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Award Designation and Category:   
2021 Grand Ogilvy Award Winner  
GOLD Government, Public Service & Non-Profit  
GOLD Data Innovation Award  
GOLD Social Responsibility Award   
  
Campaign Title: US 2020 Census. Shape your future. Start Here.   
  
Year the campaign took place: 2020  
  

  
  

Brand: US 2020 Census  
Creative Agency and Affiliated Companies: VMLY&R (‘Team Y&R’ - 
VMLY&R, PSB Insights, Wavemaker Global, Reingold Inc., BCW Global, 
Culture ONE World, Carol H. Williams Adverising, G&G Advertising, The 
Kâlaimoku Group, TDW + Co , VMLY&R Puerto Rico, Reingold, Inc., Quantasy, 
Guidehouse 
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Summary of the marketing challenge, methodology, insight 
discovered, creative execution and business impact.  
  
Every decade, the Constitution mandates we count everyone to allocate 
seats in the House of Representatives and inform trillions of dollars of 
government funding. 2020 brought massive challenges: historic levels 
of government distrust, social unrest, fears of a citizenship  
question identifying undocumented immigrants, weather disasters and, of 
course, the coronavirus pandemic.    
   
Leveraging national surveys, focus groups in 30+ states, and countless 
community interviews, we built predictive models of self-response, and a 
segmentation of the entire country, mapped to neighborhoods. To guarantee 
the right message reached people, we identified eight targetable segments 
for message effectiveness. We prioritized historically  
undercounted race/ethnicities: American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Black 
African American, Hispanic, Native Hawaiian/Native Pacific Islander. We 
promoted in 45 languages.     
   
People didn’t understand what Census does or why to participate and many 
feared response would hurt them. We leveraged the powerful human truth, 
crossing racial, county, and party lines: everyone wants a better future for 
their families and neighborhoods to explain our role and motivate.   
   
“Shape your future. START HERE” drove everything creatively. Thousands of 
assets were distributed across channels.     
   
We generated 67% self-response—exceeding the 2020 self-response goal 
and final count in 2010. 99.98% of people (that’s all of us!) were counted.  
  
  
Consumer Insight   
  
Our human truth, crossing demographic, racial and party lines was everyone 
wants a better future for their families and neighborhoods.    
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Marketing Challenge  
  
The Constitution requires the Census Bureau to count the population once 
every 10 years to help determine:   
   

• Funding: how trillions of dollars are distributed over the next ten 
years to communities for services like healthcare, roads, and 
schools   
• Representation: how many elected representatives each state 
receives for the next decade   

   
The Census represents the largest peacetime mobilization in the US— with 
operational investment of over $15B to ensure success. In 2020, the Census 
unveiled its biggest change in forty years. For the first time ever, households 
could respond by mail, by phone, and now online. That meant driving tens of 
millions of households to a new way of responding.   
   
Add to this the 2020 of it all. We can’t understate the levels of government  
distrust we faced, which does not exactly inspire people to share their 
private information. Multiply that by social unrest, devastating fires and 
earthquakes, and the relentless, brutal tenor of the presidential primary. Oh, 
and a new disease called “COVID-19.” With a constitutional mandate, new 
technology to figure out in front of 330+ million people, and a year so 
chaotic it became a meme—this was clearly the challenge of the decade.   
   
As we studied and talked to people across the country, we realized most 
weren’t sure what the Census does or why they should participate. Or 
worse, feared their responses would be used against them. We needed to 
show that the Census was not some theoretical government program run by 
bureaucrats. Nor a weapon that would be used against them. With trust in 
our American institutions at an all-time low, we would reposition the Census 
itself as a vehicle of positive change. Our objectives were:  o Motivate 
people to self-respond to the 2020 Census.    o Encourage online self-
response for data quality and operational cost-savings.   

o Keep awareness high to encourage cooperation with doorto-
door census takers to count non-responders.   
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Methodology   
  
Our target was everyone living in the United States. We built an 
extraordinary research program to develop a campaign that connected 
everyone with relevant, culturally sensitive, and effective messages to drive 
self-response rates and decrease undercounts. The research informed 
creative development, media planning, and campaign optimization. All the 
study reports (more than 100 of them, some more than  
600 pages long) are publicly available and can be found at this link: 
(https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial-
census/2020census/research-testing/communications-research.html). In 
addition to the research detailed here, we conducted and analyzed a year-
long tracking survey as well as real-time response, social media, and 
media data during the campaign. Key initiatives are highlighted below:   
   
We conducted a national survey and nationwide focus groups designed to 
uncover and understand the potential barriers to participant and attitudes 
about the 2020 Census. The survey of 50,000 households and 42 focus 
groups with underrepresented and non-English speakers allowed us to 
understand and compare barriers, attitudes, and motivators across a variety 
of demographic groups, as well as across income and education levels. 
Results from this study drove the strategy and media planning for the entire 
campaign.     
   
