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For over three decades, collaboration 
has been a defining characteristic 
of the New York City Department 
of Housing and Preservation 
Development’s (HPD) delivery of pub-
lic services to the neighborhoods and 
residents of New York City. Following 
dramatic, citywide depopulation and 
wholesale neighborhood abandon-
ment of the 1960s and 70s, HPD 
established new partnerships with 
both community-based organizations 
and private investors to respond to 
these challenges and implement 
Mayor Koch’s Ten Year Housing 
Plan. Working together to rehabilitate 
dilapidated homes and apartments, 
develop new affordable housing on 
vacant land, and build the capacity of 
individuals and tenant organizations 
for the ownership and management of 
housing, this unprecedented public-
private-nonprofit collaboration gave 
rise to a strong and enduring network 
of professionals committed to improv-
ing the housing and neighborhoods of 
New York City. Today, HPD is proud 
to work with and through our public, 
private, and nonprofit partners to 
implement the nation’s most ambi-
tious plan for affordable housing, 
Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg’s New 
Housing Marketplace Plan.

In an effort to explore new and 
improved ways to engage these 
partners and members of the public 
in the City’s affordable housing 
programs, HPD recently joined a new 
partnership, Public & Collaborative: 

Designing Services for Housing. This 
initiative brings together HPD, the 
Public Policy Lab, and Parsons the 
New School for Design and invites 
professional designers, agency 
staff, and New York City residents to 
analyze and help strengthen HPD’s 
delivery of public services.

Since our first exploratory meetings 
with the Parsons DESIS (Design for 
Social Innovation and Sustainability) 
Lab and the Public Policy Lab, I have 
been excited by this opportunity to 
bring new perspectives and skills to 
bear on our mission of providing safe, 
secure, accessible, and affordable 
housing for New Yorkers. Our part-
ners in this initiative have led design 
workshops that bring residents 
and public-facing staff to the same 
table, along with agency leadership, 
to examine the materials, physical 
spaces, and interpersonal interac-
tions that define the agency’s delivery 
of public services. The team of fel-
lows convened by the Public Policy 
Lab has brought powerful design 
skills to this work, producing clear 
and compelling visual representations 
of complex agency operations, and 
outlining creative possibilities for ser-
vice improvements. They then used 
those renderings to catalyze a collab-
orative and iterative design process. 
Perhaps most important, our partners 
in this initiative have brought a single-
minded focus on the experiences and 
perspectives of the real experts on 
the matter of public service delivery 
— the residents of New York City and 
the agency staff members who, on 
a daily basis, work with the public to 
improve housing conditions.

Focusing on living conditions is 
not, in itself, an innovation for HPD 
employees — it is concern for 
residents and their quality of life that 
drives us, day in and day out, in our 
provision of services to New Yorkers. 
But viewing those services through 

the eyes of designers, residents, and 
service providers offers a clarifying 
perspective nonetheless — one that 
highlights the challenges residents 
can face when attempting to access 
and navigate the broad array of public 
services offered by the city of New 
York. It is my hope that by the end of 
this unique collaboration we will have 
gained a better understanding of that 
experience and used it to improve the 
clarity, effectiveness, and efficiency 
of our interactions with residents and 
the building owners who develop 
and maintain housing. Achieving this 
will help HPD streamline agency 
operations while simultaneously 
helping residents and owners better 
understand when, where, and how 
to access and make use of HPD’s 
housing-related services.

The findings contained in this guide 
mark a midpoint in our partner-
ship with the Public Policy Lab and 
the Parsons DESIS Lab. Over the 
past year, I have been inspired and 
encouraged by the creativity and 
design skills on display in this unique 
team of designers and policy experts. 
I look forward to the next phase of 
this collaboration, when HPD will 
consider these proposals and work 
with our partners to plan and imple-
ment pilot versions of those that we 
believe will offer real benefits to the 
residents of New York. 

Sincerely,

Kathryn Matheny 
Chief of Staff/Deputy Commissioner 
for Strategic Planning, Technology & 
Administration 

New York City 
Department  
of Housing 
Preservation & 
Development 
Preface
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Parsons  
DESIS Lab  
Preface 

Public & Collaborative: Designing 
Services for Housing, an initia-
tive supported by the Rockefeller 
Foundation’s 2012 Cultural 
Innovation Fund, provides an extraor-
dinary opportunity for our university 
to collaborate with the New York City 
Department of Housing Preservation 
and Development (HPD) and the 
Public Policy Lab in researching new 
ways to better inform and assist the 
public about affordable housing. 

At Parsons DESIS (Design for Social 
Innovation and Sustainability) Lab, 
a research laboratory at the New 
School, we conduct research into the 
ways in which design can enhance 
the development of socially and envi-
ronmentally sustainable ways of liv-
ing. We believe that solving complex 
social problems, such as housing 
scarcity, requires solutions to be 
designed and implemented in collab-
oration with a variety of civil society 
actors. Our research has shown that 
all over the world the ability to design 
solutions to urban problems is not 
restricted to design experts — indi-
viduals and communities also invent 
creative ways to solve their problems. 
A growing number of these social 
innovations are happening today in 
New York City. They represent an 
inspiring tradition of grassroots inno-
vation: from community gardens and 

food cooperatives to informal sharing 
networks and collaborative housing. 

Public & Collaborative was launched 
in spring 2012 with a series of 
lectures by design experts and 
policymakers and two courses that 
included co-design sessions with 
HPD staff, students, and Public 
Policy Lab fellows. For the Parsons 
DESIS Lab, Public & Collaborative 
is the beginning of a journey to learn 
how public services can be designed 
to trigger, orient, support, and scale 
up promising cases of social innova-
tion, and how those social innova-
tions can then become powerful and 
positive drivers of public innovation. 
This publication fulfills our vision of 
producing concrete design propos-
als. With HPD’s support, we look 
forward to testing and evaluating the 
most promising of these ideas in the 
following months. 

Sincerely,

Eduardo Staszowski 
Director, Parsons DESIS Lab

International  
DESIS Network 
Preface 

Public & Collaborative: Designing 
Services for Housing is part of an 
international initiative promoted by 
the DESIS Network, a consortium 
of design-driven research labs, that 
actively promotes social innova-
tion and sustainability. This initiative 
brings together government agen-
cies, nonprofit organizations, and 
DESIS Labs in the United States and 
Europe to explore the intersection of 
design and public policy innovation. 

The starting point for the international 
Public & Collaborative initiative was 

the concept of people-as-assets, 
i.e., the consideration of people as 
partners in the design and delivery 
of public services. During the last 
year, multiple DESIS Labs and local 
design teams have experimented 
with the people-as-assets approach 
in their ongoing activities (research 
programs, design classes, and open 
lectures) and have applied it to several 
fields of inquiry (such as housing, cul-
tural diversity, neighborhood improve-
ment, healthcare, and, more generally, 
public-sector innovation policies). 

Today, these activities and the Public 
& Collaborative international initiative 
are still in progress, but some initial 
results can be shared and discussed 
now. This guide presents the propos-
als developed by the Parsons DESIS 
Lab and its local partners, the Public 
Policy Lab and the New York City 
Department of Housing Preservation 
and Development. These results 
represent a meaningful contribution 
to the international effort organized by 
the DESIS Network.

Sincerely,

Ezio Manzini 
Founder DESIS Network 
Professor at the Politecnico  
di Milano, Italy and Distinguished 
Visiting Professor at Parsons  
The New School for Design

DESIS
Prefaces 
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The Public Policy Lab is a nonprofit 
organization, launched in 2011, 
dedicated to improving the design 
and delivery of public services. We 
are delighted to have partnered with 
the NYC Department of Housing 
Preservation and Development and 
Parsons DESIS Lab for our inaugu-
ral project, Public & Collaborative: 
Designing Services for Housing.

Our mission is grounded in two 
beliefs: We believe that services 
provided by government agencies 
are crucial tools for ensuring the 
well-being and success of individual 
Americans and our society as a 
whole. And we believe that methods 
and approaches from the design  
professions have the potential to 
greatly improve the delivery of these 
public services. 

Designers specialize in making 
things work well, while also making 
them feel good. By collaborating 
with design professionals, we’re 
convinced that government agencies 
can better understand how a public 
service is used and experienced by 
the public and by agency staff —  
then apply that knowledge to create, 
test, and refine service delivery,  
making improvements at low cost  
and with low risk.

We’re fortunate that some of the 
world’s most talented researchers, 
designers, and policy strategists  
are based in New York City, and  
many of them share a desire to put 

their skills to work for the public 
good. The Public Policy Lab is 
delighted to connect these experts 
with HPD and Parsons to investigate 
ways to enhance how New Yorkers 
engage with the agency and access 
housing services. 

For this initiative, the Public Policy 
Lab’s fellows included Liana 
Dragoman, an experience designer 
who focuses on participatory design 
and systems thinking; Kristina Drury, 
a service designer specializing in 
social sector clients; Yasmin Fodil, 
an expert in public-engagement 
strategy and public-sector digital 
innovation; Kaja Kühl, an urban 
planner with a focus on community-
based design; and Benjamin Winter, 
a service designer and researcher. 
HPD’s Director of Strategic Planning, 
Andrew Eickmann, served as the 
linchpin of our fellow team.

