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Character is that which reveals moral 
purpose, exposing the class of things  
a man chooses and avoids.

– Aristotle
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Colophon
Work for this case study on the City of Owasso Character Initiative was 
conducted between January and May 2012. Our research team, The Hon-
ey Badgers, were assembled by Professor Keith Owens for his Collab-
orative Design Research Studio course at the University of North Texas 
for the Spring 2012 semester of classes at the Design Research Center in 
Dallas, Texas.
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Summary
A Case Study Overview



10   |   T h e Ci T y O f OWA S S O Ch A R AC T eR ini T i AT i v e  |   A C A Se S T U Dy

In 2002, the city of Owasso, Oklahoma inducted a city-wide campaign 
known as the Character Initiative in their effort to become a “City of 
Character.” The Character Initiative is comprised of 48 character-driven 
words and definitions, promoting character traits of servitude and self-
improvement via outdoor banner signs and city utility bill inserts.

 Our team examined the Owasso Character Initiative within a theoreti-
cal framework of virtue ethics—
which proposes that morality stems 
from the identity and /or character of 
the individual—under the hypothesis 
that the Character Initiative is a rhe-
torical strategy to mold the citizens of 
Owasso into model citizens by sug-
gesting ways in which they interact 
within the community. Within this 
framework, ethnographic research 
methods such as observations, inter-
views, and surveys were employed to 
test the efficacy of the campaign in its 

current state by focusing on the level of awareness and acceptance by the 
citizens of Owasso.

In a class-based charrette, persona based modeling was used as a guide 
to predict potential areas of improvement for the current implementa-
tion of the Owasso Character Initiative. After we defined five key perso-

nas to represent the city’s citizens and 
assigning those personas to the ses-
sion’s participants, the following 
questions were addressed: 

Do the current character words and defi-
nitions represent and resonate with the 
personas representing Owasso?

What places do the different personas pa-
tronize? Is there an overlap?

What mediums are these persona  
groups confronted with in the places  
they patronize? 

S u m m a ry

John hicks and Xuhao yang in a research design session.

Charrette participants Rebeca Carranza, Tim Woodring, holly Cole, Keith Owens and Jeff 
Joiner (left to right).



SU M M A Ry  |   11

How can the Owasso Character Initiative be implemented into effective me-
diums other than the outdoor banners and utility bill inserts which are being 
currently used?

The solution and discussion which stemmed from the charrette experi-
ence informed the formation and implementation of our field research in  
Owasso as we researched the initiative’s efficacy in both the citizens’ 
awareness of it and to what de-
grees they identified with its 
physical forms and the messages 
it communicated. After conduct-
ing our field research in Owasso 
by speaking with City of Owasso 
policy makers, we learned that 
the stated goal for the Initiative is 
that the citizens of Owasso 
would be aware of the Character 
Initiative and the value of charac-
ter in the lives of its citizens. The 
final stage of our field research 
included the work of conducting surveys of the citizens of Owasso on the 
Initiative and how aware they were of it and of the concept of moral char-
acter in general. We can conclude that the campaign has been successful 
in meeting the goals that have been set for it. 

In conclusion, while the cam-
paign may be successful when 
measured against the goals 
which have been set for it, we feel 
that the city of Owasso may be 
missing key opportunities to im-
prove the campaign on levels like 
aesthetics, linguistics, logistical 
placements and media position-
ing and other dynamics which 
could test and elevate its cultural 
relevancy, specific to the citizens 
of Owasso so that it may resonate 
with them more effectively on 
a personal level. More research is needed, however, to determine the  
lasting effects of the campaign and its degree of adoption by the citizens 
of Owasso.

Dennis Cheatham with one of the Owasso Character initiative street signs.

Michelle Keefer directs the Charrette session.
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Our Team
Collaborative Research

Dennis Cheatham
Dennis is a designer, design researcher and 
educator pursuing a Master of fine Arts degree 
in Design–innovation Studies at the University 
of north Texas. he graduated from Texas Tech 
University in 1998 with a Bachelor of fine Arts in 
Communication Design and a Bachelor of Arts in 
english–Creative Writing. Dennis’s current work 
can be found online at dennischeatham.com.

