avowed 
identities are those that people claim and assert 
for themselves, through identifying with a 
particular cultural group. Ascribed identities, on 
the other hand, are given to a person by an 
assigned reference group and may not 
necessarily align with that person’s avowed 
identity (p. 52).   

Several studies have considered cultural 
identity in public relations research. According 
to Sha and Ford (2007), public relations 
scholarship focusing on race and ethnicity 
covers three main areas: racial and ethnic 
minority practitioner experiences (e.g., Kern-
Foxworth, Gandy, Hines, & Miller, 1994; Len-
Rios, 1998; Pompper, 2004), communicating 
with racial and ethnic subcultures (Sheng, 
1995), and public relations’ role in 
organisational diversity management (e.g., L. 
A. Grunig, J. E. Grunig, & Dozier, 2002; Hon 
& Brunner, 2000; Weick, 1979). However, 
little public relations research considers cultural 
identity as a communication predictor. In 
addition, Sha (2006) proposed that cultural 
identity be an antecedent factor within the 
situational theory of publics (J. E. Grunig & 
Hunt, 1984) that could furthermore be 
developed into an intercultural theory of public 
relations.  
 
The participatory approach to communication 
Among various research methods to develop 
the campaign we chose the participatory 
approach because it is sensitive to the issues of 
culture, power, social change, and community 
building. We used the participatory approach 
not only during the research phase, but also 
incorporated it in the proposed campaign action 
plan. We will now discuss the participatory 
approach and later explain how we applied it in 
the various stages of the project.  

In the participatory approach to 
communication, individuals in a community 
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become active players by contributing ideas, 
taking initiative, articulating needs and 
problems, and asserting their autonomy (e.g., 
Ascroft & Masilela, 1989). The participatory 
approach has been widely used in 
international research projects that regard 
culture as an important variable (e.g., Pratt, 
2009). Its first and main distinguishing 
feature is the aspiration to align power during 
the research process (Cornwall & Jewkes, 
1995). The participatory approach seeks to 
minimise the intrinsic power differences 
between researchers, who in the conventional 
communication campaigns are often regarded 
as experts, and participants, who are typically 
viewed as uninformed targets of the 
campaigns. The purpose of the participatory 
research is to establish a relationship between 
researchers and participants that is 
collaborative in nature (MacQueen, 2008). In 
an ideally participatory project, the roles of 
the researcher and participant blend and are 
not distinguishable.  As a result, researchers 
play the role of facilitators, and participants 
are “knowledgeable actors” (Cornwall & 
Jewkes, 1995, p. 1668).  

The second distinguishing feature of the 
participatory research is its focus on 
community building and empowerment. The 
assumption is that to bring social change, 
programmes should focus on transforming 
social life in the communities, considering the 
local circumstances, beliefs, and structures 
(e.g., Krishnatray & Melkote, 1998). The 
participatory approach seeks to involve 
different members of the community to 
collectively seek solutions to the existing 
problems through communication and action. 
As a result of engagement and participation, 
individuals gain experience to further 
contribute to social change in their 
communities (Wallerstein & Duran, 2003). 
Thus, participatory approach is ‘bottom-up’, 
seeking to satisfy priorities of the participants 
rather than researchers (Cornwall & Jewkes, 
1995). The value of the approach is 
particularly relevant in projects that seek to 
reach marginalised and/or disempowered 
communities, and when these communities 
have significantly different culture and values 

from that of the researcher(s). However, 
projects rarely follow the participatory 
approach in its pure form (e.g. Cornwall & 
Jewkes, 1995; Flicker, 2008) due to 
complexities of the social and political 
environments as well as researchers’ lack of 
control. 

The participatory approach is important to 
further developing the concept of identity to 
segmentation principles. When campaign 
planners may not share the same identity as the 
targeted publics, the participatory approach 
provides the researcher the opportunity to let 
the participants help formulate a plan that is 
sensitive to aspects of identity of which the 
researcher may not even be aware. It was 
important to make sure our publics took an 
active role in the campaign planning process as 
a way to take the theoretical importance of 
identity in segmentation into practice.   

