The Ad Counsel-Foreclosure Prevention

Even before the housing crisis, foreclosures were becoming a more pronounced threat.  NeighborWorks America and the Ad Council responded by launching in 2007 their first round of the Foreclosure Prevention campaign.[2] The campaign targeted people facing foreclosure who were ashamed and embarrassed and thus chose to ignore the problem, in the hopes that it would just go away. [3] The first round of advertising worked to combat this inactivity by communicating that, “Nothing is worse than doing nothing.” 

Beginning with their second installation of the campaign in 2009, they recognized that the foreclosure landscape had changed drastically. [4]   With the housing crisis putting 3-4 million families in danger of foreclosure, it was clear that what was once a tightly contained problem within the housing sector had become a full-blown socioeconomic crisis.  The severity of the recession, when combined with the housing bubble, created a perfect and unavoidable storm of confusion and fear in the housing marketplace.  Adding to the problem were the pervasive scammers who saw the crisis as a way of preying on the vulnerable.
[5] The Ad Council decided to conduct exploratory research with both housing counselors and the target audience, distressed homeowners, to better understand their mindset.  It was found that shame and embarrassment were no longer the biggest barriers to action. Rather, people were much more proactive, trying to do everything they could to help themselves, but that they were getting nowhere.  Common themes were frustration with lenders, as well as confusion and lack of clarity about where to go and who to talk to for assistance.

[6] Based on these findings, rather than try to “alarm inert people” into action, there was a greater need for communication to be a trusted voice, providing clarity and unambiguous next steps. [7]  In order to not distress “distressed” homeowners further, the campaign takes a light-hearted approach to a serious issue.  The tagline, “Make sure you’re talking to the right people,” drives home the notion that before talking to family members or friends, or contacting a company for advice, they should call the HOPE hotline, where they can receive free advice from trusted, HUD-approved housing counselors. [8]
Since the initial launch of the campaign in June 2007 through September 2010, more than 4 million hotline calls have been received and more than 1 million counseling sessions have occurred.  These results speak to the reach of the campaign and the continued need for the Foreclosure Prevention messages in the marketplace.
[9]
Potential Next Steps--Is there an opportunity to take the campaign to the next level by an overt focus on the “winners” – showcasing real troubled homeowners who responded to the campaign message, received needed information and counseling and successfully avoided being scammed.  Research shows that this consumer reacts most positively to those who look like them, talk like them and have walked in their shoes.  Testimonials from actual homeowners who were rescued from or avoided scam artists via the Hope hotline might refresh the campaign message and provide added credibility.