John Hicks
John is a visual communicator, educator, and 
design researcher. he currently operates as an 
independent design professional and Teaching 
fellow, while pursuing a Master of fine Arts 
degree in Design with a concentration in 
innovation studies and design research at the 
University of north Texas. John’s portfolio of 
work can be accessed at johnallenhicks.com.

K. Michelle Keefer
Michelle graduated in 2008 from Texas 
State University in San Marcos with a 
Bachelor’s Degree from the College of Mass 
Communication in Advertising, and a minor in 
Psychology. She is currently a full time mom, 
wife, marketing and public relations executive 
and graduate student at the University of north 
Texas at the College of visual Arts and Design 
in Design with a concentration in innovation 
Studies and a minor in Marketing.

XuHao Yang
Xuhao yang is from China, and is a Master 
of fine Arts degree candidate in Design with 
a concentration in innovation Studies at the 
University of north Texas. Before coming to  
the United States for graduate school he was  
a journalist, editor, and designer working for  
almost nine years at GuangZhou Daily, a  
Chinese newspaper.





Co n t e x t s  |   15

 

Contexts
owasso, a City of Character
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The instance examined in this case study is the Character Initiative cam-
paign in Owasso, Oklahoma. The character initiative, created by the or-
ganization Character First, is an aspirational model of how to be a posi-
tive influence for others. The initiative is comprised of 48 character 
words—rotating on a monthly basis—focusing on self-improvement and 
service to others, along with customized definitions outlining how to in-
terpret and operationalize those words in personal acts of character. The 
initiative’s message is currently being deployed in Owasso via outdoor 
banner signs and utility bill inserts.

The outdoor banner signs are placed in five locations at the perimeter of 
the city, at major intersections, facing outward from the city and greeting 
those that enter. The banners are approximately 8’x4’ and consist of a 
white field containing the character word of the month and its definition 
in red lettering. The utility bill inserts contain more detailed information 
about the current month’s character word, definition and suggestions on 
how to put that word into action in the citizens’ daily lives.

T h e  C i T y  o f  o wa s s o 
C h a r aC T e r  i n i T i aT i v e
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The City of Owasso is located in the northeast quadrant of the state of 
Oklahoma in the central United States, 13.8 miles northeast of the city of 
Tulsa, Oklahoma. Originally a settlement which grew in population  
because of the railroad line which reached its terminus near where mod-
ern-day Main Street is located, the city was officially founded in 1900.

Since its founding as a town in what was then Indian Territory, Owasso 
has experienced significant growth in residents and in commerce, swell-
ing to a population of approximately 38,000. Since 2002, Owasso city 
leaders have focused their efforts on making the city desirable to com-
mercial investment and since 2007, over two million square feet of retail 
space has been built. Over this span, businesses like Office Depot, Sam’s 
Club, Old Navy, Lowe’s, Target, Starbucks and Home Depot along with 
regional stores and restaurants have established locations in the growing 
city alongside existing local businesses. The city has seen the addition of 
two regional hospitals and several golf courses and master-planned com-
munities over the past ten years. This growth has established Owasso as 
a regional center for shopping and services.

The city’s citizens are largely Caucasian 
and out of the 81 people we randomly 
surveyed, a majority of Owasso resi-
dents have lived in the town more than 
ten years. The city features a mixture of 
neighborhood developments with homes 
modestly spaced apart sporting stone and 
brick construction. Further away from the 
city center, residences are more spread out 
in their spacing and in some areas, feature 
significant acreage and in many cases, 

livestock and horses suggesting the area’s agrarian roots. The city cen-
ter consists of low-lying buildings with City Hall standing at two stories, 
containing the majority of the city governmental offices.

