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A year like no other required an annual report like no other. 
The experiences of 2020 will remain in our minds for years to come.  In order to capture the challenges, 
highlights and successes of last year, RIHousing developed a unique and compelling report utilizing a 
new online platform to engage and inform readers. Our 2020 report has a new look and format that 
includes data, program updates, videos and more to highlight the many ways in which we responded to 
the COVID-19 pandemic while meeting the housing needs of Rhode Islanders. Done entirely using in-
house resources, our new report is engaging and dynamic and provides a powerful narrative that 
showcases a year like no other.  
 
GOALS 
Gathering all the information, distilling robust statistics, and finding compelling visuals that appeal to 
different audiences can be daunting. (And Communications staff have to do this every year!) It can be 
difficult to cut through the noise in any given year, never mind when our state and country are still in 
the midst of a pandemic. 
 
Each year we strive to create an engaging and compelling annual report. But this year, we had to work 
extra hard to ensure our new report would stand out. We had a laundry list of goals to get started: 

• Online, mobile-friendly and responsive 
• Engaging content with dynamic visuals and movement 
• Videos incorporated within the report platform itself 
• Compelling content and rich data presented in an easy-to-digest format 
• Ease of navigation: offer options to readers to view from beginning to end or navigate to topics 

of interest 
• Incorporate COVID-19 response along with “traditional” programs and services 
• Build in-house using a platform that reinforces and supports our artistic vision 
• Identify a new platform that could be used for future web-based reports 
• Tone and overall message: Hope, strengths, looking toward the future 

 
START WITH A STORY 
Trying to sum up a year of work during a global pandemic is difficult. In our almost 50-year history, 2020 
stands out as one of the most challenging years as we worked to fulfill our mission. Despite the 
challenges, RIHousing was able to respond to the demands for housing and services while creating and 
launching new programs and providing resources to meet the needs of Rhode Islanders. 
 
When developing the messaging for our 2020 annual report, one thing stood out: how do we present 
both the COVID-specific programs and efforts while also highlighting our “traditional” programs and 
services without one overwhelming the other?  While we are proud of the innovation and 
responsiveness of our COVID-19 efforts, we are also proud of the work we undertook to ensure our 
traditional programs to help Rhode Islanders find, rent, buy, keep, maintain and build homes were 
successful, even in the midst of a pandemic. 
 
FORM FOLLOWS FUNCTION 
In reviewing our previous online reports, we were never completely satisfied. Whether presented as 
downloadable PDFs, or designed as webpages or microsites, there were limitations with each. And 
readers and staff had commented that they would prefer to have a report they could read beginning to 
end vs having to navigate through a serious of webpages, toggling back and forth for information. 
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So we began the year researching new tools, applications and layouts we could employ to create a 
platform that allowed us to share the highlights of 2020, the many innovative ways we supported Rhode 
Islanders during the COVID pandemic, and how we will help Rhode Island come out of the pandemic 
stronger.   
 
In a scan of other HFA annual reports, we saw three primary technologies utilized to put their annual 
reports online: PDFs, Flipbooks or Web technology.   
  
While we’ve also used these options (except the flip books), we felt there were disadvantages to each: 

• Usability is poor on mobile: with many readers utilizing mobile devices, an unresponsive format 
such as a PDF can undermine our efforts 

• In many instances, will look like print on a screen vs a dynamic report 
• Limited interactivity, if any, and limited statistics 

 
Following several weeks of research, we landed on utilizing Adobe’s InDesign Publish Online application 
to create our report. The platform allowed us to use existing in-house staffing and resources to create a 
compelling and simple online reading experience that also was engaging and could feature video, audio, 
and animation. Previous online efforts never lived up to our initial designs, while this application allowed 
our vision to come to life, without compromising any of the design. 
 
Using this new platform meant that once the report is published, readers can view and navigate content 
in several ways, including:  

• Using the arrows to move forward or back  
• View interactive features 
• Zoom in or zoom out of pages 
• View thumbnails of the document  
• Get embed code to embed the document in a website 

  
INNOVATIVE & COMPELLING DESIGN 
Traditionally, RIHousing has created annual reports as a series, utilizing a similar format and design for 
several years in a row. For our 2020 report, we decided to break from tradition and create something 
unique and new that would cut through all the other online reports out there and stand out.  
 
Our 2020 report breaks from tradition in both its design and reader experience. While the look and 
design of the new report falls within our RIHousing branding, it is a departure from previous reports and 
a more sophisticated approach to our branding efforts that is still accessible to a broad audience.  
We are able to highlight agency achievements and include eye-catching data, all packaged in a visually 
engaging and mobile-friendly way. Completely online and interactive, the report includes videos, 
animation, visual effects, and interactive elements, all enhancing our story and grabbing readers’ 
attention. 
 