Beginning in 2012, the team of fel-
lows worked to develop proposals 
for expanding HPD’s profile in the 
community and enhancing the mecha-
nisms the agency employs to engage 
with potential and current residents. 
Part 3 of this guide, Pilot Proposals, 
outlines the results of the fellows’ 
work: four interrelated proposals 
for service enhancements that the 
agency began implementing in 2013. 

Assistance from HPD staff and 
Parsons faculty — and the many stu-
dents, professionals, and stakehold-
ers listed in the Acknowledgements 
section — was absolutely crucial to 
this work. We look forward to con-
tinuing our partnership throughout the 
implementation stage, with a special 
eye toward measuring and document-
ing the outcomes of the pilot propos-
als that are put into operation.

Finally, this project would not have 
been possible without the encourage-
ment, counsel, and support of our 
founding board of directors —  

David Gibson, Deborah Marton, 
and especially Sylvia Harris, our first 
board chair, who passed away shortly 
after Public & Collaborative was 
conceived. The example of her life 
and work, as a designer in the public 
interest, guides this project and will 
inspire all our future efforts.

Sincerely,

Chelsea Mauldin 
Executive Director, Public Policy Lab

Public 
Policy Lab
Preface
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Public & Collaborative represents an opportunity to explore the needs and 
perspectives of affordable housing stakeholders by talking to city residents and 
housing professionals about issues, developing possible solutions, then testing 
service concepts to see how, and if, they work. 

The project’s primary research methods were qualitative and participatory in 
nature. Interview sessions and co-design workshops were organized to identify 
information gaps, areas of confusion, and “pain points” in the current process, 
and to gather insights to inform and inspire design solutions. 

During and subsequent to these engagements, the project team developed a 
suite of pilot proposals and supplemental resources. Multiple rounds of design 
research, creation, presentation, and revision ensured that the informational 
materials, implementation plans, and related strategies were vetted in full by 
HPD and received input from other stakeholders.

The final pilot proposals put forward by the Public & Collaborative team in  
this guide are intended to help New Yorkers more successfully navigate the 
affordable housing application process. These proposals are designed for  
collaborative implementation by housing developers, community-based 
organizations, and HPD and its sister agency, the New York City Housing 
Development Corporation (HDC). The proposals seek to generate efficiencies 
for service providers and, above all, to extend the reach of the City’s affordable 
housing program to a greater number of eligible New Yorkers.

The pilot proposals recommend that HPD enhance the application process for 
affordable housing by:

	 1.	creating new, human-centered informational materials, 
	 2. encouraging hyper-local marketing by developers, 
	 3. supporting community-based “housing ambassadors,”
	 4.	and forming a street team for in-person HPD outreach. 

In combination, the proposals create a knowledge-sharing infrastructure that 
enables the dynamic and reciprocal exchange of information between residents, 
community-based partners, housing developers, and HPD leadership and  
front-line staff.

Executive 
Summary
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This introductory section provides a 
project overview and context related 
to the mission of the New York City 
Department of Housing Preservation 
and Development, as well as discussion 
of the co-design and co-production 
principles that are central to the 
approach of the Public Policy Lab  
and the Parsons DESIS Lab.

Part 1: 
Context & 
Introduction
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PROJECT OVERVIEW
The New York City Department of Housing Preservation and Development (HPD), 
the DESIS Lab at Parsons The New School for Design, and the Public Policy Lab 
launched Public & Collaborative: Designing Services for Housing in early 2012. 

The project’s goals were twofold:

	 to assist HPD in delivering more effective, efficient, and satisfying services,
	 and to explore ways to facilitate the involvement of community residents in the 

	 development of housing-related services in neighborhoods with significant  
	 public- and private-sector investment leveraged by HPD. 

This New York City-based project is affiliated with a global Public & Collaborative 
research effort of the DESIS Network, an international network of design schools 
and organizations focused on design for sustainability and social innovation, in which 
research labs based in cities around the world are developing parallel projects at the 
intersection of public services, social innovation, and design.

PHASE 1: EXPLORATION
Phase 1 work involved inquiry into the full scope of services HPD provides for New 
York City residents. From February through May of 2012, the project developed 
along two interrelated tracks. The first track revolved around a hands-on collabora-
tion among fellows and staff of the Public Policy Lab, Parsons faculty, and HPD. The 
second track was a more independent research initiative by Parsons faculty and 
students, with opportunities for the fellow team to observe and respond. Notable 
components of the Exploration phase included two courses at Parsons and a public 
lecture series, described below. Concepts developed during the Exploration phase 
are described in more detail in Part 2, the Kit of Ideas. Work during Phase 1 revealed 
an agency desire to focus on enhancements to the application process for New 
Housing Marketplace Plan units coming to market.

Academic Courses

Two courses at Parsons during the Spring 2012 term provided students with the 
opportunity to collaborate with the project team. Concepts developed by the students 
are highlighted in Part 2, the Kit of Ideas.

Services and the City

Working with HPD staff and Public Policy Lab fellows, Parsons students explored 
mechanisms for engagement with the agency, assessed current service offerings, 
and generated ideas for improving points of service. Proposals included the enhance-
ment of neighborhood walk-in centers, a “People’s Housing Week” event to highlight Pu
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a new online application portal for affordable housing, and ways for HPD field staff  
to share information with tenants. 

Public and Collaborative Services

A second class of Parsons students explored ways to promote more connected  
and successful communities, particularly by enabling residents’ involvement in the 
design and delivery of local services and amenities. Students analyzed existing condi-
tions in the South Bronx neighborhood of Melrose, an area with significant HPD invest-
ment. A series of videos produced by the students highlighted community assets  
in Melrose, including social entrepreneurship, cultural diversity, and channels for 
community-based learning.

Public Lectures

A lecture series organized by Parsons brought together leading European design 
experts with New York City policymakers and academics to explore the intersec-
tion of social innovation and public services. Videos of all four lectures are available 
on the project website, nyc.pubcollab.org. Each lecturer also met with students 
and the fellow team, and several experts held small group presentations with HPD 
leadership.

The four visiting lecturers were Ezio Manzini, professor at the Politecnico di Milano, 
Italy, on “Active and Collaborative People”; Christian Bason, director of Mindlab, an 
inter-ministerial design consultancy chartered by the Danish government, on “Design 
for Public-Sector Innovation”; David Boyle, a fellow at London think tank the New 
Economics Foundation, on “Co-Production: A Preventive Welfare System”; and 
François Jégou, scientific director of the public innovation lab 27e Région in France, 
on “From the Design of Public Services to the Design of Public Policies.” 

PHASE 2: DESIGN
Over the latter half of 2012, the Public Policy Lab fellows led a sequence of interviews 
and workshops involving HPD leadership, front-line agency staff, staff at community-
based organizations (CBOs) that offer housing assistance, developers of affordable 
housing, and current or potential users of the agency’s services. These co-design 
exercises were intended to identify challenges in the affordable housing application 
process, generate ideas for enhancing service provision, and rapidly prototype and 
test proposed solutions.

Course Collaboration
Parsons students present service-design 
concepts to HPD staff and Public Policy  
Lab fellows. 

Designers & Policymakers  
in Conversation
Ezio Manzini, Ronald Shiffman (Pratt 
Institute), Kathryn Matheny (HPD), and 
Miodrag Mitrasinovic (Parsons The New 
School for Design) in discussion after 
Manzini’s March 2012 talk. 

Public & Collaborative: Designing Services for Housing12 13



The fellow team synthesized and documented findings from this work, selected the 
most promising ideas, further refined those concepts, and developed preliminary 
implementation proposals for pilot projects by HPD and community partners, as 
described in Part 3 of this guide. 

PHASE 3: IMPLEMENTATION & EVALUATION
In 2013, materials were further refined, then HPD launched pilot programs to test the 
efficacy of the enhancements proposed by the project team to the agency’s materi-
als and services. The Public Policy Lab fellows are providing design support dur-
ing implementation. Support includes monitoring process and impact, and drafting 
interim and final evaluation reports. Parsons is organizing events to bring together 
community members, academics, designers, and policymakers to report on the pilot 
outcomes and discuss public-sector innovation.

HPD & AFFORDABLE HOUSING
As the nation’s largest municipal housing-development agency, HPD’s primary mis-
sion is to expand and improve the affordability, availability, and quality of housing in 
New York City. Through its initiatives and programs, HPD delivers a broad range of 
housing services to the residents and neighborhoods of New York, including enforce-
ment of the City’s Housing Maintenance Code. By providing significant capital and 
leveraging substantial investment, HPD also undertakes the preservation and devel-
opment of hundreds of thousands of affordable housing units.

HISTORY OF THE AGENCY
Since the 1980s, HPD has been at the forefront of preserving neighborhoods that 
suffered from arson and abandonment. In the face of a fierce debate over planned 
shrinkage, sparked in response to wholesale urban decay and other challenges that 
threatened to further destabilize communities, HPD and its partners responded by 
taking more than 100,000 units into its portfolio in rem from irresponsible or absentee 
owners (for nonpayment or failure to pay taxes) and crafting programs to rehabilitate 
these properties. This was the focus of Mayor Edward I. Koch’s visionary ten-year, 
$5.1 billion housing plan, launched in 1986. 