The campaign 

Glow! afterschool programme 
Community Bridges is a non-profit organisation 
located in Silver Spring, Maryland, USA, 
whose mission is to empower “diverse girls to 
become exceptional students, positive leaders, 
and healthy young women” (Community 
Bridges, n.d., para. 4). Founded in 1997, the 
programme offers free programmes to more 
than 250 girls in 17 different schools in 
Montgomery County, Maryland. Most of the 
girls participating in the programmes come 
from low-income and/or immigrant family 
backgrounds. One of the programmes is called 
Glow!, and its purpose is to empower first 
generation immigrant high school girls by 
fostering community building and leadership. 
Immigrants in the United States are considered 
individuals “who have been granted permanent 
or conditional residence status based on 
specific familial relationships recognized in the 
law, such as a spouse of a U.S. citizen, or based 
on specific employment” (Loue, 1998, p. 20). 
In the fall of 2010, Community Bridges turned 
to graduate students at a local university to 
create a public relations campaign to raise 
participation and expand the Glow! programme 
in the Silver Spring area. The campaign 
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planners followed the four phases of 
campaign planning proposed by Smith 
(2009): (1) formative research; (2) 
development of strategy; (3) tactics; and (4) 
evaluative research.  
 
Formative research: Procedures  
Formative research is an organised method of 
collecting information about issues and 
publics, which impact an organisation. 
Formative research consists of an analysis of 
the situation, the organisation, and key 
publics. Analysing the situation includes 
understanding the circumstances surrounding 
the organisation and the behaviours of the 
publics that the overall campaign strategy will 
attempt to reach (e.g., McGuire, 1989; Rice & 
Atkin, 2009). At this stage, the planners seek 
to answer the following questions: What kind 
of campaign is it? Does it seek to create 
awareness, instruct, educate, or persuade the 
publics (Rice & Atkin, 2009)? What are the 
current and past issues facing the organisation 
involved? In addition to seeking answers to 
these questions, campaign planners must 
evaluate the organisation, which typically 
involves the SWOT analysis (Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats).  

To conduct formative research for the 
Glow! project, the team took several steps. 
First, we initiated two meetings with the 
client to gain a rich understanding of the 
situation. The first meeting, which took place 
at the university, was with a representative 
from the organisation who provided an 
overview of the programme and the 
organisation. The second meeting took place 
at the Community Bridges headquarters with 
the Glow! programme coordinator. At this 
meeting we discussed the Glow! programme, 
its goals, how the programme operates within 
the schools, difficulties the programme 
experiences, and the vision and goals for the 
future. Because the purpose of this campaign 
was to expand the programme and improve 
recruitment, we also discussed the target 
population and current challenges in the 
programme execution. It was important to 
have a working knowledge of the challenges 
so they could be used as opportunities to 

improve the programme’s outreach. These 
meetings also helped to guide our secondary 
research and define our key publics.   

Next, we conducted secondary research and 
a SWOT analysis of the organisation. Here we 
focused on the Community Bridges 
programme, the challenges faced by immigrant 
families and children of minority ethnic origin, 
the effectiveness of afterschool programmes, 
the youth community involvement, other 
campaigns that have targeted minority groups, 
and challenges that exist within the local 
community of the programme. This literature 
helped provide the planners with background 
information on the geographical area, the target 
population, and the social issues that exist in 
the area and among the target publics. The 
SWOT analysis included an examination of 
both the internal (strengths and weaknesses) 
and external environment (opportunities and 
threats) (Hill & Westbrook, 1997; Smith, 
2009). It provided for a more in-depth analysis 
of the Community Bridges programme.  

Third, we conducted primary research of the 
key publics using three qualitative methods – 
observation, focus group, and in-depth 
interviews. To observe the participants of the 
Glow! project, campaign planners visited two 
regular Glow! meetings at the schools. During 
one meeting, the planners only observed the 
project participants. However, during the 
second meeting, we participated in all activities 
and asked girls to suggest ideas for the 
campaign. The focus group was conducted at 
the university. Two researchers were present at 
the focus group, which lasted about one hour. 
The focus group discussion followed a guide 
which included questions such as “What do you 
like best about your school?”, “Have you faced 
any challenges at your school?”, “Do you know 
any people at your school who are pregnant?”, 
“Who are your role models?” Lastly, one 
interview was conducted with two parents of 
teenage students of a local school. The 
interview was conducted at the university and 
followed a semi-structured guide. The 
questions focused on parents’ perspective of 
their child’s life at the school, for example: 
“Can you describe to us what your child’s first 
day at school was like for you?,” “What are 
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your greatest worries about having a child in 
high school?” In the following section we 
provide the summary of our secondary 
research. Because we were bound with 
limitations in terms of reporting results of 
participants’ data, we do not provide details 
here. We would like to note, however, that 
primary research confirmed our secondary 
research findings.  
 
