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Reaching Rhode Islanders Where They Are  
The COVID-19 pandemic has presented many challenges. One of the biggest challenges this agency has 
faced was how to effectively reach Rhode Island renters and landlords (while maintaining social 
distancing and safety) to promote our $352 million rental and utility assistance program. We’re proud 
that despite the challenges, our multi-channel marketing and public awareness campaign has been a 
success! 
 
In RIHousing’s almost 50-year history, this is the largest, most detailed and comprehensive outreach 
campaign we have ever conducted. We employed every communications strategy we could think of, 
embraced traditional and non-traditional partners, paid and earned media approaches, a combination of 
virtual and in-person events and application assistance methods, and canvassed the state to ensure 
Rhode Island renters and their landlords knew about the program, how to apply and how to seek 
application assistance if needed. 
 
Program Launch 
Leading up to the program launch, we developed a program logo, branding, social media platforms and 
assets (special RentReliefRI Facebook page), webpage(s), program one-pagers and a form on our 
website where interested applicants could sign up to receive notifications and announcements leading 
up to the launch date. This allowed us to prepare applicants via email, website and social media updates 
leading up to the launch on March 31, 2021. Program launch materials included press announcements, 
numerous eblasts, social media posts and website updates, all of which garnered extensive media 
coverage and awareness. Our “formal” program launch took place on June 18, 2021, and featured 
Senator Reed, our Governor, Speaker of the House, Senate President and community partners for a 
press conference to discuss the statewide rental assistance program; another round of extensive media 
coverage followed the event. 
 
In order to differentiate this program from previous rental assistance programs, we decided on a 
program name and website url that was simple and offered a clear message that rental assistance for 
Rhode Islanders was available. A straightforward and simple program name, coupled with SEO/Google 
Search meant that Rhode Islanders seeking assistance could easily find our website and apply.  
 
Reaching Rhode Islanders Where They Are 
RentReliefRI offers a lifeline to renters and landlords across the state. Due to the nature of this initiative 
and overwhelming need by renters and their landlords, it was imperative we meet Rhode Islanders 
where they are with effective advertising approaches and outreach efforts.  
 
One of the biggest challenges of deploying a successful outreach campaign was the changes brought 
about by the pandemic.  Rhode Islanders were not where they used to be: parents were out of work; 
families were hunkered down at home; businesses were shuttered; coffee shops and stores were closed; 
schools were remote or on hybrid schedules; churches were limiting their services or offering remote-
only; and people were overwhelmed and frighted about the future. The way people got information 
and where they received this information had shifted for many. Our challenge: find the most effective 
ways to reach people where they were AND get them to take action once we did reach them. 
 
Everything but the Kitchen Sink 
The sheer scale of funding dollars available, the time to deploy program resources, the immense need 
and the challenges of utilizing traditional outreach approaches during a pandemic meant we had to try 
any and all communications vehicles at our disposal and we needed to be incredibly flexible and 
strategic in our efforts to allow for pivoting throughout the campaign.  
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We began developing our marketing and outreach plan with a “traditional” outreach and public 
awareness campaign centered around Paid and Earned Media, Grassroots Outreach, and Partner 
Engagement. We quickly realized that we would need to think outside the box if we wanted to break 
down barriers and ensure those populations most in need were aware of the program and how to apply. 
 
We utilized a number of outreach vehicles previously un-used by us: 
• Out Of Home (OOH) Advertising: gas station digital advertising while people pump gas, digital displays 

inside gas stations, in addition to bus wraps, bus shelter advertising, billboards and digital bulletins 
(which we’ve employed for previous campaigns). 

• Over the Top (OTT) Advertising: in addition to YouTube and Pandora, where we’ve advertised 
previously, we added Hulu and Roku to the mix in order to broaden our reach.  

• Door knocking: canvassed communities with highest percentages of renters, reaching over 133,000 
households and utilizing tablets onsite so renters could start the application process immediately; 
distributing “leave behind” materials with messaging of “take action” and use of trackable QR codes 
for recipients to quickly learn more and apply. We also canvassed local businesses in these 
communities, requesting that they post information in their storefronts. 

• Trackable QR Codes: while we’ve used these before, this was the first effort where we utilized QR 
codes on the bulk of our materials and employed trackable codes to measure effectiveness.  

• Onsite informational and application assistance events: the heavy promotion of these events allowed 
renters across the state to hear about the program from trusted leaders and access in-person 
assistance at convenient locations.  

• Virtual events: the pandemic shifted many previously in-person events and activities to virtual 
platforms. We held dozens of informational events in partnership with numerous community groups 
and organizations targeted at key audiences, including, AARP, seniors, landlords, Spanish and Creole 
language events, etc. 