T h e  C i T y  o f  o wa s s o

oklahoma state map with owasso highlighted.
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Framing
a Deductive approach
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Our research process started with the consideration of a variety of in-
stances, phenomena and societal issues. As a team we were inspired by 
Carelton B. Christenson’s description of a civil society in his article Pop-
ping the Bubble, Ethical Responsibility in Design, where he stressed that 
societal issues would best be solved participatively, around pub tables or 
in coffeehouses versus individuals solving these issues on their own 
without such collaboration.  For this reason we sought out an instance for 
study which was an example of “community building community.”

Our initial research directions involved interests in instances where we 
could address communal engagement, roles of individuals in societal en-
gagement and the importance of moral and ethical values in the health 
of communities. These areas of interest lead us to consider the social and 
cultural perceptions of character. Our team began asking questions like:

What does it mean to have character?

What are the ways that people exhibit positive character traits?

At this point we became aware of the Owasso Character Initiative, put 
into place by the City of Owasso in Owasso, Oklahoma. This initiative, 
a curriculum product centered on supporting character growth in indi-
viduals, was designed and produced by the company, Character First 
of Edmond, Oklahoma and was implemented in Owasso in 2002. The 
initiative (which had been in effect for over ten years at the time of our 
study) addresses a moral construct at a community level. Interested in 
how the program might be affecting community engagement, we identi-
fied it as a significant instance worthy of research

However, after our field observations in Owasso we realized that it would 
have been very difficult to successfully research the broad topic of char-
acter and how it affects community with our limited resources. At this 
point, the question that began to form was whether or not this initiative 
was effective. We began to question what good it would be to define char-
acter (as the Owasso Character Initiative does) if there was no way to 
promote and increase awareness of character and positive behaviors. It 
was at this point that we decided that the efficacy of this initiative would 
be the focus of our research and we hoped that this research would render 
findings which could help us to determine whether or not the work of 
teaching morality through character at a civic level could be generalizable 
and applied to other communities.

S i g n i f i c a n c e

a slide from an early presentation in our 
research process.

Christensen, Carleton B. 2007. Popping 
the Bubble: ethical responsibility of 
Design. http://www.desphilosophy.com/
dpp/dpp_journal/paper4a/body.html 
(accessed march 11, 2007).

Does teaching character, which is 
common in elementary education, 
belong at the civic level?
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A brief history of the Owasso Character Initiative’s founding and its per-
ceived benefit can be found at the City of Owasso website. While the first 
paragraph reports of the process that led to the implementation of the 
program, it also reveals the goal behind the program and in turn, states 
the focus of our study.

On May 21, 2002, the Owasso City Council passed a resolution declaring their 
intent to initiate and support the City of Owasso becoming a “City of Charac-
ter.” By doing so, Owasso joined local and international communities in a com-
mitment to promoting an environment which emphasizes positive character 
qualities in every sector of the community.

When considering the Owasso Character Initiative as a candidate for 
study, the key words “positive character qualities” piqued our interest 
because of its function as a program for teaching morality to the  
citizens of Owasso. For this reason, we set about our study of the Owasso 
Character Initiative through the lens of the program as a curriculum  
for moral instruction through presenting a specific “way to be” for those 
whom it addresses.

Defining Morality
In the work of teaching morals and building moral codes into others, we 
examined several theoretical frameworks: 

 » deontology

 » consequentialism

 » pragmatic ethics

 » virtue ethics

S ta n c e

V i rt u e  e t h i c s

City of owasso. owasso’s Character 
initiative. http://www.cityofowasso.com/
character_trait/index.html (accessed 
may 4, 2012).

Preliminary research session mapping the formation of the Character initiative.
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The key words in Owasso’s campaign, “positive character qualities”, pre-
cisely correspond with what virtue ethics claims, which is that “morality 
stems from the identity and /or character of the individual.”

In virtue ethics, the basic judgments in ethics are judgments about char-
acter. To further explain it, two basic hypotheses generally could be  
concluded as: “1. At least some judgments about the value of character 
traits are independent of judgments about the rightness or wrongness  
of actions; 2. The notion of virtue justifies that of right conduct, that is, 
the concept of virtue is explanatory prior to that of right conduct” (Atat-
man, 1997). 

