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Award Designation and Category:  
Social Responsibility + Government, Public Service & Non-Profit 
 
Campaign Title:  
Not A Gun 
 
Year the campaign took place: 2020 
 

 
 
Brand: Courageous Conversation Global Foundation 
Creative Agency: Goodby Silverstein & Partners 
Media Company/Agency: NA 
Research Company: NA 
Additional Affiliated Companies: Rakish 
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Summary of the marketing challenge, methodology, insight 
discovered, creative execution and business impact. 
 

Being killed by the police is a leading cause of death for young Black men and yet, 
Black Lives Matter is a polarizing issue. Many brands and councils silently rooted for 
the campaign but declined partnering for fear of aligning themselves with 
something potentially “controversial.” It needed a flawless execution or would risk 
making an already strained situation worse. 

We conducted a series of online implicit bias tests, quantitative surveys, and 
qualitative interviews to inform, and later test, creative executions. We found that 
while many have implicit racial bias, in the hands of a police officer it can deadly. 

Driven by research, we created a short film, billboards, and print advertisements 
that juxtaposed the perceived danger to People of Color with something as innocent 
as candy. The work, “Not A Gun,” drove people to CCGF’s petition where they could 
demand de-escalation and implicit bias training for police officers. 

Following the campaign launch, the Austin Police Department began CCGF’s award-
winning training protocol for effectively engaging, sustaining and deepening 
interracial dialogue. CCGF also received a record number of training requests 
highlighting the impact of the work. 

 

Consumer Insight  

Police officers’ implicit racial bias leads them to misidentify innocuous objects as 
threats, leading to deadly confrontations. 
 
 
 
Marketing Challenge 

Being killed by the police is a leading cause of death for young Black men and yet, 
Black Lives Matter is a polarizing issue. At the time of our campaign launch in 
February 2020, many brands and city councils rooted silently for BLM but did not 
want to partner for fear of aligning themselves with something potentially 
“controversial.” While many other social issue campaigns had the benefit of support 
from organizations like the AdCouncil or other major brands, we stood alone. But 
this wasn’t the only challenge we were up against. 
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We needed to wake the public up to the implicit racial biases in police officers that 
lead to police brutality and the use of deadly force on People of Color—without 
demonizing the police. Why? Because we needed to understand them, defuse them, 
and get them to embrace training with an open mind. 

We also needed to create work that would encourage everyone to check their own 
implicit biases with language like, “what if holding a candy bar could get you 
killed?”  

Our ultimate goal was to get people to wake up and to pressure the police to do the 
same all while walking the fine line of not making the situation worse. We provided 
pro-bono creative services to the Courageous Conversation Global Foundation—an 
organization whose mission is to elevate racial consciousness through interracial 
healing. They practice this healing through training and development to deepen our 
collective understanding of racial justice. Through this practice, CCGF promotes and 
supports communities, locally and globally, in achieving racial equity and social 
justice.  

While thrilled to have such a dedicated client, we still faced a big ask with many 
components and very little money. So, we spent two years of careful interrogation 
and analysis of the issues. We did our due diligence drawing on existing research as 
well as conducting our own where the answers to our questions did not yet exist. 

 
 
Methodology  

We used secondary and primary research including online implicit bias tests, 
surveys, and qualitative interviews to inform and test creative executions. To 
understand the scope of the problem, we analyzed three years’ worth of data to 
determine the rate of unarmed Black people killed by police. We uncovered that a 
significant number of Black victims were holding an innocuous object or nothing at 
all when killed. To test our hypothesis that police were perceiving threats out of 
ordinary objects we conducted two n=400 quantitative surveys and ten qualitative 
interviews. We analyzed the data by ethnic group and by police affiliation (current 
or former police officer, relative of police officer, or no police affiliation) to 
understand how the use of deadly force by police on Black people was perceived. To 
explore the hypothesis that some people see things that aren’t real when they are 
afraid, we asked respondents to report their personal experience with 
misattribution. We found that while only 12% of civilian viewers regularly 
experienced fear-based visual inaccuracies, 66% of current or former police officers 
said they experienced this misattribution phenomenon regularly.  
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Next, we tested a creative asset of a Black man’s hand (pointing in the manner of a 
gun) holding a candy bar to see whether it communicated the campaign’s intention 
or reinforced the negative stereotype that causes misattribution. Using an 
innovative flash/hold methodology, we tested for correct or incorrect image 
attribution by controlling for the length of time the image was shown in the survey 
(<1 second vs. 10 seconds) and immediately followed with emotional response 
questions. In the <1 sec test, 45% of viewers assumed the image was promoting a 
candy bar while the 10 sec test shifted to 43% of viewers to believing it was to 
draw attention to racism/police brutality. The test proved that even if a viewer 
passed by the image quickly, it was unlikely to reinforce any negative stereotypes. 
With longer exposure, the image was likely to communicate the intended message. 