Formative research: Summary 
Studies show high-quality afterschool 
programmes help students in terms of 
academic, social, and emotional development 
(e.g., Kang & Webber, 2010; Little, Wimer, 
& Weiss, 2008). Some of the academic 
highlights include improvements in 
standardised test scores over those who did 
not participate in some sort of supervised 
activity, improved homework completion 
rates, improvements in attendance, as well as 
lower dropout rates (Little et al., 2008; 
“Afterschool: The Challenges,” 2009). 
According to a 2009 U.S. Department of 
Education report, as of October 2007 the 
dropout rates of Black and Hispanic students 
ages 16 to 24 were 8.4 percent and 21.4 
percent respectively. Even more alarming is 
the percentage of immigrant Hispanic 
dropouts ages 16 to 24, which sits at 37.5 
percent. With the challenges that teenage girls 
face as first generation immigrants, both at 
home and school, extracurricular programmes 
can provide extra support for them to become 
successful in the classroom and in life. In 
their analysis of more than 70 afterschool 
programmes, Little et al. (2008) found that 
such programmes “could improve youth self-
esteem and self-confidence” (p. 4). In 
addition, studies have shown improvements 
in relationships with peers and parents, as 
well as reductions in substance abuse and 
other risk behaviours. (”Afterschool: A 
Place,” 2009, p. 1).  

Immigrant teenagers face a number of 
other challenges, such as managing multiple 
identities, pregnancy, and discrimination. 
Studies of teenage girls from immigrant 
families found that girls had to learn early on 
how to manage their liminal space because 

they did not identify completely with either 
their U.S. culture or with their parents’ origins 
(Bettie, 2002; Sarroub, 2001). Girls can feel 
caught in between what may seem like 
competing cultural identities. They have strong 
ties to their American identity because they 
were born and raised in the country, but their 
parents often want them to understand and 
maintain close ties with their [the parents’] 
cultural identity. The parents are incapable of 
managing the two worlds: They want their 
children to use the opportunities provided in the 
Western culture, but expect them to act as if 
they were in the country of their origin. 
Likewise, school curriculums fail to offer a 
bicultural education that would help the 
students to develop a sense of belonging to both 
(Brown & Girard, 2007; Avasthi, 1997). 

Discrimination from peers (Pierre-Pierre, 
1998; Deseo, 2008) and even school 
counsellors (Bettie, 2002) is a constant 
challenge for teenagers from different ethnic 
backgrounds. In particular, Silver Spring girls 
have to deal with violence (Evans, 2010; 
Johnson, 2009) and struggle with the town’s 
overall perception of them as troublemakers 
(der Bedrosian, 2010; Izadi, 2010; Sligo, 2010). 
Finally, one of the biggest issues in the country 
and the Silver Spring community in particular, 
is teen pregnancy. Montgomery County 
witnessed a 16 percent increase in birth rate 
from 2002 to 2005 among women of ages 15 to 
19, while nationally and state-wide birth rates 
in that group dropped (Minaya, 2007a). This 
increase is attributed to Latino families, which 
do not necessarily see teen pregnancy as 
negative (Minaya, 2007b) and generally avoid 
talking about sex (The National Campaign to 
Prevent Teen Pregnancy, 2001).   
 
Development of strategy and tactics  
Communication campaigns must have clear, 
concise, and achievable objectives (Smith, 
2009). Each objective consists of its own 
strategies, tactics, and evaluative criteria. The 
objective for this campaign was to increase 
participation in the programme by 10 percent 
by the following school year. Rice and Atkin 
(2009) argue that campaigns are most effective 
when they are grounded in theory. This way, 
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campaigns can use various communication 
channels strategically. Thus, in developing 
the campaign we relied on formative research 
and communication literature on age and race. 
Specifically, our formative research showed 
that teenage girls from immigrant families 
face the challenges of identity formation and 
discrimination. In addition, public relations 
and intercultural communication research 
literature talks about ascribed and avowed 
identities. Finally, we considered research 
about the relational aspects of age identity. To 
let our publics tell their own stories and 
establish identity in their own communities, 
we chose the participatory approach as the 
main methodological approach.   