While investing public capital into the rehabilitation of the city’s housing stock at  
an unprecedented scale, Mayor Koch and HPD Commissioners Paul Crotty and 

Co-Design With Stakeholders
Public Policy Lab fellow Kristina Drury 
captures insights from staff of affordable 
housing developers and NYC HDC at a 
September 2012 workshop. 
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The story begins in the 1970s, 
a decade in which the city  
lost over 800,000 residents.  
As a result of these large 
population losses, together 
with rising maintenance costs 
and stagnant tenant incomes,  
entire neighborhoods in the 
city were devastated by waves 
of abandonment and arson. 
Michael Schill, Housing Policy in New 
York City: A Brief History
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Abraham Biderman were determined to 
enlist private and nonprofit partners in 
the rebuilding effort and, more impor-
tant, in the long-term work of own-
ing and operating the housing stock. 
As private and nonprofit real estate 
developers took on the rehab of one 
crumbling building at a time, neighbor-
hood activists and community groups 
worked to build capacity for owner-
ship and management of multifamily 
housing. The result was a new model 
of public-private-nonprofit collabora-
tion, the birth of an industry of commit-
ted affordable housing professionals, 
and the transformation of struggling 
and abandoned neighborhoods into 
more stable communities now home to 
thousands of families from across the 
income spectrum.

In the decades since, the city’s crime rate has seen unparalleled reductions and the 
population has continued to increase with each decade, with hundreds of thousands 
of new residents. The affordable housing community has played a pivotal role in this 
transformation and can tout these accomplishments with pride. HPD recognizes, 
however, that the agency cannot rely solely on programs that fueled past successes 
to address the affordable housing challenges of the future. 

HOUSING CHALLENGES IN NEW YORK CITY TODAY 
The rebirth of New York City’s neighborhoods marked the end of the crisis of aban-
donment, and signaled the beginning of a focus on housing availability and afford-
ability. This focus is driven by a stark reality: despite the recent housing boom, there 
is still a critical shortage of housing affordable to lower- and middle-income people in 
New York City. 

Low Vacancy Rates1 

The 2011 NYC Housing and Vacancy Survey (HVS), a legislatively mandated triennial 
sample survey of the city’s housing stock, revealed what many New Yorkers in search 
of affordable housing have felt over the last decade: Even with the largest housing 
inventory on record – over 3.3 million units – and improved housing conditions in all 
five boroughs, affordable housing in New York City remains scarce. 

The 2011 HVS showed the citywide rental vacancy rate to be 3.12%, which is well 
below the 5% vacancy threshold that indicates the market is in a state of “housing 
emergency.” Importantly, the vacancy rate is even lower among the lowest-rent units, 
suggesting that lower-income households face the greatest challenges when seeking 
a high-quality, affordable home. 

High Rent Burdens2

Examination of the HVS data further shows that half of all New York City renter house-
holds are “rent burdened,” which is defined as households paying 30% or more of 

Vacancy rates are much lower among more 
affordable units; only in the category of units 
costing more than $2,500 is New York City 
not in a “housing emergency,” defined as a 
vacancy rate below 5%. 

* The vacancy rate is calculated by dividing vacant 
available for rent units that are not dilapidated by 
the sum of vacant available for rent units that are not 
dilapidated plus renter-occupied units (dilapidated  
and not dilapidated).  

** Since this is a small number of units, interpret  
with caution.  

*** Asking rents for vacant units and contract rents  
for occupied units.

New York City Rental Vacancy Rates
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Note: 30%, 50%, and 80% HUD income limit data avail-
able at huduser.org. The 100%, 120%, and 140% limits 
are calculated where 100% is double the 50% HUDIL 
for a family of 4, 120% is 120% of the 100% value, 
and 140% is 140% of the 100% value. Adjustments 
are made according to HUD instructions for household 
size calculations. Numbers may not match HUD. Info on 
poverty guidelines is available at aspe.hhs.gov. Federal 
poverty guidelines are a version of the federal poverty 
measure. They are a simplification of the federal poverty 
thresholds issued each year by the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services and do not account for 
household composition. For more information, please 
refer to aspe.hhs.gov/poverty.

Understanding HUD Income Limits (HUDIL)

The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) sets annual regional income limits for 
eligibility to live in subsidized affordable housing. HUD calculates the limits beginning with a measure 
of median family income, then makes adjustments based on household size, local housing costs, and 
other geographically specific factors. The result is a set of limits for households of different sizes and 
different income levels. Public agencies like HPD use HUDIL to qualify applicants of different income 
levels to live in affordable housing developments and to regulate maximum rents for subsidized units.

For example, when collaborating with Phipps Houses and Jonathan Rose Companies to advertise the 
new Via Verde affordable housing development in the Bronx in 2011, HPD used the HUDIL published at 
the time to make apartments affordable to households of specific income ranges. Thirteen units were 
intended for households earning up to 40% HUDIL, which is equivalent to $32,720 for a household 
of four, and 120 units were intended for households earning up to 60% HUDIL, which is equivalent to 
$49,080 for a household of four. 

It is important to note that income limits are often further adjusted for various purposes — for 
example, to meet the requirements of specific subsidy programs. Because of these adjustments, 
income limits may differ depending on context.

Units in HPD’s affordable housing programs 
are keyed to specific income bands. 
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their gross household income towards rent. One-third of renter households in the city 
are severely burdened, meaning they pay more than 50% of their income in rent. 

Rent burden is particularly prevalent among the city’s low-income working population: 
that is, New Yorkers making less than 80% of the income limits defined by the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).3  

While all New York City renters face strategic trade-offs between housing cost,  
housing quality, and location, families who are rent burdened are most likely to face 
severe challenges in meeting critical expenses beyond rent, such as urgent  
medical care.4 

THE NEW HOUSING MARKETPLACE PLAN
In recent years, the city of New York has renewed and expanded its commitment to 
address the housing needs of low- and middle-income households. In 2003, at the 
end of the first year of the Bloomberg Administration, the Mayor announced the New 
Housing Marketplace Plan – at that time the City’s largest affordable housing program 
since the Koch Administration in the 1980s. The original plan pledged to create or 
preserve 65,000 units of low- to middle-income affordable housing by 2008. In April 
2005, that commitment was increased to 68,000 units and, in 2006, it was expanded 
once again to create and preserve 165,000 units of affordable housing, the largest 
municipal housing effort in the nation’s history.

Due to the collapse of the economy in 2008, the contraction of credit markets, and 
the attendant mortgage foreclosure crisis, many New Yorkers were left in vulnerable 
housing situations. Homeowners and landlords often cut back on maintenance and 

Of the 2.1 million renter-occupied units  
in New York City (~63% of all units),  
most are occupied by households below 
100% of HUD’s Income Limit —  
equivalent to $81,800 for a family  
of four in 2011. Lower-income families  
are much more likely to spend more  
than 30% of their gross income on rent,  
making them “rent burdened.” 

* Rent burden defined as household paying 30% or 
more of gross household income toward gross rent 
(includes utilities); excludes households living in Public 
Housing and/or receiving rental subsidy (including 
Section 8 Voucher, SCRIE, Jiggets, Employee Housing 
Incentive Program, Work Advantage, or other City, 
State, or Federal housing assistance as reported by 
respondent), anyone not paying cash rent, and cases 
where rent burden could not be computed because of 
missing or top-coded income or rent data. 

** All other households include the total enumerated 
count of renter-occupied households minus those iden-
tified as paying more than 30% of income toward rent.

Rent Burden in New York City
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upkeep, financial strain forced many residents to leave their homes or double up with 
family members, and communities experienced significant upheaval as a result. 

In response, the New Housing Marketplace Plan was retooled to update and adapt 
existing programs to meet three critical goals: (1) strengthening neighborhoods by 
proactively identifying and supporting communities at risk of reduced housing mainte-
nance; (2) expanding the supply of affordable and sustainable housing; and (3) stabi-
lizing families facing eviction or foreclosure by helping to keep them in their homes. 

Between July 2003 and March 2012, there were 130,606 starts towards the  
New Housing Marketplace Plan’s goal of 165,000 units – 79% of the plan’s goal. 
Of that total, the vast majority of units (82%) are targeted to low-income households 
earning less than 80% of HUD Income Limits. Of the 130,000-plus units, more  
than 99,000 (76.0%) are rentals, while over 31,000 (24%) units were made avail-
able for purchase.

AGENCY GOALS FOR SERVICE PROVISION 
The unparalleled scale of HPD’s investment in the development and preservation 
of affordable housing is matched by an extensive array of housing-related services 
provided to the residents of New York City.

Residents of all multifamily buildings are entitled to safe and healthy living environ-
ments through the enforcement of the City’s Housing Maintenance Code, which sets 
standards for heat, hot water, safety, and habitability. Families and individuals can 
apply for affordable apartments and homes that HPD has worked with developers to 
finance. The agency is also responsible for administration of the nation’s fifth-largest 
Section 8 voucher program, which provides low-income families with a subsidy that 
covers much of their rent. In addition, when crises such as fire, flood, or structural 
damage force residents to evacuate their homes, HPD provides emergency shelter. 

From FY 2004 through FY 2012, nearly 
130,000 housing units were created or 
preserved under the City’s New Housing 
Marketplace Plan.

* Note: The “other” category is subject to ongoing 
adjustment as HPD reviews units where income-limit 
information is unclear.

Unit Distribution by Affordability
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To borrow a term from the field of design, the “end users” of HPD’s programs and 
services are the people of New York City. However, HPD’s direct engagement with 
New Yorkers includes interactions not only with individual residents, but with a wide 
array of intermediates and representatives: tenant associations, community organiza-
tions, policy experts and elected officials, and housing professionals such as develop-
ers, bankers, and property managers. Residents and their representatives engage 
with HPD through a host of channels, ranging from in-person conversations to email 
and the distribution of print materials.

