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I. Project Overview
The U.S. Census count still happened despite the current pandemic environment we operate in,
which restricted our ability and the U.S. Census Bureau’s ability to do outreach in-person. Mobile
(SMS/MMS) outreach was a necessary pivot and is considered the best direct response tool out
there, far surpassing email in response rates. Texting was truly the best way for us to engage,
educate and mobilize a targeted group of “hard-to-count” (HTC) individuals to respond to the 2020
Census and be counted.
With grassroots groups tapped out on capacity due to the pandemic and other competing priorities
it became important that we utilize a tool like Link2Tek which offered peer-to-peer plus technology
enabling us to reach HTC audiences without an opt-in at scale. Unlike other peer-to-peer platforms
that require an individual to press send on each message, Link2Tek’s platform allowed us to
broadcast send nine messages to 1,089,132 HTC targets in the states of Florida, Texas and
Virginia between April 2020 and the end of September 2020. For the project a total of 8,076,001
text messages were sent. With the shortened timeline, and deadline shifting to September 30,
2020, we moved our last messages to go out in September instead of October.
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We used these messages to communicate and inform individuals about the U.S. Census, why it is
important and how they could participate. Messages were communicated in English and Spanish.
Targets self-selected if they wish to communicate in one of these two languages: English or
Spanish (1,284).
Working with Link2Tek offered some challenges including: legal concerns from state partners,
which resulted in two of three state grassroots partners ending their involvement early on, a
platform that was not intuitive and difficult to use, and lastly data reporting inconsistencies. All
these issues and more will be addressed in the lessons learned section at the end of this report.
In this document we will breakdown the strategy, target audiences, toplines, message analysis and
results for this project, comparisons to similar projects, as well as the lessons learned.

II. Strategy Breakdown
Our goal was to make sure that everyone was counted, especially hard-to-count audiences like
people of color, immigrants, and children. With 96% of Americans owning a mobile phone we
simply made the decision to meet people where they are, on their mobile devices. People of color
also text more than their white counterparts, in fact the Black Community texts 2.24 times more
than whites and the Latinx Community texts 1.56 times more than whites. So we met people where
they were using their preferred method of communication.
Our messaging strategy to ensure that our hard-to-count targets responded to the census include:
●

Communicating with audiences in their preferred language. We texted in both English
and Spanish with the help of the New Florida Majority as a partner organization.

●

Personalization of messages allowed us to communicate as both neighbors and a trusted
source. We’ll be identifying the sender by name and the organization they are texting from.
We will not however be using the targets first name, because this might come off as too
“Big Brother” like and scare away targets.

●

Engaged with a conversational tone and ask questions to prompt a back-and-forth with
target audiences about the census.

●

Used “Make A Plan” conversational tools to help target audiences think ahead about
when and how they would respond to the U.S. Census.

●

Educated our target audiences on the importance of the 2020 Census for providing
resources and representation. Part of this will be via text, but we will also provide visual
aids via video landing pages to educate on how to complete the U.S. Census, why it is
important and how secure it is.
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All of our targeted messages used one or several of these strategies in order to best influence our
hard-to-count audiences to fill out the U.S. Census over a six month period.

III. Audiences
We utilized a combination of Melissa Census Data and the “hard-to-count Score” developed by
State Voices and The Movement Cooperative to prioritize certain census tracts. We prioritized
tracts in Florida, Texas and Virginia with a “hard-to-count Score” of 70 or higher and who are in
counties with higher minority populations.
Then once we pulled audiences from those tracts, we limited it only to specific demographics,
namely Asian/Pacific Islander, Black, Latinx, Native American or Unknown within those census
tracts.
After we had our target universe we matched those individuals to the Telco Repository to find
mobile numbers for each audience member. The final dataset was randomized to create a universe
of 1,089,094 HTC contacts.
This was the audience demographic data for each of our three state target universes:
TEXAS
Income
Age
Race
Gender