In short, virtue ethics stands in stark contrast to other theoretical frame-
works because it is concerned with an individual’s inner character. . . a 

“way of being,” as the essential role in their wellbeing. 

When evaluating the Owasso Character Initiative through the lens of 
virtue ethics, the purpose of the initiative and the problem it is implied to 

“solve” become more tangible, even if the policy makers we interviewed 
could only state that “awareness” of the character traits of which the ini-
tiative is comprised was the program’s intent. We charge that an underly-
ing and implicit assumption behind the initiative is that Owasso citizens 
are not moral enough, or more specifically, the current level of the citi-
zens’ moral standards might not be what the city policy makers think 
they should or could be.  Regardless of the accuracy of this charge, our 
findings in this study have supported the notion that, in order to trigger 
expectative social change, the City of Owasso implemented their Char-
acter Initiative which primarily targets the character traits of its citizens 
in a way that is consistent with the tenets of virtue ethics.

A Moral Educational System
According to virtue ethics, moral education plays a major role in moral 
motivation, namely, “becoming a good person is not a matter of learning 
or applying principles, but of imitating some models” (Atatman, 1997). 

atatman, D. (1997). virtue ethics. 
edinburgh university Press. 

theoretical framework privileged metric

deontology actions

consequentialism consequences resulting from behavior

pragmatic ethics social context

virtue ethics individual’s inner character

V irt u e e t hic s:

Morality stems from the identity and/ or character of  
the individual.

in our interview with City manager 
rodney ray he indicated that these 
character attributes are something 
to which everyone should aspire and 
not something already attained by 
policyholders for others to achieve.
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In a similar vein, “…We learn to be virtuous the same way we learn to 
dance, to cook, and to play football” (Atatman, 1997). This extends that 
according to Atatman, there are two ways of learning for individuals 
in a model of moral education: either by actively learning by following 
someone else of their own will or in an educational system where learn-
ers passively accept the information presented by educators. In the latter 
sense, rhetorical and persuasive characteristics are often embedded in 
the educational system.

Considering this model, we posit that the Owasso Character Initiative, 
its focus on continuously shaping Owasso into a “City of Character,” 
could be identified as a “moral educational system.” And much like a 
school system where educators employ rhetoric to coerce those they edu-
cate to embrace their teachings, the Owasso Character Initiative is acting 
like a curriculum presented to people who engage with it. Through this 
rhetorical framework we charge that Owasso policy makers, through the 
Owasso Character Initiative, 
are attempting to educate and 
persuade citizens into a “bet-
ter way of being” with hopes 
of changing people’s behavior. 
Such changes would thus 
achieve social change and an 

“ideal” community of moral 
citizens could be built by edu-
cating those citizens.

The Challenge of Virtues
Furthermore, virtue ethics itself possesses certain difficulties.  
For instance:

“…on the idea of flourishing we need first to have an independent account of hu-
man flourishing, then we need to show how the virtues are necessary for it, and, 
finally, the result must more or less coincide with our intuitions about virtues 
and vices” (Atatman, 1997).

In other words, while considering complex social contexts, a clear picture 
of what “good” virtues are and how to achieve them must be delineated 
in order to measure “growth” or “improvement” of moral character. This 
work raises several relevant and challenging questions which highlight 
the complexity of the work of defining virtues. Some of the areas for focus 
may rest in addressing:

 » Who and how to define virtues.

 » How to reach the identified virtues or operate moral actions.

our working definition for rhetoric: any 
kind of writing or speech presented with 
the intent to persuade someone.

Determining the level of agency held by character signs.
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 » How to infuse the identified virtues to people and let them make  
moral actions

To this end, the work of defining virtues and then measuring the intensity 
of how strongly those virtues are held is problematic due to their very 
nature.