Public & Collaborative represents an opportunity to explore the needs and perspec-
tives of members of the public by talking to city residents about issues, possible solu-
tions, and what form those might take, then testing service concepts to see how, and 
if, they work. By the end of this process, HPD hopes that residents who participate 
in this project’s pilot programs will have a clearer understanding of the application 
process for affordable housing, and will better understand how and when to access 
HPD’s services. HPD’s goal is to make New Yorkers feel as if they have been well and 
fairly served, while simultaneously improving the overall efficiency and effectiveness 
of the work the agency does, day in and day out.

CO-DESIGNING & CO-PRODUCING  
PUBLIC SERVICES
Public & Collaborative builds on a number of societal and policy trends, includ-
ing growing public interest in large-scale collaboration and social engagement and 
increasing public-sector interest in harnessing digital and design technologies to 
better deliver public services, as suggested by the launch of innovation and digital 
offices within multiple local and federal agencies. Meanwhile, current economic chal-
lenges are creating pressure for the public sector to increase effectiveness, while 
also reducing costs. 

This guide is premised on the idea that design-based collaboration offers two promis-
ing paths for improvements to public services. The first could be called a co-design 
approach – more intensively involving members of the public and front-line service 
providers in research, prototyping (the making of preliminary models for the purpose 
of subsequent refinement), testing, and implementation of services to be administered 
by public agencies. The second strategy is to engage agencies and the public in a 

We are at a kind of tipping 
point… a moment in which 
these ideas… could become 
very, very popular, become 
something that really chal-
lenges the mainstream ideas 
on how to live and how to 
organize our society.
Ezio Manzini, Active and Collaborative 
People, March 2012 Lecture
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Most public agencies do not explicitly 
identify goals and intended outcomes for 
public participation. One starting point 
for consideration of this issue is the IAP2’s 
Spectrum of Public Participation, a rubric for 
considering levels of engagement between 
government and members of the public.

Options for Public Participation
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What is Service Design?

The pilot proposals described in this 
guide were identified using principles 
from the field of service design, an 
emerging design discipline. Service 
design is the activity of collaborative-
ly planning and organizing the people, 
back-end systems, communications, 
and material components involved 
in delivering a service, in order to 
improve the quality of interactions 
between service providers and 
service users. 

While the design of services draws 
from different fields and practices, 
such as service engineering, service 
marketing, and management, a design 
approach to services is unique in 
that, as theorist Lucy Kimbell notes, 
it frames the design process as an 
enquiry, rather than a straightforward 
problem-solving activity. 

A service-design enquiry, as suggested by This Is Service Design Thinking, the influential 2011 primer 
edited by Mark Stickdorn et al., has five hallmarks: 

	 It’s user-centered, meaning the lived experience of the users of the service is of the greatest 
	 interest in the design process. 
	 It’s co-creative, meaning that all the service’s providers and users, from upper management to 

	 front-line staff to end-users, should be engaged in the design process. 
	 It’s time-based, meaning that the experience of users is tracked over the duration of their 

	 service journey.  
	 It’s holistic, meaning the service is understood to involve not just tangible products or even 

	 interactions, but all the systems and processes required to make the service interaction occur. 
	 And crucially, it’s iterative and visual — meaning that multiple rounds of conceptualizations are 

	 visualized (or even acted out), then subjected to review and testing in an effort to identify, at low  
	 cost and low risk, promising avenues for innovation; this process occurs throughout the design 
	 and implementation process.

A service-design approach may not, in itself, generate the tangible resources that agencies or the 
public desire most — in HPD’s case, for example, more land for development or more funds to pro-
vide subsidy vouchers for low-income families. But it can provide valuable insights into user needs, 
the “touchpoints” at which an agency interacts with the public, and the impact of those interactions 
on service experience and flow — all of which can point to improvements in the time or cost required 
to deliver a service, generating gains in resources, effectiveness, and user satisfaction.

In addition to suggesting near-term changes in service delivery, a service-design project may offer 
longer-term organizational benefits: Designers spend a lot of time learning about service providers 
and their institutional culture, as well as the end users of the organization’s services. The processes 
employed by service designers, including visual documentation techniques, emphasize the iterative 
cycle of the design process (in contrast to a linear sequence of one-off tasks) and follow a cycle of 
problem-framing, data gathering and analysis, idea-generation, prototyping, testing, and back to 
problem-framing. As a result, service providers working with service designers may find they derive 
value not only from a project’s final deliverables, but also from a learning process that may inform 
the organization’s mission over time.

This publication represents the “Sharing 
Findings” step in a multipart service-design 
process. 

Service-Design Project Phases
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co-production process, where end users design and implement their own service 
programs, enabled and supported by public agencies. In both cases, the goal is for 
members of the public to receive more effective and satisfying services, while reduc-
ing public resource requirements.

CO-DESIGNING PUBLIC SERVICES
Implementing more collaborative public services can be challenging, but there is a 
growing awareness that methodologies (design thinking, human-centered design, 
participatory design, user interface design, etc.) pioneered in the design professions 
can be used to support collaboration in the public sector and at the policy level.

Government-chartered design innovation offices have been established in Great 
Britain, Australia, Denmark, and elsewhere. Recent establishment of the U.S. Office 
of Personnel Management’s federal innovation lab and Boston’s Office of New Urban 
Mechanics suggests the approach is making inroads in the U.S., as well. A number of 
private-sector design firms are also working with federal agencies, such as the Social 
Security Administration and the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau. A goal of 
these initiatives is to use design methods to involve the public more fully in the devel-
opment of policies and to improve service delivery.

Specifically, these strategies usually include some combination of design methods 
– facilitated brainstorming, iterative design and quick prototyping, hands-on user test-
ing – and pilot implementation with ongoing measurement, assessment, and docu-
mentation. These strategies engage disparate stakeholders (members of the public, 
front-line service providers, agency leadership, etc.), help in clarifying these users’ 
needs and motivations, and promote their alignment towards a shared goal. 

CO-PRODUCING PUBLIC SERVICES
The design strategies described above are also being used to take collaborative 
service production a step further – to help agencies develop programs that facilitate 
effective citizen-led service efforts.

Even when they succeed, these social innovations are often fragile and highly local-
ized. In order to flourish, co-produced services often require a level of public support. 
To endure and spread, citizen-led initiatives benefit from technical assistance, material 
support, rules, and directions from government agencies. Instead of acting only as 
providers of public services, agencies can also act as enablers of collaborative efforts 
that respond to the emerging needs of citizens.

DESIGNING SERVICES FOR AFFORDABLE HOUSING
For many New Yorkers, affordable housing is not about a new place to live: it is about 
a new way to live. During the design-research phase of this project, residents of HPD-
financed affordable housing developments described moving into their homes as an 
opportunity to improve their lives or better provide for their families.

Over the years, HPD has provided these opportunities to New Yorkers in large part by 
relying on a rich network of partners. Aside from a small stock of properties retained 
from prior legacy programs, the agency itself does not build, market, or manage hous-
ing, nor does it directly process applications or lease properties. 

Instead, it has found that, with financial and regulatory support, entrepreneurial 
private developers, devoted community groups, and pro-active citizens are excellent 

Co-production means deliver-
ing public services in an equal 
and reciprocal relationship 
between professionals, people 
using services, their families, 
and their neighbors. Where 
activities are co-produced in 
this way, both services and  
neighborhoods become far more 
effective agents of change.
David Boyle, Co-Production: 
A Preventive Welfare System, 
April 2012 Lecture

When I say design for public-
sector innovation, [it] is really 
about using design methods 
to better understand how 
government systems and 
non-governmental systems 
interact in peoples’ lives and 
whether they create better 
outcomes or not.
Christian Bason, Design for Public-
Sector Innovation, March 2012 Lecture
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The design and delivery of services, 
traditionally the purview of professionals, can 
also be co-produced by community members, 
with varying degrees of responsibility.

drivers of affordable housing development. Working with and through these third-
party partners, HPD strives to involve members of the public and organizations rep-
resenting them in agency policymaking, housing development processes, and other 
forms of public-service provision.

However, affordable housing development is a technical field defined by complex 
legal, political, and business processes that can be difficult for members of the public 
to access and fully understand. The ideas and proposals described in this guide con-
sist of a series of design and policy enhancements that more fully engage members of 
the public – as well as the front-line staff of HPD, housing developers, and community 
organizations – as co-designers and co-producers of the agency’s services for afford-
able housing.

Roles in Service Co-Production
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1 All data in this section from Selected Initial 
Findings of the 2011 New York City Housing 
and Vacancy Survey, prepared by Dr. Moon 
Wha Lee. Available at http://www.nyc.gov/
html/hpd/downloads/pdf/HPD-2011-HVS-
Selected-Findings-Tables.pdf

Please note: The Housing and Vacancy Survey 
(HVS) is a sample survey, thus, findings are 
subject to sampling and non-sampling errors. 
For this reason, HVS findings are estimates of the 
true value of the variables, which are unknown. 