 

Establishing a Relationship of Trust 
There were many barriers we had to remove, including a lack of trust and fear of working with 
government agencies and “bureaucracy.” We had to overcome people’s fear of government agencies, 
their confusion due to myriad of federal and state assistance programs, language barriers, concern over 
health and safety during a pandemic, and more. A large part of our outreach strategy was based on 
collaborations with a wide range of partner agencies, elected officials, trusted community 
organizations, and local “influencers.” Partner agencies (some paid and others “volunteer”) provided 
the trusted resources we needed and also greatly expanded our outreach to communities across RI. 
 
Innovative: Use of new or emerging technology and/or outreach vehicles aided our efforts and included: 
OOH advertising, OTT advertising, trackable QR codes on marketing materials, and blanketing the state 
with a robust series of TV and radio advertisements as well as billboards, bus advertising and more. We 
developed ways to meet Rhode Islanders where they were: whether it be pumping gas, in line to buy a 
bag of chips, watching TV, streaming videos, getting the mail, shopping at their local markets, at home, 
getting their flu/COVID vaccines, or scrolling through their social media channels. 
 
Replicable: Some of our most effective strategies were low cost but with big impact: event launch,  
earned media and partner engagement increased applicant’s awareness and drove them to our website.  
Throughout the outreach effort, we listened and learned from partners, landlords and applicants and 
were able to quickly shift messaging, promotional efforts and campaign materials to reach Rhode 
Islanders where they are, whether it be shopping in their neighborhood, waiting for a bus, stuck in 
traffic, pumping gas, reading their mail, opening a utility bill, getting a vaccine or flu shot, or scrolling 
through social media. Where Rhode Islanders were, we were also there. 
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Engaged targeted audience: Our primary audience for the effort was renters, followed by landlords, 
community partners, elected officials and others who could help us reach underserved and difficult to 
reach populations and establish a relationship of trust with potential applicants. We were able to 
effectively blanket the state – while also focusing on targeted outreach for high renter communities and 
underserved populations – with RentReliefRI messaging to get tens of thousands of renter households 
and their landlords to apply for assistance. 
 
Achieve measurable results: Campaign and outreach efforts have resulted in some of the highest 
response rates, click-thru-rates and outcomes we’ve achieved to date. Website visitorship has 
increased by a dramatic 97% in one year alone! Website traffic, social media analytics and ad campaign 
results illustrate that our communication resonated with audiences and resulted in them taking action, 
by visiting our website, calling the RentReliefRI Call Center and submitting an application for assistance. 
• TV Ads: Broadcast Reach: 98.3% / Frequency: 35.7 
• YouTube: 1.7 mil. fully played video; 47% video fully played rate; clicks: 2,216; Impressions: 3.7 mil. 
• Programmatic Digital: Clicks: 2,669; Impressions: 3.2 million Viewability Rate: 88% 
• Google Search: Clicks: 32,940; Impressions: 142,181 
• Pandora Streaming: Fully Played Video: 21,331; Impressions: 724,835 
• Hulu: Video Fully Played: 986,480; Video Fully Played Rate: 97%; Impressions: 1 million 
• Roku: Video Fully Played: 626,721; Video Fully Played Rate: 98%; Impressions: 644,875 
 
Provide benefits that outweigh costs: We employed communications and outreach tactics not 
previously utilized by us, built partnerships beyond our “traditional” partners, and criss-crossed the 
state to promote the program. We were able to achieve many cost savings by utilizing electronic 
communications (social media, eblasts, website postings on our website and partner sites, etc) and 
having in-house staff create marketing materials and messaging.  
 
Demonstrate effective use of resources: Utilizing our in-house designer and communications staff, we 
were able to create 90% of our design assets, messaging and outreach materials and utilize many of 
them on low-cost or no-cost efforts, including eblasts, earned media, social media posts, and 
partnerships with community groups, state and city leaders and others to get the word out. Due to the 
sheer size of the program, and need to get outreach and advertising up quickly, we brought on an 
external agency to support our team with onsite application assistance events, media buys and 
messaging efforts to expand the impact of our two-person Communications team.   
 
Achieve strategic objectives: From our program logo to our engaging and creative design assets, 
bilingual outreach materials, leveraging existing and creating new partners to expand our reach, our 
multi-channel marketing/public awareness campaign resulted in us meeting program and target goals 
and keeping tens of thousands of Rhode Islanders in their homes. We set out with the goal of quickly 
deploying these federal dollars to renters across the state. It would have been impossible to be where 
we are today – a few weeks from closing the program to new applicants – if not for an effective and 
strategic outreach effort.   
 