Our strategy for the campaign objective 
was grounded in the participatory approach to 
communication, in which individuals in a 
community are active players in the processes 
of a programme through contributing ideas, 
taking initiative, articulating needs and 
problems, and asserting their autonomy 
(Ascroft & Masilela, 1989; Melkote, P. 
Krishnatray, & S. Krishnatray, 2008). Based 
on this approach, we included the girls in the 
research process by considering them experts 
in developing the campaign and asking their 
ideas and opinions on how to develop the 
project. In addition, the planners tried to build 
a collaborative relationship with the publics 
by participating in Glow! meetings. The 
campaign focused on transforming specific 
communities with schools serving as 
community centres. The various tactics that 
we recommended to Community Bridges to 
help increase Glow! programme participation 
included the following: 

• Holding regular tabling events, where 
participating girls increase awareness of the 
Glow! programme in their own schools;  

• Creating testimonial materials, 
broadcasting success stories, and developing 
a Glow! Girl of the Year award to spotlight 
girls participating in the programme;  

• Launching a “make yourself heard” 
project asking girls to write an article for their 
school newspapers to give voice to girls from 
different backgrounds and increase interest in 
the Glow! programme;  

• Launching a countywide competition 
for developing the Glow! programme logo;  

• Creating an online space where girls can 
voice their concerns, ask questions, and create 
events, building a community within the Glow! 
Programme. 
 
Evaluative research   
To evaluate the success of a campaign, plans 
should have achievable goals and a timeline. In 
developing the Glow! campaign, we had 
planned several steps to evaluate the 
campaign’s success. First, an official count of 
the number of participating girls was to take 
place on a regular basis in the beginning and at 
the end of each year in each school separately. 
Second, a survey before winter and summer 
breaks to all Glow! participants would evaluate 
participants’ satisfaction with the programme 
and gather ideas for improvement.  

The four phases of campaign planning 
provide an important map for planners. Each of 
the four steps was important in and of itself. 
However, analysis of key publics, an integral 
part of the formative research phase, proved to 
be especially important in a case involving 
teenage girls who are also ethnic minorities. 
These girls have several labels given by 
society: girl, teenager, Black, Hispanic, Latina. 
Determining how they identify themselves 
would prove crucial to learning how to segment 
them effectively.  

Lessons learned 

The purpose of this paper was to explore the 
role of race, ethnicity and age in the 
segmentation of publics in a communication 
campaign. The experience of researching and 
planning the Glow! campaign taught us 
valuable lessons in terms of segmenting priority 
audiences; in this case, high school girls from 
immigrant families. These lessons include 
emphasising the importance of formative 
research, taking into account the identity 
avowals of publics, the usefulness of the 
participatory approach, and building a 
segmentation fence. These new re-
conceptualisations of audience segmentation 
will be discussed in further detail below.  
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The importance of formative research 
First, our experience has shown the 
importance of formative research in 
understanding target audiences in more than 
numbers and demographics. During our 
meetings with the girls, we learnt about their 
challenges, their aspirations, their dreams and 
insecurities. For us it was a learning 
experience: We entered another community 
and in a limited time tried to understand a 
different social structure, social rules, and a 
different social reality. Second, through our 
meetings with Community Bridges and 
review of extant literature, we were able to 
get a clearer picture of the goals and 
strategies of the organisation at large and the 
Glow! programme specifically. 
Understanding the organisational goals and 
conceptual literature helped us to better 
strategise to plan the campaign.  

Therefore, the biggest lesson learned was 
that all components of the formative research 
are necessary and important, as they allowed 
us to gain a comprehensive understanding of 
the organisation, the situation, and the 
publics. Furthermore, formative research can 
build relationships between campaign 
planners and the community, garnering 
support from their target audiences in helping 
implement the campaign. Finally, formative 
research can help campaign planners better 
create goals and objectives, select appropriate 
channels and messages, create measurements 
and instruments for the campaign, and 
generally get a sense of the community they 
are serving. 

 
Identity avowals of publics  
Our experience suggests that including 
identity in the segmentation of publics is 
complex due to several reasons. First, publics 
may segment themselves differently than 
researchers. In other words, avowed identity 
is not the same as ascribed identity. Thus, 
researchers must address their own 
assumptions and avoid segmenting publics 
based on demographic data alone. Second, 
one individual may have several identities. 
For example, a participant in our campaign 
can consider herself to be a teenage girl, a 

daughter, a woman, an American, an African-
American, a Latina, etc. In other words, for us 
as planners of the campaign it was difficult to 
separate the age identity from ethnic or race 
identity. The complexities associated with 
various identities of the teenage girls in those 
communities have made it clear early in the 
research process that the campaign organisers 
would never be able to fully understand the 
identity of the target audience. Thus, we found 
the participatory approach to be the most 
suitable way to conduct research and 
implement the campaign.  
 