2 All data in this section from Selected Initial 
Findings of the 2011 New York City Housing 
and Vacancy Survey, prepared by Dr. Moon 
Wha Lee. Available at http://www.nyc.gov/
html/hpd/downloads/pdf/HPD-2011-HVS-
Selected-Findings-Tables.pdf
3 For 2013, this figure is $48,100 for a 
single person, $55,000 for a household of  
two, $61,850 for three, $68,700 for four, 
$74,200 for five, and $79,700 for six.  
See www.huduser.org for documentation.

4 Gaumer E, Brooks-Gunn J. The Effect of 
Place-Based Subsidized Housing on Family 
Well-Being: Findings from the NYC Housing 
and Neighborhood Demonstration Project. 
Presented at the How Housing Matters 
Panel on Child Well-Being. APPAM Annual 
Fall Research Conference; November 2011, 
Washington DC.
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Part 2: 
Kit of Ideas

This “Kit of Ideas” captures important 
work created during the Exploration 
phase of this project. It consists of ideas 
developed by Parsons students in two 
courses held during the spring of 2012, 
as well as a set of preliminary concepts 
explored by the Public Policy Lab fellows 
during the same period. A number of the 
ideas identified during this early phase 
of work were further developed into 
the pilot proposals outlined in Part 3 of 
this guide; however, many potentially 
promising concepts remain for future 
exploration.

Public & Collaborative: Designing Services for Housing22 23



INTRODUCTION TO THE KIT OF IDEAS
The goal of this section is twofold: 

	 to collect inspiring ideas for future reference and development by HPD and other 	
	 public agencies, 
	 and to serve as the starting point for a broader conversation about the continuing 	

	 evolution of public services in New York City.

In this sense, these ideas can be seen as speculative proposals intended to  
engage with current realities and explore future possibilities.

WHAT THE KIT COVERS
Ideas in this section span the arc of HPD’s current services, and extend into areas 
of housing-service provision not currently under the agency’s purview. The con-
cepts are grouped into six broad categories, represented on the illustrated spreads 
that follow.

This wide scope resulted from an open-ended enquiry carried out by Parsons stu-
dents and Public Policy Lab fellows during the first phase of the project. During this 
phase, students and fellows explored concepts for deepening New Yorkers’ under-
standing of, and participation in, HPD programs. In addition, one class of Parsons 
students was asked to investigate community engagement in housing-related issues 
and explore ways to amplify such engagement.

TRANSFORMING IDEAS 
INTO PILOT PROGRAMS
At the end of the first phase, in June 
2012, the project team presented 
concepts from the first five kit categories 
that follow to HPD for consideration 
as potential pilot projects. (Community 
Engagement ideas were reviewed with 
Parsons students and faculty, but not 
evaluated as pilots.) Members of HPD’s 
leadership team assessed the concepts 
and evaluated each on degree of innova-
tion, usefulness, and feasibility. While 
many ideas were perceived as innova-
tive and potentially useful, concepts in 
the Information as Service category and 
the Lottery & Lease-Up category were 
identified as most feasible for piloting in 
2013, given current agency needs and 
resources. See Part 3: Pilot Proposals 
for more details on the development and 
resulting recommendations related to 
those concepts.

Assuming that the first set of recommended pilots is successful, other categories of 
ideas presented in this kit might be considered as pilot programs in the future. These 
are presented in Part 4: Concepts for Future Consideration. 

Melrose, The Bronx

To develop this kit of ideas, students and fellows began by exploring housing and  
community services — provided both by neighborhood groups and city agencies —  
in an area that has seen major investment by HPD in recent years. This area is called 
the Melrose Commons Urban Renewal Area in the Melrose neighborhood of the  
South Bronx.

Under the Melrose Commons Urban Renewal Area plan, HPD has worked with for-
profit and community-based partners to develop over 2,800 new units of affordable 
housing since 2000. In the coming years, HPD anticipates the completion of an  
additional 900 new units of affordable housing, bringing the total to approximately 
3,700 units in the Urban Renewal Area alone. The area also includes new construc-
tion for the Boricua College campus, and more than 30,000 square feet of commer-
cial and community space.

The conversations of students and fellows with Melrose residents and neighborhood 
organizations are reflected in the ideas that follow, particularly in ideas that relate to 
community engagement. Those conversations served as a touchstone for the design 
team throughout the refinement of the pilot proposals in Part 3.
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Information
As Service

VISUAL COMMUNICATIONS ASSETS
Develop infographics and icon sets to help 
illustrate and explain HPD programs. These 
visual communication assets are intended to 
assist non-English-speaking and low-literacy 
populations in identifying programs that can 
address their needs, while providing visual 
clarity and consistency for all of the agency’s 
constituents. Concepts developed by Liana 
Dragoman and Kaja Kühl.

Easy-to-understand communications materials, 
paired with simpler ways for staff and the public 
to provide feedback, could improve information 
exchange between service providers and 
service users. 

HOLISTIC COMMUNICATION 
STANDARDS
Increase public awareness and understand-
ing of HPD services by further developing  
style guides, media templates, and graphic 
assets for all of the agency’s external com-
munications. Work with HPD staff to expand 
practical governance and implementation 
models that ensure these holistic communi-
cation standards are appreciated, adopted, 
and maintained. Concepts developed by 
Liana Dragoman and Kaja Kühl.Li
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VIDEO COMMUNICATIONS
Put a human face on the benefits of HPD programs 
and services by soliciting video testimonials and 
tutorials from New York City residents who have  
benefited from the agency’s work. Increase aware-
ness, comprehension, and engagement by embedding 
these videos on multiple websites and providing 
access via multiple devices. Consider setting up a 
video booth to collect stories. Concepts designed by 
John Goddu, Marissa Hatch, and Eli Rosenbloom  
at Parsons The New School for Design, and by Public 
Policy Lab fellows Liana Dragoman and Kaja Kühl.

PROVIDER FEEDBACK PROCESS
Implement structured processes, such 
as semi-annual workshops, for HPD 
leadership to learn from front-line 
staff. Use this feedback to incorporate 
front-line knowledge into policy, moti-
vate and empower staff to seek positive 
change, and improve overall service 
provision. Concepts developed by Liana 
Dragoman and Kaja Kühl.

USER FEEDBACK MECHANISMS
Use brief, targeted questionnaires to gain 
insight into the needs and preferences of 
members of the public who interact with HPD. 
Employ different survey media (including post-
cards, email blasts, etc.) to access different 
user groups. Invite users to submit additional 
comments and concerns, as well, through digi-
tal and real-world comment tools. Concepts 
designed by Judit Boros, Matteo D’Amanzo, 
Harriette Kim, and Molly Oberholtzer at Parsons 
The New School for Design, and by Public Policy 
Lab fellows Liana Dragoman and Kaja Kühl.Li
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Space 
As Service
Design improvements to information 
distribution points, furniture, and waiting 
areas at HPD headquarters could create 
a more calming, efficient, and comfortable 
environment for staff and visitors alike.

FLOW & WELCOME AT HPD HEADQUARTERS
Introduce comprehensive wayfinding and simplified 
office-numbering systems to make HPD headquarters 
easier to navigate. Conduct regular assessments  
and education sessions for HPD’s customer-service 
staff to strengthen their ability to welcome and direct 
visitors, respond to questions and concerns, and 
address crisis situations experienced by New Yorkers 
seeking emergency housing assistance. Concepts 
developed by Kristina Drury.
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SPACE LAYOUT & DESIGN
Design customer intake and waiting areas to 
better accommodate elderly visitors, families 
with children, and anyone likely to experience 
long wait times. Provide self-service kiosks 
to shorten visits and increase efficiency for 
both staff and visitors. Redesign the physical 
layout of intake and waiting areas to maximize 
the privacy and comfort of visitors. Concepts 
developed by Kristina Drury.
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Improve informational materials to make 
the Section 8 voucher program easier to 
navigate for current and potential tenants 
and for landlords.

Section 8  
Voucher  
Services

SECTION 8 VOUCHER PROGRAM 
LANDLORD TOOLKIT
Enhance the design and encourage the effective use 
of HPD’s current Partner Portal — an online service 
that helps landlords administer their tenants’ 
Section 8 voucher benefits — by providing HPD with 
interface redesign strategies and a companion tool-
kit of supporting materials. Assist landlords and 
tenants in better coordinating, communicating, and 
sharing information regarding Section 8 voucher 
applications and renewals. Concepts developed by 
Liana Dragoman.
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SECTION 8 VOUCHER  
APPLICANT TOOLKIT
Provide a toolkit that consolidates all the 
instructions, documents, and contact infor-
mation necessary for someone to apply for the 
Section 8 program (also known as the Housing 
Choice Voucher Program). Make it visual, easy 
to read, and widely available to the vulner-
able populations who may be most in need of 
support when applying for a Section 8 voucher. 
Concepts developed by Liana Dragoman.
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Lottery & 
Lease-Up  
Services
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LOTTERY & LEASE-UP TOOLKIT
Equip applicants with the tools and information they 
need to better understand their eligibility for affordable 
housing and more easily fulfill the requirements of the 
Lottery & Lease-Up process. Include tips to understand 
income requirements, documentation checklists, pro-
cess maps, and timelines that align expectations and 
encourage applicants. Concepts developed by Kristina 
Drury and Yasmin Fodil.

ONLINE LOTTERY OUTREACH
Implement a system of offline supports 
to increase potential users’ awareness 
and adoption of HPD’s online application 
portal, NYC Housing Connect, located 
at http://www.nyc.gov/housingconnect. 
Deploy kiosks or street teams for appli-
cants who don’t have Internet access, and 
provide low-tech instructions for those 
with less digital literacy. Concepts devel-
oped by Kristina Drury and Yasmin Fodil.