Our cutting-edge modeling and segmentation efforts distilled the population 
into actionable groupings without oversimplifying. We modeled predictions 
of Census tract overall self-response rates, proportion of self-response on the 
internet, and timing of response so that we could understand which parts of 
the country and groups were least likely to respond to the 2020  
Census Segmentation included the development of psychographic mindsets 
based on CBAMS data that grouped people according to their attitudes and 
beliefs, as well as tract-level audience segmentation that used demographic 
and behavioral data. Our research drove a campaign designed around 3 
perspectives:   

• Behavioral: We identified eight targetable segments and mapped 
them to the neighborhood level.   
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• Race/ethnicity: We prioritized historically undercounted 
populations like American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Black 
African American, Hispanic, Native Hawaiian and Native Pacific 
Islander.    

• Language: We developed communications in 45 distinct 
languages   

   
QIPT: We tested 3 alternative platforms: The Power in Numbers, The Census  
Effect and Shape Your Future. A  multimethod approach was used to ensure  
robust feedback from the general population audience, hard-to-count people 
with low response likelihood, and multicultural audiences to determine which 
would most effectively motivate across audiences. We used:   

• Online quantitative testing (n = 2000).    
• Focus groups (18 focus groups across nine states).   
• Community representative reviews (10 one-on-one interviews 

with people immersed in the culture and conduct of various 
communities of interest    

   
Campaign Testing: Based on QIPT results, creative work was developed for 
testing leveraging Shape Your Future. Start Here. The goal of Campaign 
Testing was to evaluate test creative—radio, television, digital, and print 
advertisements. We assessed key takeaways and strengths  and identified 
“watch outs” (i.e., problem areas or issues) that detracted from the clarity, 
relevance, and influence of each. Creative was evaluated on its performance 
on six key metrics: main message, clarity, emotional connection, relevance, 
influence, and overall response. The research was designed to ensure that 
creative was tested in at least two focus groups among equivalent number of 
participants from online qualitative. Campaign Testing was conducted using 
a multimethod approach:    

• Online qualitative testing (n=188)    
• Focus groups (122 focus groups across nearly every state)   • 

Community representative reviews (38 one-on-one interviews 
with people immersed in the culture and conduct of various 
communities of interest    
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We needed to show how the count today would empower America’s 
communities of tomorrow. The Shape your future, START HERE platform 
drove everything from websites, to events, to PSAs, and advertising. 
Thousands of assets were produced and distributed across mass and targeted 
channels.     

   
Research showed people weren’t sure what the Census does or why to 
respond. Worse, many feared responses would be used against them. But 
understanding the role Census plays in shaping American life changed 
people’s perceptions—they were inclined to respond.   
   
We leveraged the motivating and powerful human truth, crossing racial, 
county, and party lines: everyone wants a better future for their 
families and neighborhoods. Our idea made Census personal and relevant. 
It acted as an emotional appeal and a call-to-action, aspirational and 
informative and, above all, relatable across diverse audiences. Our creative 
communicated how Census data would be used to answer questions. How big 
should our hospital be? How many lunches will schools need? How many 
Representatives will our State get?   
   
The 2020 Census campaign invested $381MM in a highly fragmented media 
environment. The marketplace required such levels to combat the 
unprecedented political advertising spend and the emergence of the 
COVID19 pandemic, with its associated media consumption pattern changes. 
To reach and motivate the multiple Census audience segments, the paid plan 
integrated general audience media with multiculturally targeted media in 
national, local, and hyper-local channels. This included the U.S. Census first 
ever significant digital media spend, sending people directly to the 2020 
Census online self-response form.    
   
As part of our initial awareness building early in the self-response phase, we 
had to adapt the plan in response to the new and unique media dynamics 
brought on by 2020 pandemic challenges. Media weight heavy ups were 
required to accelerate generation of awareness levels and our plan was 
extended three months in response to the extension of the Census count 
operation. We needed to activate digital out-of-home advertising in drug and 
grocery stores, as those became the few places, we could reach people in 



  
  

  

  7   |  2021 ARF David Ogilvy Awards - Winning Case Summary  

many neighborhoods. And in a first for the federal government, we 
implemented a national pizza box top program based on increases in food 
delivery behavior.    
  