Low

MidLow

MidHigh

High

Unknown

24.55%

22.42%

35.04%

6.04%

11.94%

18-25

26-40

41-65

65+

Unknown

3.92%

23.74%

48.19%

16.42%

White

Asian

Latinx

Black

Native Am

Unknown

0%

7.19%

65.34%

14.45%

0.13%

12.89%

Male

Female

Unknown

47.78%

47.98%

4.24%

Low

MidLow

MidHigh

High

Unknown

26.93%

23.27%

35.98%

7.16%

6.67%

18-25

26-40

41-65

65+

Unknown

3.17%

25.55%

46.98%

17.82%

6.48%

White

Asian

Latinx

Black

Native Am

Unknown

0%

5.51%

47.05%

39.86%

0.86%

6.71%

Male

Female

Unknown

45.78%

50.08%

4.14%

7.74%

FLORIDA
Income
Age
Race
Gender
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VIRGINA
Income
Age
Race
Gender

Low

MidLow

MidHigh

High

Unknown

17.40%

13.85%

30.46%

15.58%

22.71%

18-25

26-40

41-65

65+

Unknown

4.90%

27.49%

49.38%

15.00%

3.24%

White

Asian

Latinx

Black

Native Am

Unknown

0%

14.55%

17.86%

38.96%

0.22%

28.41%

Male

Female

Unknown

47.28%

49.86%

2.85%

For those concerned about the income demographics, keep in mind that “High” is $80,000+ per
year and “MidHigh” is $50,000 to under $80,000. This income level could be for a family of four or
more, which in most states doesn’t get you too far. Unfortunately, we don’t have data on family
size.
We suppressed any audiences our partner organizations are already contacting via their own
outreach efforts in Florida, Virginia and Texas. As time progressed and people began responding
to the U.S. Census we removed those who self-confirmed that they already responded to the 2020
U.S. Census. Additional target audiences were added to fill the gaps for the ones which were
removed after the first two messages.
Audience Universe
Base Universe

Created Date

Audience Size

HTC 1

4/1/2020

929,999

HTC 2

4/13/2020

87,284

HTC 3

4/29/2020

71,849
TOTAL:

1,089,132

*The original Virginia list had 16,893 numbers that were on a “do not call list” blocked by the carriers.

IV. Topline Results
We sent a total of nine messages between April and September of 2020. Over the course of six
months we saw good engagement to our cold list of 1,089,132 contacts. “Cold” texting refers to
outreach to contacts who the sender has no relationship with. Despite the lack of a relationship
with hard-to-count (HTC) audiences in Florida, Texas and Virginia our outreach via text message
outreach saw an engagement rate of 6.79%. The engagement rate is a combination of responses
and link clicks in relation to the number of messages sent. Of those we texted, 19.71% informed
us that they had completed the 2020 Census (ie. done/completion rate).
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We saw low opt-outs across the board and maintained a 0.49% opt-out rate. Any opt-out rate
under 1% is considered very good.
We did however
find some issues
with deliverability,
especially with our
last message
which had an
89.76%
deliverability rate.
The campaign as
a whole had a
94.98%
deliverability.

While our census texts were sent via a government-use telecom channel to increase delivery rates,
a large percent of our targeted contacts use prepaid mobile phones, which need to be reactivated
or topped off monthly. If not paid, text messages sent to those numbers would not go through and
were held in a queue. We retried sending messages to contacts that hadn’t received it due to the
prepaid error.
Those who informed us that they had already completed the census were followed up with a link to
a landing page with a form to get additional updates. We did have a 1.98% opt-in rate with 192
HTC targets who requested further communications.
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Total Opt-Ins