User-friendly educational tools, along with 
community-based and in-person outreach 
mechanisms, may assist New Yorkers  
in successfully identifying and completing 
an application for an affordable unit that 
matches their income, household size,  
and other eligibility criteria.
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APPLICATION AMBASSADORS
Support third-party organizations and 
individuals who assist people applying for 
affordable housing. Train these community 
members to follow consistent procedures 
and supply correct information to appli-
cants. Concepts designed by John Goddu, 
Marissa Hatch, and Eli Rosenbloom at 
Parsons The New School for Design,  
and by Public Policy Lab fellows Kristina 
Drury and Liana Dragoman.

INCOME CRITERIA ASSISTANCE
Partner with a community-based organization 
to assist housing applicants with questions 
and concerns about income requirements. 
Alternatively, supply user-friendly written advice, 
rules of thumb, and checklists to help applicants 
accurately understand income requirements. 
Concepts designed by John Goddu, Marissa 
Hatch, and Eli Rosenbloom at Parsons The  
New School for Design, and by Public Policy Lab 
fellows Kristina Drury and Liana Dragoman.Be
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PEOPLE’S HOUSING WEEK  
EVENTS & KIOSKS
Organize regular campaigns to educate, inform, 
and excite people about affordable housing in 
New York City. Provide a staffed kiosk to allow 
applicants to test-drive HPD’s online application 
website, distribute information and advice about 
eligibility, and create opportunities for discus-
sion and sharing stories. Concepts designed by 
John Goddu, Marissa Hatch, and Eli Rosenbloom 
at Parsons The New School for Design.Jo
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A set of ideas to build relationships during 
the Lottery & Lease-Up processes reveals 
possibilities for an active network of residents, 
neighbors, landlords, owners, and community 
groups to work in cooperation with HPD and 
each other to help maintain the quality and 
livability of their homes and neighborhoods.

Services That 
Promote Housing 
Quality

LANDLORD ONE-STOP SHOP
Establish a single, online point of access for 
everything that landlords and other housing 
professionals need to interface with HPD programs 
and services, and discontinue other information 
sources to minimize confusion. Provide an agency 
phone directory, so that users know whom to con-
tact directly with questions. Provide complimentary 
hard-copy information to offline users. Concepts 
developed by Kaja Kühl.

EDUCATIONAL POSTER & MAINTENANCE CALENDAR
Preempt unnecessary calls to 311 and reduce erroneous com-
plaints made to HPD by requiring that all multifamily dwellings 
display educational posters clearly illustrating the rights and 
responsibilities of landlords and residents under the City’s 
Housing Maintenance Code. Consider using calendars to dis-
tribute this information in a seasonally appropriate format that 
residents and landlords could display within their units or com-
mon areas. Concepts designed by Judit Boros, Matteo D’Amanzo, 
Harriette Kim, and Molly Oberholtzer at Parsons The New School 
for Design, and by Public Policy Lab fellow Kaja Kühl. Ju
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“YELP FOR HOUSING”
Increase transparency and accountability in the 
rental housing market by providing an online 
platform for sharing user-generated information 
about properties and managers throughout New 
York City. Include housing violation history and 
other quantitative data, and allow users to post 
qualitative ratings and reviews of residences they 
have lived in. Concepts developed by Kaja Kühl.

HOUSING CODE EDUCATIONAL GAME
Develop and distribute a game to educate 
residents about the proper procedures for 
identifying and reporting housing violations, 
requesting an inspection, and ensuring that 
necessary repairs are made to their homes. 
Use game mechanics to create a pleasant and 
engaging way for residents to learn to deal 
with potentially serious and stressful situa-
tions. Concepts designed by Chin-Fu Chen, 
Ivett Cser, Michael Mangan, and Caitlin Webb 
at Parsons The New School for Design.

“TENANT DIRECT” & “BOOK.ME” WEBSITES
Enlist residents as partners in housing-quality enforce-
ment by providing them with a simple, online interface 
for reporting housing violations and registering for code 
inspections. Provide tools to help residents identify 
which issues constitute violations, tips for resolving 
violations with their landlord, and instructions about 
how and when to report violations to HPD. Concepts 
designed by Chin-Fu Chen, Ivett Cser, Michael Mangan, 
and Caitlin Webb at Parsons The New School for Design.Ch
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MELROSE MADE
Support the creation of an incuba-
tor platform that would help young 
community members develop business 
ideas through apprenticeships with 
local entrepreneurs. Help identify 
vacant storefronts in which to host 
workshops, showcase new business 
ventures, and ultimately stimulate the 
local economy. Concepts designed 
by Michelle Girelli, Kara Kane, Rosalind 
Louvet, and Christopher Patten at 
Parsons The New School for Design.

Future community engagement concepts  
could encourage HPD’s services to reflect  
and reinforce the feeling of independence and 
sense of belonging that comes with moving into 
a new home in a welcoming community. These 
ideas could help local organizations act as 
agents of positive change in their community.

Community 
Engagement

COMMONS IN COMMON
Encourage building owners and property managers to adopt 
this low-tech, user-friendly, collaborative service that 
promotes democratic relationships between residents and 
landlords who are interested in working together to improve 
their building. Allow residents to publicly propose and vote on 
projects they are interested in developing, so that their peers 
and landlord can gauge interest and provide support. Concepts 
designed by Aly Blenkin, Andrea Curtoni, Giulia Mazzorin, and 
Namkyu Chun at Parsons The New School for Design.
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FIELD-OFFICE MURAL
Highlight HPD’s community relationships and 
enhance the vibrancy and aesthetics of neigh-
borhoods by partnering with local schools and 
youth organizations to create street-art paint-
ings on the façades of the agency’s field offices. 
Concepts designed by Judit Boros, Matteo 
D’Amanzo, Harriette Kim, and Molly Oberholtzer 
at Parsons The New School for Design. 

REFRAMING MELROSE
Provide opportunities for conversation 
between different cultures coexisting in 
the South Bronx. Invite residents to literally 
“frame” neighborhood problems from their 
individual perspectives (using clear plastic 
viewfinders) and envision collective solu-
tions (by drawing alternative scenarios on 
their viewfinders). Organize opportunities to 
exchange and enact these shared visions. 
Concepts designed by Aly Blenkin, Andrea 
Curtoni, Giulia Mazzorin, Namkyu Chun at 
Parsons The New School for Design.

STREET SCHOOL
Help facilitate a system of informal 
education in which the neighborhood 
becomes a classroom. Inspire South 
Bronx residents of Melrose Commons 
to become both teachers and stu-
dents, sharing and learning from each 
other on the stoops, streets, and side-
walks of their community. Concepts 
designed by Janet Lobberecht, Nelson 
Lo, and Jennifer Meyer at Parsons The 
New School for Design.Ja
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This chapter proposes a series of pilot 
projects intended to help New Yorkers 
more successfully navigate the affordable 
housing application process. These 
proposals are intended to be collaborative 
efforts between the New York City 
Department of Housing Preservation and 
Development (HPD), developers, and 
community partners. Beyond improving 
the experience of applicants, the proposals 
seek to generate efficiencies for service 
providers and extend the reach of the City’s 
affordable housing program to a greater 
number of eligible New Yorkers.

Part 3: 
Pilot Proposals
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INTRODUCTION TO THE PROPOSALS
The four proposals described in this chapter recommend that HPD and its sister 
agency, the New York City Housing Development Corporation (HDC), enhance the 
application process for affordable housing by creating new, human-centered infor-
mational materials, encouraging hyper-local marketing by developers, supporting 
community-based “housing ambassadors,” and forming a street team for in-person 
HPD outreach. (HDC regulates approximately 40% of the city’s affordable housing 
developments. Wherever applicable, processes and recommendations in this chapter 
can be understood to refer also to HDC-managed projects.)

In combination, the proposals create knowledge-sharing infrastructure that enables 
the dynamic and reciprocal exchange of information between New York City resi-
dents, community-based partners, housing developers, and HPD leadership and 
front-line staff. In time, the proposals intend to:

	 Increase awareness of HPD’s affordable housing programs.
	 Ensure that New York City residents who apply to HPD’s affordable 

	 housing have easy access to clear and consistent information. 
	 Improve comprehension of application requirements and processes 

	 and applicant rights and responsibilities. 
	 Support community groups in providing one-on-one assistance to 

	 applicants.

The following sections outline the proposals, including implementation plans and 
evaluation strategies, and also speak to the thinking behind each proposal and  
recommendations for future actions.

WHAT IS THE HPD HOUSING LOTTERY?
The New Housing Marketplace Plan is New York City’s plan for developing affordable 
housing. Roughly two-thirds of the 165,000 units financed by the plan are rehabilita-
tions that preserve the affordability of existing units; approximately one-third of the 
total (or more than 57,000 units) will be newly constructed. All vacant rehabilitated 
and new units are offered by application to eligible New Yorkers. “Housing lottery” is 
the term used for the method through which HPD allocates available affordable hous-
ing units to members of the public.

Marketing Process

HPD requires developers to begin marketing available units to the public when 
construction on a building is approximately 70% complete. Developers must publicly 
solicit applications through advertisements in newspapers, post information about 
the units on multiple City websites, and provide information to an automated toll-free 
affordable housing hotline.

