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It’s Newsworthy – Pitch It! 
 

Homebuyers and industry members were educated, primed and ready for the March 1 start of a 
new down payment assistance program because of a weeklong, statewide media tour in early 
February. At each stop, THDA Executive Director Perrey joined the local mayor at a press 
conference to unveil maps of the ZIP Codes targeted for assistance. Events were held in 
Memphis, Nashville, Knoxville, Chattanooga, Jackson, Clarksville, Cleveland, and Kingsport.  
 
INNOVATIVE APPROACH 
Tennessee is the first (perhaps only) State HFA to earn approval from U.S. Treasury to target a 
Hardest Hit Fund down payment assistance program at the ZIP Code level. This allowed us offer 
the program in parts of 30 counties, many of which would not have qualified based on 
countywide data alone.  
 
Because of U.S. Treasury requirements, THDA faced a significant challenge in how to market 
the HHF-DPA program around the goal of foreclosure prevention rather than purely to boost 
home sales and/or create new homeowners. This isn’t an approach we had taken with down 
payment assistance before. We also needed to clearly communicate how the new HHF-DPA 
program differs from our existing down payment assistance program.  
 
The 30 counties are covered by overlapping media markets, jealous for news. Keeping our 
message fresh and focused was key. We successfully recruited the mayors of our state’s five 
largest cities to join our executive director at a series of press conference held in Memphis and 
Jackson on Monday, Feb. 6, Nashville on Wednesday, Feb. 8, and Chattanooga and Knoxville on 
Thursday, Feb. 9. The mayors of Clarksville, Cleveland, and Kingsport also agreed to host press 
conferences with our executive director during the same week.  
 
This was a new strategy for our organization—a novel approach that emphasized the local 
importance and impact of the targeted HHF-DPA program. By including the mayors we also 
kept the focus of the events (and to a great extent, the news coverage) on the community-wide 
benefits of the program (as U.S. Treasury required), rather than the more obvious benefits and 
excitement the program generates for individual homebuyers.  
 
To help ensure our city-by-city announcements remained relevant to local media despite the 
details of the program being public after the first press conference, we elected to withhold the 
full list of ZIP Codes, revealing only local ones at each event as we travelled west to east across 
the state—a calculated risk.  
 
In each city, while our executive director was talking to local news media, our customer account 
managers were hosting training sessions and distributing marketing materials to our partners, 
ensuring they were getting the details and support they needed.  
 
We created a new section of our website, printed new marketing materials, and scheduled a 
series of in-person training sessions for our lending and real estate partners throughout the state. 
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Only after the program began accepting applications did THDA launch TV, radio, newspaper, 
and Facebook ads in each market.  
 
 
PROGRAM OVERVIEW 
With $60 million in new Hardest Hit Fund (HHF) funding from the U.S. Department of Treasury, 
THDA developed a new down payment assistance (DPA) program exclusively available in 55 
distressed ZIP Codes spanning parts of 30 Tennessee counties. Launched March 1, 2017, this 
program provides homebuyers with a flat $15,000 in the form of a second mortgage loan if they 
purchase an existing home in certain ZIP Codes with a THDA Great Choice Home Loan.  
 
RESULTS VS. COSTS 
All four local TV news stations sent crews to our Memphis event, as did the major local daily 
paper, the business journal, the minority paper, and two online news outlets. Two days later, we 
again received all four local TV news stations at our Nashville event, with similar turnout at our 
Knoxville and Chattanooga events the following day. The gamble that local news outlets would 
remain interested even after the initial press conference paid off.  
 
All told, at least 27 news outlets ran stories on the HHF-DPA program during the week of the 
earned media blitz (about 3.4 outlets per location, which particularly impressive since Jackson 
has only one TV station while Clarksville and Cleveland have zero). The coverage through 
February totaled 36 recorded hits, 50% more than February 2016.  
 
In addition, visits to THDA.org hit an all-time high during blitz week, shattering our previous 
daily and weekly records by about twofold. Peaking at 9,728 visits on Thursday, Feb. 9, alone, 
our web traffic was approximately five times normal volume. 
 
These results were achieved with zero dollars in marketing expenses other than travel.  
 
With homebuyers and 
industry partners primed to 
go on day one, March 2017 
was THDA’s best month 
for loan production in nine 
years (since the Great 
Recession). 
  
April was even better. May 
was even better than that.  
 
And June is on pace to top 
that. 
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