It is for this reason that, though we believe the teaching of morality is at 
the core of this campaign and in turn, virtue ethics is very much a central 
stance for our continued research into the decisions that went into its cre-
ation and implementation. In the interest of producing a research product 
which is well-formed and valid in the time frame we had, we chose to 
focus on the aspect of virtue ethics which examined whether there was 
an effective connection between “information senders” and “receivers” 
within the moral education model. 

This work then, lead us to the formation of our primary research question 
for the study:

r e se a rch Qu e s t ion:

Has the intent of the Owasso Character Campaign been 
realized in the minds of the citizens?
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Methods
operationalizing Knowledge
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Once we defined a clear question to answer regarding the Owasso Char-
acter Initiative, we worked backwards to design a methodology that 
would best yield the specific answers to that question. We determined 
the question that would best illustrate whether or not the initiative is 
working was to discover whether or not the intent of the policy makers 
was being realized within the community. Our team conducted observa-
tions, informal and formal interviews, as well as a short, conversational 
survey of the citizens of Owasso. The design and research phases were 
limited to three trips to visit the community between January and April 
of 2012. 

The nature of this project required our team to make several trips to 
Owasso in an effort to answer our research question most effectively. 
Field research was spread across several trips, each with a different pur-
pose in an effort to assemble the most complete picture possible.

Field Research Trip One
Observations and Research Question Formation
Februa ry 17–19, 2012
The first trip to Owasso, our research team mapped the placements of the 
signs throughout the city limits, visited town centers and engaged in ca-
sual conversations with members of the community. The purpose of this 
trip was to perpetuate the scope of our thinking about the concepts of 
community, character, and the effectiveness of the campaign.

Field Research Trip Two
Asset Gathering and Charrette Preparation
M a rch 22–25, 2012 
For the second trip to Owasso our research team spent a period of four 
days gathering photographic evidence and assets for use in our charrette 
activity as well as for the final case study document. Observations were 
conducted in public spaces and photographs were taken which both in-
formed our research design, validated our research question and helped 
us to prepare for our survey activities when we would put the final re-
search plan into action.

Trip Three
Field Research, Interviews, Surveys
a pr il 19–21, 2012 
Our third trip to Owasso yielded rich data regarding the intent of the 
policy makers, including Ms. Michele Dempster, City of Owasso Char-
acter Campaign Coordinator, Mr. Rodney Ray, Owasso City Manager 
and Mr. Warren Lehr, Assistant City Manager. 

M e t h o d s

F i e l d  R e s e a R c h

assessing a sign placement.

Gathering visual assets for study.

Completed survey documents.
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We then conducted one on one surveys at several areas around Owasso 
asking citizens a short, three question survey to assess their perception 
of the campaign. In order to reach the widest demographic sample, we 
stopped people at shopping centers, parks, in neighborhoods, restau-
rants and in several other retail outlets and our sampling of these indi-
viduals was completely random.

The key instrument for our research when addressing the citizens of 
Owasso was the survey document. “Are you aware of the Owasso Char-
acter Initiative?” “How do you feel about it?” and “Do you live in Owasso 
and if so, how long?” The answers we received were as short as one to 
two-words and some others were complete conversations on the initia-
tive itself and the role of character in the community. Our findings can 
be found in the Analysis portion of this case study.

We also posed an experimental research-based charrette with a small 
group of five people who became secondary collaborators in the design 
research process. This charrette created an environment that through a 
series of activities put  the participants into the mind set of pre-selected 
probable personas of a community with a similar cultural identity to 

l e s s o n s  l e a R n e d  
F R o m  F i e l d  W o R k

Participants were more open to speak 
with us in one-on-one interviews than 
when we approached them as a team.

we don’t like surveys, so we had a 
difficult time interrupting people to  
ask them questions.

short, concise surveys were more 
welcomed by participants than long 
detailed ones.

when we told participants our survey 
would only take 20 seconds, they were 
more open to spend the time with us.