Based on these results, we created the launch film “Not A Gun” to bring to life this 
potential misattribution scenario. Later, we tested this short film and found that 
viewers who regularly experienced fear-based visual inaccuracies were significantly 
more likely to think the man in the video was armed. Additionally, when asked if 
police were more likely to think they saw a gun when confronting a person of color, 
only 24% of civilian respondents strongly agreed. While Black respondents strongly 
agreed at 52%, police officers displayed similar results at 57%. These surprising 
results revealed that many police are aware of the racial biases in their field. We 
deduced that the fear they experience toward Black civilians is born out of implicit 
racial bias and can have life threatening consequences. 

 
 
Creative Execution 

Again and again we read the headlines: “Police officer mistakes *blank* for gun, 
shoots youth.” Sometimes they mistake nothing for a gun, sometimes it’s a bag of 
Skittles and a can of Arizona Iced Tea (Trayvon Martin), a hairbrush (Khiel Coppin), 
a wallet (Amadou Diallo), a set of keys (Roy Middleton), a squirt gun (Tamir Rice), 
an iPod (Reginald Dewayne), the list goes on. In fact, Black people are 3x more 
likely to be killed by police even though white men are twice as likely to be armed 
further highlighting the unfounded, implicit bias that People of Color are 
dangerous.  

We worked with CCGF to create the “Not A Gun” short film, billboards, and print 
that juxtaposed the perceived danger of People of Color with something as innocent 
as a candy bar. Knowing from the research that fear and bias can alter visual 
perceptions, the creative was designed to show a Black person requesting a candy 
bar but receiving a gun instead. The viewer is left wondering, does he really have a 
gun or not? As the man exits the store, we see police lights and hear police order 
him to stop and show his hands. What will happen when he removes his hands from 
his pockets to show the police? 
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While we received donated local TV that ran in rotation with other PSA/unsold 
inventory, the film was also screened at the Micheaux Film Festival. The “Not A 
Gun” work directed people to CCGF’s petition to demand CCGF’s de-escalation and 
implicit bias training for officers. The campaign launched in Austin, TX on February 
25, 2020. Austin was chosen deliberately as the Assistant Chief of Police had 
regularly and openly denigrated People of Color, other Black officers and even the 
former President Obama for years—with zero consequences. 

 
 
Business Results/Lessons Learned  

Fortunately, things are already changing—and fast. 

Following our initial launch in Austin, the Austin Police Department began CCGF’s 
award-winning training protocol for effectively engaging, sustaining, and deepening 
interracial dialogue. The organization has dedicated over 25 years to refining this 
training and has been proven to drive a collective impact in challenging racial 
violence. Since the campaign launched in February, CCGF has received a 900% 
(updated, September 2020) increase in training requests indicating both the desire 
for the training and impact of the campaign.  

Since the launch, the campaign extended into “Not A Crime” following the murders 
of Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd. The “Not A Crime” work was 
comprised of a short video, billboards, a windows exhibit, and most recently, a print 
ad for CCGF that doubled as a protest sign which was spotlighted on MSNBC at a 
recent protest in Tulsa. At the time of writing, CCGF’s petition is at 7,230 signatures 
(updated, September 2020) and climbs closer to our goal of 10,000 signatures 
every day. The entire project was executed with an all-in spend of under $35k and 
pro-bono agency services. 

Sources:  

GS&P Research Data and Analytics 2019 

Courageous Conversation Global Foundation Data 2020 

https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2017/01/11/police-views-public-views/ 

https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2017/01/11/police-and-the-community/ 

https://policeviolencereport.org/ 
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https://www.latimes.com/science/story/2019-08-15/police-shootings-are-a-
leading-cause-of-death-for-black-men?_amp=true 

www.joincampaignzero.org 

www.mappingpoliceviolence.org  

Agency Contributors: 
Bonnie Wan – Partner, Head of Brand Strategy 
Christine Chen – Partner, Head of Communication Strategy 
Jeff Goodby – Co-Chairman 
Nancy Parrott – Quantitative Strategist 
Madison Cameron – Brand Strategist 
Matt McNamara – Communication Strategist  
Anthony O’Neil – Associate Creative Director 
Rony Castor – Associate Creative Director 
Shareina Chandler – Copywriter  
Malika Reid – Art Director 
Emily Kelly – Account Manager 
Rachel Diaz – Assistant Account Manager 
Molly Troy – Broadcast Producer 
Tana Cieciora – Designer  
August Bjornberg – Creative Technologist 
Tena Goy – Executive Producer  
Tiffany Zaporteza - Designer 

 

 
 