The elements of the report are laid out in such a way that they can be repurposed for other 
communications efforts. The infographics and spreads can be utilized for posters, signage, presented via 
social media and web posts and require little if any re-working or design to do so. 
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RESULTS & FEEDBACK 
It’s no exaggeration to say that our team and senior leadership are ecstatic about the finished results! 
In just one week since we launched the report, we’ve heard great feedback from employees, partners 
and the general public. Partners have asked us about the platform and how they too might be able to 
utilize something like this for their own reporting. Others have noted how the design builds on and 
presents our brand in a unique and engaging way. 
 
The platform offers excellent user experience, is fast loading, mobile optimized and responsive. And it 
has supported our initial vision and list of goals while fully realizing our design and supporting our 
brand. It also offers detailed analytics and valuable metrics on the performance of content. Publishing 
an annual report isn’t only about collecting agency data, it’s also about the impact of the report and how 
people engage with it. When we previously published printed annual reports, we never really knew 
what people did with them. We lacked any real insight into readership or what topics and information 
were of most interest to them. Since our new platform tracks this information, we now know what’s 
working and can use this insight as we plan future reports. 
 
AN ADDED BONUS 
There is nothing worse than publishing your annual report and then realizing that some information 
must be corrected or updated. While we haven’t yet needed this (whew), the platform allows us to 
make adjustments, edit information and data, and add or delete copy even after distribution. When we 
hit “send” on our distribution email, we felt a sense of confidence that our report looked amazing, but 
also if needed, we could make any final adjustments that might pop up. 
 
WHY IT’S AWARD-WORTHY 
We know that our sister HFAs all spend considerable time, energy, effort and passion in producing their 
annual reports. And we know that this year it was likely harder to do given so many competing priorities 
and the need to sum up a year like no other. We think ours is a success as it’s visually stunning, engages 
and informs in a dynamic way, but also positions RIHousing as a valuable resource, an innovative state 
leader and a forward-thinking agency. 
 
Don’t take our word for it. Click here to view the report and see for yourself! 
 

https://indd.adobe.com/view/6dc59e72-826a-416e-b340-75de1a293388?
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Design

While the look and design of the new report falls within our RIHousing branding, it is a 
departure from previous reports and a more sophisticated approach to our branding efforts 
that is still accessible to a broad audience.
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Ease of Navigation 
Multiple navigation options 
for readers: Side navigation 
allows readers to move 
throughout the report and 
navigate to areas of interest; 
yellow “arrows” allow readers 
to navigate and read the report 
from start to finish. 

Each section also includes 
pagination for readers.

Graphics are informative and compelling and the report layout allows us to pack a lot of 
information into one space without overwhelming readers. 

Readers can toggle through various topics without advancing to a new screen
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COVID-19
A special COVID-19 Response section of the 
report allows us to highlight COVID-specific 
programs and services but present them as 
part of one comprehensive report.

We highlighted not only our COVID-specific 
programs, but the expanded ways in which 
we communicated with a variety of partners, 
elected officials and the general public in 
2020.
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Videos
From the welcome video from our Executive Director to videos for each of our main mission 
areas, videos offer compelling and engaging content and allow us to further promote our 
programs. Videos are hosted on our YouTube channel, but play within the report itself, 
meaning readers don’t need to toggle back and forth or be sent to different websites and/or 
platforms.

The ‘Welcome Message’ from our Executive Director was strategically filmed in her office 
and in a welcoming and reassuring tone that presents the agency as an important state 
resource and trusted leader. Video of RIHousing-funded developments and scenes and 
locations that are recognized as “uniquely Rhode Island” are interspersed throughout the 
short video. 

We took the opportunity to re-purpose other 
videos we had created in 2020 for each of our 
main mission areas and incorporate them into 
the report.  From our Spring 2020 Homebuying 
campaign, to our LeadSafe Homes, HCVP and 
Development videos, the inclusion of videos 
informs and engages readers while showcasing 
the many ways we help Rhode Islanders find, 
rent, buy, keep and build homes.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xar_7tjXOY8&feature=emb_imp_woyt
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The platform allows us to incorporate PDFs and other materials within the report. On the 
“About Us” page, readers can download and view our “Who We Are, What We Do” one-pager.

https://www.rihousing.com/wp-content/uploads/Who-We-Are-What-We-Do_FINAL.pdf
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Roll Out and Response
Annual Report components and supporting materials all feature the same strong and 
compelling graphics.

< From our Annual Report e-blast

To our social media posts>
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Prominent placement on our website home page: featured in the Home Page Pop-Up.

And on our Research + 
Reports webpage.

To expand our outreach, 
we’ve added a link to the 
annual report on all staff 
e-signature lines.
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Analytics
A built-in reporting dashboard by Adobe allows us to measure and 
optimize our annual report based on number of views, types of 
devices used, and total read time and more. Having the ability to 

measure and evaluate our reports allows 
us to transform them into indispensable 
marketing assets that demonstrate our 
impact. 

Sharing e-blasts of the report through Hubspot also gives us data on engagement and 
audiences reached: 1,160 email opens, 300 clicks TOTAL with our initial email.
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Social Media
Shared on our social media platforms, we’ve seen over ½ of the total number of report read-
ers come via our Facebook posts, showcasing the importance of social media in connecting 
with our audience and that the report platform lends itself to social sharing.
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