Clipboards make people wary. 
approaching subjects with nothing  
in hand was more natural and less  
off-putting.

dressing like an ordinary person,  
without a uniform made it easier to 
approach people.

when we helped people load their 
groceries while we talked with them, they 
seemed to appreciate our help and often 
extended their answers to questions.

CITY HALL CHARACTER SIGNS INTERVIEW ZONES

c h a R R e t t e
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Owasso, Oklahoma. The over arching goal of the charrette was to 
discover what type of character-promoting campaign would arise from 
using participatory design with members of the community the 
campaign was being designed for, rather than having the policy makers 
decide for everyone. We proposed that those in government and 
leadership positions may not always hold the values which align with 
those of citizens within a community.

Charrette: Places and People
Where do citizens spend their time?
The initial challenge was to identify places patronized by the specified 
persona groups. Our secondary collaborators were presented with a mu-
ral containing generalized images of places in Owasso—churches, res-

taurants, retail locations, two different types of neighborhoods and rec-
reation areas such as parks and sports venues. The collaborators then 
placed persona markers on the mural indicating places that specific per-
sona groups would patronize.

Charrette: Popular Media
What kinds of media appear in these places? 
The next step was for the participants to identify what medium of com-

munication the majority of the com-
munity was already engaging with in 
the places they patronized most fre-
quently. After a series of short exercis-
es, it was determined that clothing and 
receipts were the mediums of commu-
nication most often engaged with in 
the mock community.

R
RETIRED

SENIOR

D
MARRIED

DAD

M
MARRIED

MOM

S
WORKING

SINGLE

Y
HIGH SCHOOL

YOUTH
Persona labels used to tag where owassoans spend their time.

Participatory design: Charrette participants indicating places in owasso patronized  
by specified persona groups. 



M e t h o ds  |   3 1

Charrette: Character Words
Which words connect with citizens most effectively? 
The third challenge was for our participants to test and then modify the 
character words and their definitions so they would more clearly com-
municate to citizens. The current campaign rotates 48 words monthly, 
meaning that each word and its definition appear to the public once ev-
ery four years.  Our thinking was that if the “community” narrowed the 
word list to 12 words and definitions that 
strongly resonated and aligned with the com-
mon virtue ethics of the citizens, the more 
frequent exposure might increase awareness 
and understanding. 

Charrette: Outcome
An Informed Product 
Lastly, the group was asked to use one exam-
ple of the medium and one example of a word 
to modify the existing campaign further, and design a new communica-
tion outlet to reach the members of their community. The exercise re-
sulted in a new communication outlet called 

“Character Wear”, with the goal of promoting 
community solidarity through individual ex-
pression. Through interaction of the Charac-
ter Wear website, citizens can choose a char-
acter word that resonates most with them and 
then proceed to customize the front of the 
shirt with a phrase that defines their idea of 
the chosen character word.

Modifying existing character words and definitions to more accurately reflect 
the mindset of owasso citizens.  

Charrette participants exploring new communication outlets  
for the Character initiative.





A n A lysis  |   33

 

Analysis
Uncovering Meaning
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Citizens Surveyed

81 Not an Owasso Citizen

33%
Metric

Awareness of the 
Character Initiative

Aware of 
character Initiative

79%
character Initiative 

is a positive thing

56%
Men

41%
Women

59%

According to the interviews with Owasso policy makers and city plan-
ners, the intent of the Owasso Character Initiative over the last 10 years 
was to create awareness of the character words and the concepts they 
embody. It is for this reason that the focus of our research and in turn, 
the shape of the data we collected was geared to test the efficacy of the 
initiative per the policy makers’ goals. Through our survey instrument 
and the work of speaking with the citizens of Owasso, we gathered the 
following data and in turn, present our analysis of those findings.

Summary of Findings
Of the 81 people surveyed, 42% offered additional commentary out-
side of the framework of the three questions that were asked. Citizens 
living in Owasso for fewer than 10 years had the most to say about the 
campaign (44.4% of those living in Owasso for more than 10 years, and 
44% of those not living in Owasso had additional commentary outside 
of just answering the survey questions). While conducting our research 
we were surprised to discover that 31% of the people we surveyed did not 
live in Owasso but frequent the town regularly for their shopping needs 
and in turn, value its position as a center of commerce.