Business Results/Lessons Learned   
  
Not even 2020 could get in our way of making everyone count. 
With this overarching goal we needed to:   

• Make people aware of the Census and educate them on why it 
matters.    
• Motivate even the most hard-to-count population segments, 
many of whom were afraid of being counted, to self-respond to the 
Census to minimize the need for more costly census-taker door-
todoor follow-up operations.   
• Overcome skepticism about the new internet self-response option 
and its subsequent confidentiality fears.   

   
We linked the 2020 Census to the future of all  
American communities and got people to self-respond:   

• Despite unprecedented social and natural challenges, the 2020 
Census generated 67% self-response—exceeding both the 2020 
self-response goal and final count achieved in the 2010 Census. We 
received 99 million self-responses. Of those, over 79 million 
responded by internet, far out-weighing phone and mail responses. 
Not only was this impressive for the Census’s first time going 
online, but it greatly bolstered the count’s overall efficiency.  • In 
the end, 99.98% of U.S. Households were counted, demonstrating 
the dogged effectiveness of the campaign in driving cooperation 
with nonresponse census-taker follow-up.   

   
We kept the Census on people’s radar:   

• Awareness of the 2020 Census rose steadily leading into the self-
response phase, notably whenever we boosted paid and earned 
efforts among at-risk populations.   
• Awareness rose among ages, races, ethnicities, and among both 
English and Spanish speakers. During the crucial first weeks of the 
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Motivation Phase, in fact, a whopping 93% of U.S. adults reported 
hearing about the 2020 Census.   
• Self-response stayed high; between 74% and 87%, consistent 
with media pushes throughout the campaign.   

 
Campaign Participants/Credits 
 

Companies Involved 
• VMLY&R 
• PSB Insights 
• Wavemaker Global 
• Reingold Inc 
• BCW Global  
• Culture ONE World   
• Carol H. Williams Adverising   
• G&G Advertising   
• The Kâlaimoku Group   
• TDW + Co   
• VMLY&R Puerto Rico   
• Reingold, Inc.   
• Quantasy   
• Guidehouse   

     
Individual Credits   
 VMLY&R 

• Alex Hughes, Executive Head of Government Practice/Census Program 
Director 

• Ketzirah Lesser, Group Director, Strategy & Insights 
• Alberto Ferrer, Executive Director 
• Belle Frank, Chief Strategy Officer 
• Tom Gilmore, Executive Creative Director 
• Antonio Ruiz, Managing Director, Client Engagement 
• Sam Hagedorn, Group Director, Innovation & Data 
• Brian Doherty, Director, Strategy & Insights 
• Leonardo Dos Santos, Associate Director, Strategy & Insights 
• Whitney Goodman, Director, Client Engagement 
• Paige Carruth, Director, Client Engagement 
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• Devin Rote , Supervisor, Client Engagement 
• Ericka Hatfield, Director, Client Engagement 

 
PSB Insights 

• Shawnna Mullenax, Director, Methodology & Analytics 
• Laura Kail, Director, Analytics 
• Andrew Claster, Campaign Optimization Director 
• Sarah Evans, Vice President 
• Kyley McGeeney, Vice President 

 
Culture ONE World 

• Carlos Alcazar, Managing Partner/Co-founder 
• Duly Fernandez, Managing Partner/Co-founder 

 
Carol H. Williams Advertising 

• Carol H. Williams, Founder 
 
G&G Advertising 

• Michael Gray, President/Creative Director 
• Gerald Gray, Vice President 

 
The Kâlaimoku Group  

• John Aeto, President/Founder 
 
TDW + Co 

• Tim Wang, Founder & Principal 
• Edward Chang, Managing Director 

  
VMLY&R Puerto Rico 

• Andres Rodriguez, Strategy Director 
 
Wavemaker  

• Shalane Walker, Media Director 
  
Wavemaker Puerto Rico 

• Lourdes Ocasio, Managing Partner 
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BCW Puerto Rico  
• Jennifer Ramirez , Account Supervisor 

  
Reingold, Inc. 

• Jack Benson, Partner 
 
Quantasy 

• Austin Patrick, Group Account Director 
  
Guidehouse 

• Ann Davison, Communication Planning Director 