Application Process

For each development, a 60-day window is established during which interested 
households can submit an application. HPD’s online application portal — NYC  
Housing Connect — covers all new rental developments and allows applicants to  
create a profile and apply for affordable units as new projects become available. 
Paper applications continue to be available for applicants who prefer the paper  
to the electronic process.

37 Part 3: Pilot Proposals



Initial Application Processing

HPD assigns a randomly generated log number to each successfully submitted 
application, and assesses all logged applications for “apparent eligibility.” Apparent 
eligibility means that an applicant seems to be eligible for at least one available unit in 
the development based on reported income and household composition.

Agency rules require that, of a given development’s affordable units, 5% are intended 
for persons with a mobility impairment, and an additional 2% of units are intended for 
persons with a visual or hearing impairment; a further 50% of the units are intended 
for current residents of the community-board district where the development is 
located, and 5% of units are intended for municipal employees. These preference 
categories were established to provide greater housing opportunities for residents 
with specific needs or challenges.

Screening Interview

Applicants who have passed the “apparent eligibility” phase of the process are invited 
by the building’s developer to participate in a face-to-face screening interview. All 
adult members of the household who will be living in the affordable unit are required 
to attend this interview. Interviewees are asked to bring documentation that verifies 
the information reported on their application, such as tax returns, pay stubs, school 
enrollment forms, and other documents that prove compliance with income, house-
hold size, and other eligibility requirements.

Unit Allocation

Households deemed eligible after completing the interview and approval process 
are matched by the developer to appropriate available units, based on unit size and 
affordability targets. The developer makes a list of eligible households for each avail-
able unit, and in some cases, documentation for households that receive confirma-
tion of eligibility is sent back to HPD for final approval; approved applicants are then 
offered an apartment. If the household offered housing does not accept, then the next 
household on the waiting list will be offered the unit.

An applicant must take various steps to 
obtain an affordable unit. This service journey 
maps out various actions that are required 
of the applicant to complete the process and 
highlights some possible challenges or points 
of confusion they may currently experience.

Challenges in the Affordable Housing 
Application Process
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PROPOSAL DEVELOPMENT
Key findings about the public’s experience of the application process for affordable 
housing — and the agency’s needs and constraints — were identified through a  
series of research and co-design activities, led by a team of Public Policy Lab  
fellows. These findings, described below, informed the pilot proposals’ design and 
development.

Participatory & Iterative Approach

The project team’s primary research methods were qualitative and participatory. The 
research and design process was split into two phases; see Part 1 for a description of 
the project phases. In both phases, the team created and facilitated a series of exercises 
with stakeholders to ensure that the proposed pilot plans were realistic and useful.

These activities — referred to subsequently in this document as the design research 
— were formative in nature: the intention was to gather ideas and insights to inform 
and inspire design solutions, not to generate quantitative data. Interview and work-
shop participants were asked to propose solutions that emerged from their own 
lived experience and expertise. The project team was able to observe and respond 
to information gaps, areas of confusion, and “pain points” in the current process. 
Participants included developers of affordable housing, staff at community organiza-
tions, New York City residents, applicants to HPD’s affordable housing services,  
HPD leadership, and front-line agency staff.

Specific design-research activities over the course of the project included:

	 observations of HPD service spaces,
	 assessment of HPD online interfaces and application materials,
	 examination of HPD communication channels’ content, accessibility, and 

	 communications strategy, 
	 brand and content audit of HPD information materials,
	 professional practice research into service design for the public sector and 

	 design precedence for future recommendations, Ka
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	 assessment of affordable housing policy, analysis of data collected by HPD, 
	 and other desk research with housing-related resources, 
	 site visits to the HPD field office in Brooklyn and to HPD developments in the Bronx,
	 observations and interviews with developer and HPD staff at a lease-up interview 	

	 site, also in the Bronx, 
	 a group workshop with more than two dozen HPD policymakers,
	 more than a dozen one-on-one and small-team interviews with HPD and HDC 

	 leaders, division heads, and staff, 
	 on-the-street interviews, in Manhattan and the South Bronx, with several dozen past 

	 and potential affordable housing applicants, 
	 multiple in-class working sessions and critiques with Parsons students and faculty, 	

	 Public Policy Lab fellows, and HPD staff, 
	 one-on-one and small-group interviews with several community-based housing 		

	 organizations, located in the South Bronx and in Chinatown, 
	 design workshops in the South Bronx with more than a dozen past or potential 		

	 applicants identified by Community-Based Organizations (CBOs), and 
	 a design workshop with more than a dozen front-line staffers from multiple housing-	

	 development organizations.

During and subsequent to these stakeholder engagements, the project team created 
multiple, sequential versions of most aspects of the proposals and the supplemen-
tal resources. These multiple rounds of design research, creation, presentation, 
and revision — known to designers as “iterations” — ensured that the informational 
materials, implementation plans, and related strategies were vetted in full by HPD and 
received input from other stakeholders.

Identifying a Design Lens

Begin with the People: Affordable Housing Partners & Constituents

To better understand the application process for affordable housing and identify ave-
nues of design research, the project team first looked to understand the people involved 
in the process: Who facilitates and utilizes HPD affordable housing services currently? 
What are their needs and constraints, and what frames their decision-making? 

Deconstruct the Current Experience & Uncover Challenges

A second focus was the range of current processes and channels: How do people 
— including front-line staff, service providers, and potential applicants — currently 
access or participate in the application process for affordable housing? What com-
munications and service-delivery channels are employed? What are the challenges all 
stakeholders face when interacting with the application process?

Imagine a More Satisfying Future

Finally, the project team imagined possible future versions of the application process: 
What would individuals like their experiences to be? What does a successful applica-
tion process look like, regardless of role or organization? How can we solve key chal-
lenges, and balance organizational capacity with applicant needs? These questions 
resulted in key findings that were used to inform the design process.

KEY FINDINGS
Engagements with stakeholders during design research revealed a number of chal-
lenges faced by participants in the affordable housing application process. These 
findings are outlined below.

HPD, CBO & Developer Workshop
Participants from CBOs, developers, and 
HPD were brought together to respond to the 
validity of the pilot proposals. Participant 
insight shaped the next iteration of the 
project team’s work. 

Applicant Workshop
During Phase 2, applicants participated in 
a workshop where they responded to and 
redesigned pilot proposal material. 
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Information & Its Exchange Can Seem Fragmented & Impersonal

HPD and its development partners make significant efforts to inform applicants and 
community members about opportunities for affordable housing; however, from the 
perspective of potential applicants, this information—its distribution channels and 
methods for interaction—can seem fragmented and impersonal. Therefore, there’s 
an opportunity to create more targeted and human-centered services to further assist 
New Yorkers applying for affordable housing. 

New Yorkers Do Not Know About HPD or Affordable Housing

On-the-street interviews by the fellow team in the South Bronx and Manhattan suggested 
that many residents are not familiar with the full extent of HPD services. Additionally, 
the majority of these interviews, as well as one-on-one interviews at Bronx community 
organizations, suggested that participants did not understand the concept of affordable 
housing. Many interviewees wrongly assumed that all affordable units are targeted for 
extremely low-income households, or conversely, that affordable units were available to 
any applicant, regardless of income. These misperceptions suggest significant opportuni-
ties may exist to better explain to New Yorkers the target audience for affordable housing.

Residents Lack Clarity About the Application Process  
& Eligibility Requirements

Design research with both CBOs and potential applicants suggested that applicants 
for affordable housing also have an incomplete understanding of the application pro-
cess. Interview subjects asked, “Why does it take so long?” and “Why did someone 
else with the same income get the unit?” Several applicants expressed concern and 
misunderstanding about the relationship between household size and eligible unit 
size — “Why can’t we put more kids in a room?” or “Why don’t I qualify, I still need 
housing, too!” Multiple applicants referred to the concept of “winning the lottery,” 
suggesting that they understood the selection of their application to mean they would 
definitely receive a new home, rather than signifying an opportunity to be screened for 
eligibility. Many applicants didn’t understand why eligibility screening was necessary, 
how that affected their chances, how the process worked, or that they could apply to 
other developments. This lack of understanding suggests the need for clearer com-
munication about application requirements and processes.

Applicants Misunderstand, Ignore, or Misinterpret  
Income Guidelines

During design interviews on the street in the South Bronx, several respondents said that 
they “just took a stab at the lottery,” unaware of how strictly income requirements are 
adhered to, assuming that it couldn’t hurt to try, and thinking there was a good chance 
that they would get an apartment. These assumptions may poorly prepare applicants for 
the multipart, time- and information-intensive requirements of the application screening 
process. Additionally, housing developers’ staff mentioned to the design team that many 
applicants seem unclear on why and how to calculate their income; fundamental con-
cepts, such as gross vs. net earnings, are not well understood. Income calculation is 
particularly challenging for applicants with overtime, part-time, or other variable income.

Applicant Screening Is Time-Intensive & Challenging

Given the findings above, it was not surprising to the design team that one of the 
greatest challenges in the affordable housing leasing process is screening the 
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impressive number of applicants, many of whom may not eventually qualify for the unit 
they applied for. According to design research with staff from housing developers, 
marketing agents often spend a significant amount of time processing and interview-
ing applicants with a low success rate. Thousands of applicants may be interviewed 
in order to fill several hundred units — although it should be noted that variations in 
developers’ screening processes may cause some applicants to experience swift 
resolutions, whereas others have significant processing delays.