Qualitative Data
When conducting our survey of citizens, those who gave additional 
commentary when asked how they felt about the initiative tended to use 
words and language implying that the signs were meant for others, and 
how the campaign could serve as a good reminder, or food for thought 

for others. No one surveyed discussed how the signs affected him or her 
personally. Several felt that the signs have gone unnoticed over time; one 
suggested a change in color or style. One person felt the city spends too 
much money on the campaign, while another thought they signs looked 
cheap, and another felt they were “silly” or “cheesy.”

A n A lys i s
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A couple of the citizens living in Owasso for 10+ years felt like the cam-
paign made the city special. Several spoke about the growth in commerce 
in Owasso, which we can infer that Owasso is doing something different 
than the surrounding cities in order to manage economic growth.

It is interesting that among those surveyed that did offer additional com-
mentary, several did not know what the campaign was by name (Owasso 
Character Initiative), and needed further prompting to understand what 
they were being asked about. Once they were prompted that the cam-
paign was embodied by the implementation of the character signs and 
the utility bills, these individuals followed by stating how much they 
liked the initiative. We believe their responses imply that they do not 
notice the signs, nor are they actively engaging with the initiative, but 
merely like the idea of the campaign.

Answering Our Question
The research question we were attempting to answer was whether or 
not the Owasso Character Initiative was effective, based on a metric of 
whether or not the intent of the policy makers was being realized within 
the community. Our surveys indicated that 79% of those asked stated 
that they were indeed aware of the campaign and for this reason, we 
can say that the campaign has been effective. However, based on the  
commentary of those surveyed, we can infer that while the citizens are 
aware, many appear to be concerned with the meaning or effectiveness 
of the campaign.

Many individuals who offered commentary indicated that they might 
believe that the intent of the campaign aligns closer to what our original 
hypothesis stated: is the City of Owasso rhetorically attempting to offer 
a specific “way to be.” This intent would match the assumption that being 
reminded of character and virtue ethics could act as a catalyst to alter 

Q u ot e s :  W h at 
pa r t i c i pa n t s  h a d  t o 
s ay  a b o u t  t h e  o Wa s s o 
c h a r ac t e r  i n i t i at i v e

“The campaign makes owasso special 
and a great place to live.”

“no sign is going to help someone have 
character.”

“it would be great if they practice what 
they preach.”

“i think it is good for people to see.”

“it sets us apart from other cities.”

“i always read them.”

Citizens Surveyed

81 Not an Owasso Citizen

33%
Metric

Awareness of the 
Character Initiative

Aware of 
character Initiative

79%
character Initiative 

is a positive thing

56%
Men

41%
Women

59%
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behaviors in the community, to follow the words and definitions being 
offered by the signs and water bill inserts. 

Though when focusing on the work of answering our single research 
question centered on if citizens are aware of the initiative and of the con-
cept of character, one person shared a comment that directly answered 
that question. When asked about how she felt about the initiative and 
then prompted that its intent was to raise awareness for character the 
woman answered “well... awareness is something.” Regardless of if this 
goal is something we would choose for it, according to this person’s com-
ment and our findings, perhaps the intent of the policy makers is enough 
to create a change in behavior of those in the community.

Q u ot e s :  W h at 
pa r t i c i pa n t s  h a d  t o 
s ay  a b o u t  t h e  o Wa s s o 
c h a r ac t e r  i n i t i at i v e 

“Good idea but it looks cheap, like a 
garage sale sign.”

“i thought the bank was responsible for 
the campaign, not the city.”