DONE

Page Clicks CTR %

Opt-Ins

Conversion %

April

102,190

5,155

5.04%

119

2.31%

May

32,705

1,162

3.55%

24

2.07%

June

27,003

1,232

4.56%

18

1.46%

July

4,017

259

6.45%

2

0.77%

August

15,597

492

3.15%

15

3.05%

September

34,516

1,409

4.08%

14

0.99%

TOTAL

216,028

9,709

4.49%

192

1.98%

Opt-ins were highest from the first two messages in April. All three states had a comparable
number of opt-ins. The Florida opt-ins were sent to the New Florida Majority. The remaining opt-ins
from Texas and Virginia could be provided to Census Counts and the Leadership Conference.
Opt-Ins by State
Opt-In Page Clicks

Texas

Florida
3,876

3,251

2,582

64

66

62

1.65%

2.03%

2.40%

Total Opt-Ins
Conversion Rate

Virginia

Demographic Breakdown*
To create our hard-to-count audience we
targeted people of color with incomes under
$80k per year in the HTC Census tracts. The
self-reported census completions (ie. Done
Rate) across the board with demographic
breakdowns are comparable or even higher
than the overall audience rate of 19.54%.*
Here are some key findings:
● Women were more likely to complete
the census with a difference of 1.28%
compared to men.

*The “DONE” totals and rate (19.54%) for this
demographic breakdown don’t align with the message by
message rates (19.71%) due to issues and
inconsistencies with Link2Tek data reporting.
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●

Asian and Native American populations had a 3.5% and 2.25% higher self-reported
completion rate then the overall rate.

●

The Hispanic/Latinx community reported completions were comparable to the average.

●

The Black Community reported completions were slightly below the overall rate (2%).

●

The under 25 (14.29%) and 25-40 (14.77%) demographics had lower self-reported
response rates compared to the overall rate. A difference of 6-10% compared to 41-65 and
65+ age demographics.

●

The majority of people texted made under $80k per year. And the majority of completions
came from that demographic including those families who made under $30k per year.

Geographic Breakdown

The following counties had the highest
populations texted and census
self-reported completion rates (i.e. done
rate).
We texted a total of 354,106 hard-to-count
individuals in Florida/ When we take a look
at the top ten counties in Florida that we
texted you can see that the self-reported
completions (ie. Done Rate) are about
average (18.60%) or below the campaign
average (19.71%) for 7 of the 10 counties.
The top 10 counties also make up 78.5%
of the target HTC universe for Florida.
In Texas, we texted a total of 367,508
hard-to-count individuals. The self-reported
completion rate (21.62%) is above the
campaign average by two percent, and is
above the average for 8 of the 10 Texas
counties we texted. The top 10 counties
also make up 73.2% of the target HTC
universe for Texas.
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For Virginia, we texted a total of 367,480
hard-to-count individuals. The self-reported
completion rate (18.19%) is below the
campaign average, and is below the
average for 8 of the 10 Texas counties we
texted. The top 10 counties also make up
66.3% of the target HTC universe for
Virginia. We also had more deliverability
issues in Virginia, due to an early spam
complaint brought to our attention by our
state partner at the time, New Virginia
Majority.

V. Message-by-Message Results
Now it's time to take a look at how each individual message performed. As you can see from the
chart below, responses declined significantly as we got to later messages. This was expected due
to message fatigue and because the most responsive individuals were removed from the audience
when they informed us they completed the census.
M1 - Did you get the Census Letter?

M2 - How will you respond?

M3 - What is the U.S. Census?

M4 - Everybody Counts

M5 - Did you complete the census?

M6 - Confidential & Secure

M7 - Deadline

M8 - Count Kids & Community

M9 - Last Chance
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The first two messages saw a 98.4% and 96.27% deliverability, which is within acceptable rates for
a cold message campaign. The deliverability of these messages sunk below 95.5% after the first
two messages and continued to decline until the final message had an 89.76% deliverability rate.

Similar to how response rates declined for each following message, the same occurred for
engagement rate, which is a combination of engagement metrics (responses and link clicks). The
self-reported completions (ie. done rate) were higher when the message specifically asked people
to respond “DONE” if they had already responded to the U.S. Census.