The usefulness of the participatory approach  
As previously mentioned, the participatory 
approach views members of a community as 
active participants who take initiative, assess 
needs, solve problems, and participate in the 
programme or intervention. We believe that this 
particular approach is useful for the Glow! 
campaign for several reasons. First, the 
participatory approach creates a sense of 
camaraderie among the girls that can help 
strengthen their bonds, creating a trialogue 
between Community Bridges, the current 
Glow! participants, and potential members. 
Second, the participatory approach helps to 
sustain the programme through alleviating 
some of the work Community Bridges would 
have to do to recruit new girls (an ongoing 
problem for many non-profit organisations that 
are short staffed). Third, the goals of the Glow! 
project to empower and build a community are 
consistent with the values and assumptions of 
the participatory approach discussed earlier. 
Therefore, we propose that this model will be a 
good fit for the Glow! campaign due to its 
‘bottom-up’ approach and consideration of the 
cultural and community values. During the 
project, we used the participatory approach in 
conducting the formative research and in 
designing the campaign plan.  

When developing the campaign for the 
teenage girls from immigrant communities, we 
involved the girls in the research process. We 
attended Glow! meetings to establish a 
relationship with the participants. During those 
meetings, we acted as participants, doing all the 
activities that the girls were doing. Also, we 
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discussed with the girls the issue of 
empowerment and participation in afterschool 
programmes. The suggestions the girls shared 
during those meetings were incorporated in 
the campaign plan. In terms of 
implementation, our final proposal 
recommended involving girls in 
implementing some of the campaign tactics 
previously mentioned. For example, girls 
believed tabling would help increase 
participation in the Glow! programme. Thus, 
we suggested that girls table during lunch 
breaks in targeted schools to discuss teenage 
girl empowerment and share information 
about the afterschool programme. Finally, we 
proposed including community members in 
executing the campaign, consistent with the 
idea that social change happens in the 
community rather than in individuals. We 
recommended collaborating with local 
organisations in planning events for teenage 
girls in the community, and exchanging 
resources.  

 
Building a segmentation fence: A new 
concept for publics 
In analysing our efforts planning the Glow! 
campaign we have sought out ways in which 
to re-conceptualise segmenting publics. As it 
currently stands, segmentation could be 
conceptualised as putting a fence (boundaries) 
around certain groups, suggesting a rigidity. It 
can also be noted that public relations 
practitioners, who decide which publics to 
target when implementing the campaign, have 
usually been the ones responsible for building 
this ‘segmentation fence’. With this analogy 
in mind, we propose reconsidering when this 
segmentation fence should be built and who 
should build it. We believe that it is important 
to engage with publics, empower them to 
become involved, and work in tandem with 
participants to determine the best place to put 
the fence and the way in which it should be 
built. Based on our experience planning this 
campaign, we learned that this segmentation 
fence should not be built so high that 
‘neighbours’ and other options are blocked 
out of view. The fence should not separate the 
targeted public from the community; it should 

provide a certain level of definition to create 
boundaries for better targeted messaging and 
campaign planning. And most importantly, the 
segmentation fence should not be seen as 
exclusionary or permanent – it is a fluid 
structure that can be accessed and changed at 
any point of the campaign process.  

Conclusion 

As our experience with the Glow! project has 
shown, formative research is essential to the 
success of a campaign. This includes the 
important process of identifying and 
understanding a key public, which in our case 
were teenage girls from immigrant families, a 
very specific group that has been understudied 
and mostly unexplored. Our campaign planning 
process segmenting these girls presented its 
own unique set of challenges that involved 
racial, ethnic, and cultural differences between 
the girls, school administrators, and even within 
the immediate family. To further understand 
these unique dynamics and challenges, we 
delved within the campaign and public relations 
literature and determined that the participatory 
approach could be effective for the Glow! 
project. By looking at this model and other 
components of culture and identity, we were 
able to segment the girls in a way that helped us 
gain perspective on all of the challenges that 
were faced by this distinctive public. Planning 
the Glow! campaign, therefore, not only 
exposed us to traditional segmentation 
strategies, but it also allowed us to challenge 
the norm and be open to new possibilities for 
segmentation. It is our hope that in time, we can 
start breaking down the rigid ‘segmentation 
fence’ to re-conceptualise publics in a way that 
could be useful for both public relations 
practitioners and scholars. 
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