“They are great values. People don’t teach 
values anymore.”
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By the Numbers
A visualization of our survey findings.
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Conclusion  
and Next Steps
What We learned
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When initiating our case study, our hypothesis first addressed whether 
the campaign was [passively] asserting a specific “way to be” onto the 
citizens of Owasso. In other words, addressing the purpose of this cam-
paign as stated on the city of Owasso’s website— “promoting an environ-
ment which emphasizes positive character qualities in every sector of the 
community”—we were curious whether the Character Initiative was ef-
fective or not. With this in mind, the team made three research trips to 
Owasso in hopes of discovering relevant data or evidence that supported 
our hypothesis.

Intriguingly, in the interview with the program coordinator, she clearly 
expressed that the goal of this campaign is simply awareness in the minds 
of the citizens. As our research has pointed out, the goal mentioned on 
the city’s website and that expressed by the character coordinator do not 
align. In fact, the goal of awareness would represent a lower-level goal for 
the realization of the campaign. Thus, our research endeavors set out to 
discover any datum that we could gather from our fieldwork to support 
the goal of awareness, as stated by the program coordinator.

Generally, the data shows that 79% of the citizens surveyed were aware 
of the Character Initiative. In this sense, the initiative could be identi-
fied as successful when based solely on the lower-level goal of awareness. 
Therefore, we could conclude that the campaign was effective. However, 
as our data indicates, 66% of the research subjects interviewed disliked or 
had no opinion of the campaign. When examining the higher-level goal 
of “positive character qualities in every sector of the community”, which 
might imply social change, we can infer that the Character Initiative cam-
paign may benefit from a more clearly defined goal in order to achieve a 
higher level of efficacy. Indeed, though the majority of our informants 
were aware of the campaign, there is not enough evidence to support the 
efficacy of the campaign if our definition of the term “effective” states  
that Owasso citizens would not only be aware of the campaign, but 
marked behavioral changes could be correlated to the Character 
 Initiative campaign.

Our research has indicated that while 79% of the subjects interviewed 
were aware of Owasso’s Character Initiative, 66% disliked or had no 
opinion of it. The city planners, however, have no intention of discontinu-
ing the program in the foreseeable future, leading us to infer that there is 
a disconnect between the city planners’ intent of the Character Initiative 
and the citizens’ perceptions of it.

A reassessment of the Character Initiative is necessary in order to deter-
mine whether the campaign holds enough value, and possesses goals that 
align with those of the citizens before continuing with future qualitative 

C o n C l u s i o n

n e x t  s t e p s
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research for incremental improvements to the campaign. Our sugges-
tions for next steps are indicated in the steps below:

Step 1: The city planners’ goal of the Character Initiative—generating aware-
ness of positive character traits—is too vague and would benefit from a clearly 
defined goal that could yield measurable results.

Step 2: Conduct a city-wide poll to determine the value of the Character Ini-
tiative and whether or not it resonates with the citizens.

Step 3 (Dependent on the results of step 2): By analyzing the current model of 
the Character initiative, and comparing it to the results yielded from the char-
rette, we can propose a model for incremental improvement:

CURRENT MODEL

Generic model created  by 
Character First and  sold to
any ci�  that wants to adopt
the campaign.

Character initiative imposed by 
ci�  leaders without consulting 
with citizens

Message carried out via out-
door banner signs  and utili�  
bill inserts.

48 character-focused words 
with custom defi nitions.

Citizens are aware of the initia-
tive, but generally have no 
opinion of its e�  cacy.

PROPOSED MODEL

Working collaboratively with 
citizens, improve the Character 
Initiative so that is unique  to 
the essence of Owasso and its 
citizens.

Narrow character word choices 
to include only those that reso-
nate and are most memorable 
to  the citizens.

Examine where/how citizens 
move about the ci�  to develop 
more ways to deploy the initia-
tive through existing mediums 
for broader exposure.

Citizens are more likely  to 
respond favorably to  the
initiative.

THE METHODOLOGY

Conduct a ci� -wide survey 
to determine which character 
words resonate most with the 
citizens.

Conduct behavior analysis 
through ethnographic observa-
tions. to examine the potential 
e� ects of the campaign.

Determine methods of
improving campaign.

Test