Smart As A Fox

NVF Link2Tek Project

9

Project Performance
Q1 - Messages 1, 2 and 3 - Highest Engagement
The best indications of message success are engagement rate which combines the number of
clicks and responses compared to those who received the message. If they engaged in any way
with our message we were able to provide them with important information that would allow them
to complete the census. The three messages in the first quarter of the campaign had an total
8.67% engagement rate and an opt-out rate below 1%.

In addition, 107,043 people informed us that they had
already responded to the census.
The first message, sent between April 14 and May 21,
2020 asked the target audience if they received their
U.S. Census letter in the mail and told them to reply Y
or N. But it also included a soft ask if they want
messages in Spanish, “Para el texto en español SP”.
This is how we were able to determine the HTC target’s
preferred language for the remainder of the campaign.

From the first two messages we identified 1,284 HTC
targets who preferred text messages in Spanish,
which was 0.14% of the full list.

The first text of any SMS series tends to have the best
response and engagement rates, which decline as each
new message is sent. Messages 1 & 2 encouraged
engagement by asking for a response (ie. yes or no,
multiple choice).
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Those who informed us that they had already completed the census were sent to a landing page in
their preferred language which included a form to sign-up for future updates from partners. The
quarter resulted in 143 opt-ins, and had a good conversion rate of over 2% based on the number
who went to the landing page and then filled out the form.
Q2 - Messages 4, 5 and 6 - Education
These messages sent in June, July and August reminded remaining HTC targets what the census
is, why it is important and confidential, and that they should count everyone who lives with them,
including children, friends, family or renters. Unlike previous messages that asked a question and
prompted a response, the primary engagement for these messages were link clicks to the landing
page which hosted explanatory videos in both Spanish and English.

We started to see a decrease in engagement when these
more educational and less conversational messages
were sent. Engagement was between 2.5% and 6.39%
which is half the engagement of the first three messages.
Click-through rates for all of these messages were within
the average range, between 1.9% and 4%.

Two of the three messages in the second quarter
included a soft ask to respond “DONE” if they had
already responded to the 2020 Census. The messages
that included that ask, resulted in higher self-reported
completions: 3% compared to only 0.22% for the sixth
message that didn’t have that ask.

Despite the low overall engagement rate, we did see a 9.86% video view rate on the sixth
message for those who clicked through to the landing page. The buttons on that landing page,
which directed them to complete the census or learn more via an FAQ had a 21.5% click-through
rate.
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All three of the messages in this quarter had
consistent deliverability issues with a 94.78%
deliverability rate. Between 47,000 and 50,000 targets
per message did not receive texts due to spam blocks
by the carriers, or potentially expired prepaid phones.
A large percentage of our audience is low income and
may rely on prepaid mobile plans that aren’t paid up
when our messages are sent.
Q3 - Messages 7, 8 and 9 - Final Push
By the time our final messages went out in August and September we were competing against
both 2020 Census and massive GOTV campaigns happening across the country.

As noted earlier, message fatigue is quite real and
engagement dropped slightly compared to the second
quarter messages. These messages also didn’t
include a clear ask, but all three prompted a “DONE”
response for those who already completed the
census. Just under 50,000 targets informed us in the
last quarter that
they completed
the Census.

It's actually impressive that the opt-out rates remained as low
as they were at only 0.23% to 0.32% throughout the last
quarter given message fatigue and the fact that the carriers
were becoming more rigorous in what they blocked as spam.
In September, the mobile phone carriers via their industry
association the CTIA, released a statement that they would
be more vigilant beginning that month in blocking messages that violated TCPA (Telephone
Consumer Protection Act) and CTIA regulations.
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This new vigilance likely led to the 89.76%
deliverability of the last message in the campaign. For
all three messages sent this last quarter between
50,000 and 60,000 of our hard-to-count audience
didn’t receive each message.

