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DEFINING PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL SUCCESS THROUGH
THE CONTEXT OF A GREATER GOOD

CONNECTION & CONTRIBUTION



a l u m n i  n e w s

Ketchie Stearns (MBA 
’88) is the founder of Go 
Free® Pants, a company 
that, since summer 
2010, has sold women’s 
pants with a special 
patent-pending cotton 
panel, making them 
more comfortable than 
pants with traditional 
cross seams. Jazz singer 
Melva Houston has 
praised them. So have 
other celebrities who 
discovered them in an 
Oscar Week Suite at the 
Beverly Hilton. 

After earning a bachelor’s degree at East Carolina University, 
Ketchie Stearns went to work in passenger services for 
Piedmont Airlines (now US Airways). Wanting to advance in 
her career, she entered the Evening MBA program at Wake 
Forest the first year it was established. 

Airline mergers and career changes led to seven moves in
15 years to such places as Chicago, Orlando, Washington 
and Atlanta. Since returning to Winston-Salem, she has been 
the director of community outreach for a local nonprofit 
organization. 

Ketchie Stearns traces the idea for the pants to 2007 when 
Spears was captured on camera “in the taxi incident going 
commando.” After watching an NBC Today Show segment 
with a female doctor saying, “Britney had it right — the less 
women wear down there, the better,” she and her friends got 
to talking about the shortcomings of traditional pants. That 
conversation led her to come up with a design that replaces 
the uncomfortable cross seam with a smooth cotton panel 
sewn directly into the pant, making underwear optional. 
When she had a local seamstress make a pair, she loved them.

“I instantly hated every other pair of pants in my closet,”
she said.

It was clear that the pants filled a need, and over the coming 
months she applied what she had learned at Wake Forest. 

“The MBA program gives you the tools you need to run your 
own business,” she said.

She found a clothing manufacturer in New York that was 
willing to make a relatively small quantity order. Networking 
made it possible for her to consult with Donny Deutsch, 
the Today Show’s marketing and advertising guru. She 
hired a graphic designer to create a web site and marketing 
materials. She test-marketed the pants, registered the Go Free® 
trademark and applied for a patent. Local apparel executives 
are now offering expertise, and a Wake Forest MBA student 
intern is helping out with marketing research. 

The pants retail in the $70s and $80s, comparable to 
traditional pants of the same quality. Ketchie Stearns sells 
the pants through specialty boutiques in North Carolina, 
New England and New York City and through her web site 
(gofreepants.com). Her hope is that one day, one or more 
major clothing companies will license the Go Free® line and 
that she will make enough money to establish an endowment 
for the hospice that provided compassionate end-of-life care 
to her mother, Margaret Ketchie, and valuable support to her 
family. A portion of the proceeds of the pants go to hospice. 
Despite having invested serious amounts of her own money 
and time, Ketchie Stearns doesn’t fret about how the company 
will do in the long term. “There is a spiritual aspect to this,” 
she said. “I never felt so absolutely certain.” And it appears for 
good reason. On the first anniversary of the website launch, 
she received a request for export price quotes for distribution 
in Brazil.

Ketchie Stearns says her Wake Forest MBA has provided far 
more than the necessary knowledge. “It also gives you the 
confidence to succeed,” she said. “This is a huge endeavor…
Having your own business, you’re cook and bottle washer. You 
do it all.”  

Tina Ketchie Stearns (MBA ‘88) has Britney Spears to thank for the inspiration to create a 
line of comfortable pants for women. And she has the Wake Forest University Schools of 
Business to thank for giving her what she needed to turn that idea into a growing business.
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