Outcomes 
We kept our foot on the gas and blanketed our state with information, and in just over one year we 
were able to effectively and efficiently promote the RentReliefRI program and on June 1, 2022, will be 
closing the program to new applications. And we can take this increased exposure and new partnerships 
as we move forward in our mission of helping Rhode Islanders access the housing options they need. 
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PROGRAM LAUNCH 
 

Program Name, Logo and Website 
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OUTREACH PLANS 
 
Initial Plans and engagement in spring/summer 2021: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Initial Outreach and Engagement Plan with Stats on Early Results for Summer/Fall 2021: 
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• YouTube 
• Google Search 
• Programmatic display 
• Pandora audio and video 
• Hulu and Roku 
• English, Spanish and 

Portuguese radio stations 
• English and Spanish cable 
• English and Spanish 

broadcast 
 

Out-of-Home 
 
• Digital billboards 
• Traditional billboards 
• Digital gas Station TVs 
• Digital convenience stores 
• Digital C-store TVs 
• Bus wrap 
• Bus shelters 
 

Print + Online 
 
Media outlets across the 
state, including, English 
and Spanish print and 
digital outlets and those 
reaching minority 
populations 
 

PAID MEDIA 

Print and digital 
advertising across the 
state (bilingual) 
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TV Advertisements 

Thankful: messages of thanks from customers TV 
spot  

Lifeline: it’s more than a virus TV spot 

Never Easy: get help to apply TV spot 

Thankful :30 
Version 1 
Version 2 

A Lifeline to Help :30 
English 
Spanish 

You’ve Heard about RentRelief :30 
English 
Spanish 

Spread the Word Rhode Island :15 
English 

Never Easy :15 
English 

Word Games :30 
English 
Spanish  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5lazm2_ThwU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R-1HpPvOcLg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sBLYxslfp_o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5lazm2_ThwU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=738WfiK-mAA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R-1HpPvOcLg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uYAuQHHfIhY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kSeWmRHBQtw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a3a0rSkZKHI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iB_dQUk0u2s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sBLYxslfp_o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hl4jrmQNcEg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B2Doc8XkXrM
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Out-of-Home Advertisements 

Billboards 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Gas Station TV 

 

Convenience stores/gas stations 
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RIPTA Public Buses  
Exterior wrap and interior digital displays ads 
 

 
 

 
 

     
Bus shelters across state 
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Grassroots Outreach 

Bilingual Community Engagement 
Toolkit 
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Tenant, Partner and Landlord Tutorials 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

TENANT 
How to recertify 

LANDLORD 
How to register as landlord 

TENANT REPRESENTATIVE 
How to apply on behalf of 

tenant, video 
 

STEP-BY-STEP 
GUIDANCE 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-YkMygYX6Yc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-YkMygYX6Yc
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Door knocking campaigns 

  

Trackable QR Codes
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Targeted Outreach 
 

 
Eblasts, hard copy mailings, outbound calls, virtual event, video, 
webpages for National Grid customers 
 

 

Bill stuffer sent out to all water board customers 
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Eblasts: 
 

 

 

 

  

80 
designed 

emails 
31,944 

Opens 

40% 
Average  

Open Rate 

27% 
Average  

Click Through 
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Events 
 
 
  

Virtual Events 

Virtual event with Mayor of East Providence Informational Event with General Assembly members 

• AARP Tele Town Hall  
• RI LISC Creole Informational 

Event  
• Providence Mayor 
• RI Elder Info 

https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=4774412199276085


 

 

RIHousing 
Communications: Integrated Campaign 
Reaching RIers Where They Are to Promote Rental Assistance 

www.RIHousing.com 

 

In-person Events:  
Informational and Onsite Application Assistance at community events, partner offices, fairs, etc. 
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Onsite Application Assistance events  

 

  

Online Appointment Scheduling System 
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Social Media 
Ongoing paid and organic posts to RIHousing and RentReliefRI 
Facebook pages, Twitter, Instagram and LinkedIn 
  

Thankful campaign 
 

Milestone Posts 
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A series of Answers to Frequently Asked Questions in both English and Spanish 

Program “Wind Down” 
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Earned Media 
 
Selection of early media coverage from  
program launch: 
  

Repurposing of Earned Media via website and social 
media channels 
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Partner Outreach  
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
National Grid partnership 
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Marketing Materials

Program Flyer, detailed 
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Program Flyer, simple 
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Landlord Frequently Asked Questions 
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On-site assistance promotional flyer, in partnership with the Governor and Community 
College of Rhode Island 
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Assistance Partners list in English and Spanish, with list of languages supported by the 
partners 
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Tenant Representative flyer 
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