VI. Comparisons
When comparing “apples to apples” in our outreach
via the similar campaign run by Florida Counts it appears the Florida Counts campaign performed
better. The NVF campaign included nine text messages to targeted HTC contacts in Florida, Texas
and Virginia, while Florida Counts only sent five messages over a similar period of time. This
comparison only looks at the results from the five comparable messages sent to Florida contacts
which used the same targeting parameters.

As you can see, while the NVF audience was larger FL Counts still had more responses (68,891
vs. 66,866) and 3% higher response rate to its text messages. FL Counts also had a much higher
number of reported census completions with a “DONE” rate of 21.29% compared to 12%. A total of
over 37,202 individuals told us they completed the 2020 Census within a week of each of the five
texts being sent.
This higher performance from the Florida Counts campaign is likely due to less messages being
sent. Their campaign also focused more on engagement and reminder messages than education.
The five messages that aligned in the two campaigns were:
● Did you get a census letter? (yes/no)
● How will you respond? (multiple choice)
● What is the U.S. Census? (link)
● Did you complete the Census? (click on link or reply DONE)
● Deadline (click on link or reply DONE)
When we look at the performance of both full Link2Tek campaigns, in comparison to the Census
Outreach Expansion (COE) Project, which was peer-to-peer texting with only three messages sent
over three months it becomes even clear that less is more. While the overall “DONE” or
self-reported completion rate was higher for Link2Tek, that could be due to the timeline when the
COE messages were sent. Between July and September, NVF Link2Tek messages resulted in
lower “DONE” rates with under 3% “DONE” rates for messages five through nine.
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Engagement rates for NVF’s Link2Tek campaign were also lower than both Florida Counts and
COE campaigns, while deliverability was about the same across the board. This is interesting
because we were told we were getting superior data by renting numbers via Link2Tek’s direct
Telecom registry relationship.
An equally important comparison is also the cost of these projects. While the COE Project cost
$360,571 more than NVF’s Link2Tek Campaign the number of targets reached was 10 times
higher and number of self-reported completions was three to five times higher. More so the cost
per message was more than double and cost per self-reported completion was similarly three to
four times more expensive on the Link2Tek projects compared to the COE peer-to-peer project
using Spoke.

Project Cost

Delivered

Cost Per
Message ($)

Completed

Cost Per
Completion
($)

Link2Tek Messages 1-9

$825,000

7,740,158

$0.11

214,718

$3.84

Link2Tek FL Messages 1-5

$123,000

890,342

$0.14

42,570

$2.89

$1,185,571

23,231,733

$0.05

1,017,335

$1.17

Campaign

COE Messages 1-3

VII. Conclusion and Lessons Learned
Overall this project was a success and enabled us to reach over one million hard-to-count
individuals with information on how to complete the 2020 Census and why it's important.
●
●
●

About one-fifth (19.71%) of the target audience, a total of 214,718 people, informed us that
they completed the 2020 Census.
Of the 8,076,000+ text messages sent we had a 6.79% engagement rate.
Throughout the entire campaign opt-out rates remained well under 1% (0.49%).

Throughout this project we ran into a couple obstacles and learned important lessons to note if we
attempt a similar campaign in the future.
●

Timeline Changes: Originally we planned for and August U.S. Census deadline for
self-responders, but that changed to late October once extensions due to COVID19 were
requested. Which would have allowed us to space the messages out more. But, at the last
hour that timeline was shortened to the end of September. This made message timing and
spacing more difficult.

Smart As A Fox

NVF Link2Tek Project

14

Project Performance
●

Less is more. As we learned from the comparisons to similar U.S. Census outreach
campaigns run on both the same and different platforms. Those campaigns that sent less
messages over a similar period of time performed better overall. Nine messages was
simply too much.

