
 

     |  2019 ARF David Ogilvy Awards Winning Case Summary 1 

 
SILVER, Social Responsibility Award 
Campaign Title: Stories of Hidden Hunger 
Year the campaign took place: 2017 
 

 
 
Brand: Feeding America/Ad Council 
Creative Agency: McCann NY 
Media Company/Agency: Ad Council 
Research Company: needledrop 
Additional Affiliated Companies:  
 
 
Summary of the marketing challenge, methodology, insight 
discovered, creative execution and business impact. 
 

In 2017, conventional wisdom about what “works” with hunger 
messaging seemed out of step with the changing landscape of charitable 
giving. Qualitative research revealed numerous barriers and insights, 
including that our help and empathy with hunger relief is often 
conditional. 'Stories of Hidden Hunger' increased brand awareness, intent 
to support, and emotional connection with Feeding America by exposing 
the painful truth about how hunger goes unnoticed in our own 
communities. 
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CONSUMER INSIGHT  
 

When it comes to hunger in the U.S., our help and our empathy are often 
conditional. 

 
MARKETING CHALLENGE 
 

At the start of 2017, Feeding America – the nation’s largest hunger-relief 
and food rescue organization –  had a lot of demographic data about a 
new, high-value target that a segmentation study identified. They knew 
this was an audience of “Kindhearted Parents,” but they still didn’t feel 
they had a true handle on “who” these people were and what might spark 
action and advocacy for Feeding America. 
 
Feeding America needed a transformational target insight to underpin a 
new marketing campaign for mobilizing the public in general and these 
Kindhearted Parents in particular. 
 
Specifically, they sought to better understand: 

 
• The context around charitable giving 

o How and why does charitable giving and philanthropy fit into 
their lives? 

o How do they first become aware of causes? 
o What makes them choose some issues over others? 
o And how do they decide which organizations to fund within that 

banner cause? 
• The context around the hunger issue 

o What do they know (or not know) about hunger in America? 
o What does hunger mean, who do they think it affects, and how 

does it make them feel? 
• The context of the Feeding America brand 

o What, if anything, is known? 
o Which are the key barriers and motivators to engaging with 

Feeding America? 
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METHODOLOGY  
 

Phase One of our qualitative exploration began with one week of 
ethnographic-style conversations online and via video confessionals 
among 36 Kindhearted Parents. Fielding research just after the 2016 
election, exploring a topic that could be politically biased, and in the wake 
of the ‘filter bubble thesis,’ we selected participants with a range of self-
reported social and political views from three distinct U.S. regions: one 
historically liberal, one historically conservative, and one historically 
moderate. Respondents shared their beliefs about social issues, explained 
their behaviors with charitable giving, and provided eye-opening and 
unfiltered descriptions of who they’d expect to find at Food Pantries. 
 
In Phase Two, we chose nine of those participants and asked them to 
invite two of their closest friends for a two-hour, in-home triad interview. 
We honed in on various social issues as “planets” closer in, and further 
out within their larger “universes” of causes, focusing on associations, 
imagery, and the language of hunger in America.  These conversations 
revealed that those more prone to charitable giving choose causes that 
speak to both their head and the heart. We found an interplay at 
work where communications may trigger emotional ‘hot states,’ but 
informational needs about a non-profit’s operations or nagging questions 
on whether their actions will truly make a difference work like checks and 
balances before they’ll give themselves “permission” to get involved or 
donate. 

 
When we focused more specifically on the issue of hunger in America with 
this target, we were shocked to learn what we were really up against: 
that hunger exists in their collective blind spot due to barriers 
they don’t even realize they hold, such as: 

 
• Apathy – the issue is amorphous and daunting, so they tune it out. 

It seems too big to solve and no matter what they do, they doubt 
their actions will have an effect 
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• Blame and Shame – assuming it’s a result of poor decision-
making, many tend to blame those facing hunger, and put 
emotional distance between “us” and “them;” so people facing 
hunger often feel shame and prefer to hide it rather than seek help 

• Invisibility – few see the issue of hunger in America because we 
keep looking for the same stereotypes of distended bellies, dirty 
faces, and homelessness – but that’s not what the majority of 
people struggling with hunger in America actually look like 

 
Even more barriers for Feeding America were identified when we 
examined charitable giving specific to hunger organizations. The majority 
prefer giving to local- over national non-profit organizations since they 
view that as more "hands-on" and gratifying since it’s immediate and 
tangible. Additionally, there was low awareness of Feeding America and 
its pivotal role with local food banks and pantries. 
 
These discoveries led us to our foundational insight to mobile the public:  
Help our target see that when it comes to hunger in the U.S., our 
help and our empathy are often conditional. We needed to cast a 
spotlight on true hunger in America and its severity to change how they 
think about the issue and feel about those it affects in order to foster a 
desire to make an impact with Feeding America. With that, our creative 
strategy was to expose hidden hunger by re-framing the issue, 
challenging our bias, and putting us in others’ shoes to elicit 
empathy. 

 
CREATIVE EXECUTION 
 

Based on this strategy, McCann NY came up with the “Stories of Hidden 
Hunger” campaign, which shed light on the fact that hunger continues to 
haunt the very communities in which we live. To bring this stark 
observation to life, they featured real narratives of hunger in the U.S., 
inspired by the real families who endure them and are served by the 
Feeding America Network. 
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TV PSA’s depicted the lives of two different families with working parents 
and were narrated by a child reciting familiar nursery rhymes to modern 
day images of hunger. In ‘The Old Woman Who Lives in a Shoe,’ a 
teacher scraped up enough soup to feed her two children, with little left 
over for herself.  
 
The broadcast spots for television, along with radio, print, digital and 
OOH ads – which illustrated real feelings and reactions of people who 
suffer from hunger – were placed in donated time and space by 
thousands of media outlets via The Ad Council’s extensive network of 
media partners. Total donated media value in support of the campaign 
reached in the tens of millions of dollars, helping to raise the issue of 
hunger among Americans and encourage greater empathy for people 
fighting hunger. 
 

BUSINESS RESULTS/LESSONS LEARNED  
 

Qualitative research brought Feeding America’s target to life in a way that 
challenged internal thinking and inspired the creative brief guiding their 
campaign. It identified a foundational insight, backed by anecdotes and 
evidence of the true drivers and barriers the brand was facing, with solid 
advice on how to proceed with the target given all that we learned; and 
business results followed suit. 
 
Following the March 2018 campaign launch, an August 2018 Harris Poll 
showed an all-time high for Feeding America Brand Awareness, 
with 52% aided awareness among charitable givers aged 18-70.  
 
Intent to support Feeding America also reached an all-time high, 
with 32% of charitable givers reporting an intent to donate, advocate, 
volunteer, or engage digitally with the brand.  
 
What’s more, emotional connection with Feeding America showed a 
statistically significant increase, up 3%*.  
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Finally, in a year when the average Direct Marketing and Digital revenue 
for non-profits was down 2.7% year-over-year*, Feeding America 
experienced a 4.7% increase in Direct Marketing and Digital 
Revenue. 

 
*Blackbaud Index of Charitable Giving – out of 9,000+ non-profits 
*Feeding America brand tracking; Wave 26 
 