●

Earlier is better. We learned that earlier outreach in the Spring which we did for Link2Tek
projects had better engagement than similar outreach done for the COE Project in the
Summer and Fall. This could be attributed to targets being inundated with more messages
being sent around both Census and GOTV later in the year.

●

Engage. Those messages we sent that prompted a response and asked a question had far
higher engagement rates across the board.

●

Challenges with State Grassroots Organizations: Some of the primary challenges on
this project at the beginning were partner organization capacity due to the pandemic and
groups feeling overwhelmed as they adapted to their new normal and remote work. In
addition, legal concerns were raised by two partners recruited for the project after the
project had launched. Towards the end of April, an issue arose with partner organizations’
concern that the indemnity in the agreement for Link2Tek’s platform included only New
Venture Fund and did not extend to our state partner organizations. This resulted in losing
“sender” organization partners in VA and TX at the end of April.

●

Legal Concerns: There are major concerns about the Link2Tek technology. Beyond the
concerns raised by state partners, while the agreement signed by New Venture Fund with
Link2Tek included indemnity there are still real concerns about how Link2Tek’s platform
operates. According to the FCC, any platform that sends a text message via an autodialer
(computer automating the text message sending process) requires an legal opt-in and is
held to all the other mandatory legal requirements under TCPA. The Link2Tek platform itself
clearly is a broadcast platform and unlike peer-to-peer platforms like Hustle and Spoke,
does not have a real person pressing send on every message. This type of messaging
without an opt-in may be legal for local, state or federal government related messaging, but
I’m pretty sure that does not extend to campaigns or nonprofit organizations.

●

Platform is not intuitive or user-friendly. Originally, we were going to monitor for adhoc
recipient responses to see if any questions arose about the U.S. Census and have our
state partners respond using the platform. These would be responses or questions that
weren’t covered by existing automated responses (ie. Yes, No, Done, Mail, Phone, Online).
Link2Tek agreed to conduct a training in April for the staff at our partner organizations who
would be responsible for monitoring. We learned there was no clear one-on-one message
function to monitor and respond on the platform. The training made clear that hours of
additional spreadsheet work outside of the platform would need to be done in order to
simply find messages that needed a response. Plus the platform itself was incredibly
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difficult to navigate to find the data to export and then to follow-up with each person who
had questions.
Since Link2Tek had no documentation for the platform I had to create a how-to document
for these adhoc follow-up responses. State partners were already overwhelmed and after
the training decided that they could not cover the follow-ups. Link2Tek offered to cover the
follow-ups, but never followed through.
●

Issues with Link2Tek Reporting: There have been consistent issues with the Link2Tek
reporting processes and systems. On multiple occasions, we have had to get on a call with
Link2Tek staff to point out incorrect metrics that were being provided. That only worsened
when the staffer responsible for the reporting and message delivery was fired. Link2Tek
had a new contractor attempt the reporting from May through September. These reports
were often missing important information and had incorrect data as well. There is continual
concern about the lack of consistency in reporting, deliverability, and implementation. That
being said, Link2Tek has been incredibly responsive and attempts to fix those errors. It is
my recommendation though, that if New Venture Fund does partner again with Link2Tek
that you have a project manager who can catch these issues, otherwise I’m not sure if I’d
trust what they provide.

●

Link2Tek is not worth the cost. The original assessment was worth the cost because
Link2Tek was offering superior data via the Telecom Registry and sending the messages.
When in reality the data wasn’t better, in fact, the deliverability rates for COE data from
Catalist and Target Smart were the same and we were able to keep/own that data after vs.
only rent it. We were also able to contact 10 times as many people for almost the same
overall cost for COE. The cost was per message sent via Link2Tek was double, compared
to COE and we had Resistance Labs doing a bulk of the message sending. I would
recommend not contracting with Link2Tek based on the cost alone, but the other concerns
raised above also play a role in that recommendation.

It has been a pleasure working with New Venture Fund and CDOG on this project and others
throughout 2020 and I hope we have the opportunity to work together again.
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