Developers who are not able to lease up all their affordable units using the pool of 
applicants who applied via the lottery system may apply for permission to re-market 
the units on a first-come, first-served basis to any eligible applicant. Given the high 
level of demand for affordable housing throughout the city, it seems possible that 
improvements in the application process could ensure higher turnout and more 
efficient results through the lottery system, in lieu of a two-step process of lottery first, 
with a subsequent round of first-come/first-served placements.

Anecdotal evidence from design research also suggests that many apparently eligible 
applicants fail to appear for screening interviews. Interviews with developer staff point 
to multiple possible causes for these no-shows: The volume of applicants means that 
the entire screening and lease-up process may take many months, during which time 
applicants may not receive information on their application status. Developers speculate 
that applicants may drop out of the process because they have to accept other living 
arrangements in the meantime. Still others may not show up to an interview because of 
the challenge of producing the documentation that is requested. And, some applicants 
may have already accepted an affordable unit in a different development. In addition, the 
short time period between notification letters and appointment dates—sometimes as 
little as five days — may not provide sufficient time for some applicants to change their 
work schedules, get child care, find a translator to read the letter and/or accompany 
them to the appointment, or otherwise make themselves ready and available to attend.

Some Community-Preference Slots Go Unused

Typically, 50% of the units in a development are intended for residents of the build-
ing’s local community-board district. In some developments, however, not all of the 
community-preference slots are used. It’s surmised that low community demand 
may result when a neighborhood already has a significant number of HPD buildings 

Applicants may be rejected during 
screening for a number of reasons, 
although mismatches between an 
applicant’s income and the building’s 
income requirements are among the 
most common causes. Some applicants 
fall below the income requirements, 
while others are above the limit or fall 
in between advertised income brackets. 
Other applicants may be eliminated 
during the process because they fail to 
respond to interview requests or miss 
their scheduled interview. There are 
other reasons, such as applicants’ credit 
history, which have a variable impact, 
depending on individual developers’ 
requirements. 

Reasons Applicants Don’t Qualify

Ka
ja

 K
üh

l &
 P

ub
lic

 P
ol

ic
y L

ab

Public & Collaborative: Designing Services for Housing42 43



PROVISIONAL PERSONAS FOR AFFORDABLE HOUSING SERVICES

As part of the service-design process, designers often test concepts by conceiving service scenarios with imaginary users (whose traits  
emerged from design research). These user profiles — usually representing various social, functional, or demographic aspects of the actual 
user community — are called “personas.” Personas can be detailed character sketches, or more abstract and provisional, capturing just  
a few key qualities of typical service users. The following visual narratives use provisional personas to identify design challenges related to the 
experiences and requirements of various potential users of affordable housing services.

 

  

Design Challenge: Documenting Income
How can residents better understand how to accurately report their income,  
so they’ll be more likely to apply for units for which they’re actually eligible?

Design Challenge: Attracting a Range of Applicants
How can more New Yorkers be made aware that they could be eligible for  
affordable housing?

Design Challenge: Clarifying the Process
What’s the best way to support eligible residents who may be intimidated  
by the process of filling out a housing application?

Yolanda, 43, lives with her mother and her two children in central 
Brooklyn. She works as a cashier at Best Buy. She receives child  
support from the father of her daughter; the father of her son only 
pays support sporadically. Her mother receives Social Security. 
The family could qualify for a three-bedroom unit, but providing 
documentation for their different sources of income, especially the 
sporadic and often cash-only support for the children, is a challenge.

Luis and Martha, both 26, moved to New York 
from Guatemala six years ago. Martha works  
as a nanny. Luis works as an auto mechanic for  
his uncle, whose house they also share. The 
couple thinks they can afford a one-bedroom 
unit, but they don’t feel very secure filling out 
official paperwork in English.

John and Justine, both 32, are the 
children of immigrants, the first in 
their family to go to college. They both 
work in the nonprofit sector, and their 
combined income is just over $70,000. 
They are looking for a one-bedroom 
apartment in their neighborhood.Ka
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Design Challenge: Reaching the “Un-Networked”
How can housing providers better reach residents who don’t have robust  
social ties or affiliations with community institutions that alert members to 
housing opportunities?

Carl, 55, works as a security guard at JFK  
making $30,000 a year. He is single and has  
no close friends or family in New York City.  
He has never heard of HPD, and he gets news 
from the radio and TV, so he hasn’t seen  
affordable housing newspaper ads.Ka
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I applied so many 
times already, but 
I don’t think I am 
doing it right. Most 
of the time I never 
hear back.

We saw this 
flyer for a  
new building 
in our neigh-
borhood, 
but we don’t 
know how the 
application 
works.

We’ve heard about 
subsidized apartments, 
but aren’t they for really 
low-income people? 
Would we qualify?

I would love to live closer 
to my job, but can’t 
seem to find anything 
affordable there.

We are 
expecting 
our first 
child and 
would love 
our own 
apartment.
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(meaning many eligible local residents already have affordable housing) or when 
relatively few income-eligible households reside in the community-board district. Lack 
of sufficient developer outreach may be another contributing factor.

ABOUT THE PROPOSALS

A Knowledge-Sharing Infrastructure

Based on the findings described above, the following questions emerged as drivers 
for design efforts:

	 How might HPD offer stronger support for community groups that provide 
	 one-on-one assistance to applicants? 
	 How could HPD offer greater access to clear and consistent information, 

	 engaging residents through the right channels, with the proper information,  
	 and at strategic moments over time? 
	 How might the public develop increased awareness of HPD’s affordable 

	 housing program? 
	 How might the public have improved comprehension of application requirements 		

	 and processes, as well as applicant rights and responsibilities?

The four pilot proposals described in the upcoming pages respond directly to these 
questions. Each pilot proposal seeks to support a robust infrastructure for New 
Yorkers to share knowledge about the affordable housing application process.

The proposals recommend that HPD enable the dynamic and reciprocal exchange of 
information between key service-related constituents — essentially treating the provi-
sion of information as a service. Specifically, it’s recommended that HPD:

	 Proposal 1: Adopt new, human-centered informational materials.
	 Proposal 2: Encourage hyper-local marketing by developers.
	 Proposal 3: Support community-based “housing ambassadors.”
	 Proposal 4: Form a street team for in-person HPD outreach.

“Information as service” is the  
common thread across each proposal. 
Hyper-local marketing attempts 
to connect with applicants in their 
individual communities. Housing 
ambassadors and HPD street team 
members act as the human  
channels for HPD and partnering 
service providers. 

Proposal Ecosystem
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Guiding Design Objectives

Certain guiding objectives, based on design research findings, inform each of the 
proposals. These design objectives are the glue that holds the knowledge-sharing 
infrastructure together. The project’s  theory of change (see graphic, p.69) is that 
by carrying out the four proposals, the agency will see positive short- and long-term 
outcomes. If proven effective during piloting, HPD can use these basic principles  
as a foundation to shape the design of future community outreach and interactions.

Objective 1: Encourage Information Accessibility & Exchange through  
Asset-Based Collaborations

HPD does not need to be the sole distributer of reliable program information. Indeed, 
systems of co-production can be supported among service partners (CBOs and 
developers) and members of the public. As one constituent learns new information, 
she or he becomes an ambassador or teacher, passing that knowledge to others — 
enabling residents to be active participants in the process by honoring their expertise 
and role in the exchange of information.

The person-to-person, everyday approach used by the pilot proposals relies on the 
varying scales at which HPD and its partners — including CBOs, elected officials, 
developers, and marketers — reach or interact with potential applicants. The proposals 
leverage the power of public and private partnership for a range of potential impacts, at 
varying geographic scales. The proposal for housing developers targets the immediate 
vicinity of a development; community groups are encouraged to reach out to all mem-
bers of their neighborhood network; and the city agency is asked to focus on outreach 
that spans neighborhoods and income groups.

Objective 2: Account for Applicants’ Lived Realities

New Yorkers apply for affordable housing from the context of their daily experiences, 
not from within a vacuum. An applicant’s view of the application process for afford-
able housing is intimately tied to the realities of his or her life, and how he or she 
perceives government and its services in general. Further, the affordable housing Ka
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The proposals work at varying scales: 
Housing developers target the immediate 
vicinity of a development; community 
groups reach out to their neighborhood 
network; and the city agency does 
outreach that spans communities and 
income groups. 

application process requires applicants 
to interact with multiple private and 
public organizations to complete an 
application.

In response, the pilot proposals have 
been designed to connect with individu-
als in their everyday environs, rather 
than asking applicants to step into more 
official surroundings. Person-to-person 
interactions, ideally with trusted CBOs, 
peers, or neighbors — as opposed 
to solely digital distribution or formal 
presentations from professionals — are 
recommended as a primary mode of 
active information exchange (in addition 
to the official channels HPD currently 
provides).

These forms of interaction put a human 
face on a seemingly complicated 
process. In addition, the newly pro-
posed informational materials attempt 
to guide and equalize person-to-person 
conversations with accurate and usable 
information. Applicants are provided 
with tools to manage their application 
process holistically and within the con-
text of their “everyday” interactions.

Objective 3: Enable Informed Decision-Making through  
Human-Centered Information Design

Many applicants understandably have difficulty following the complex details of afford-
able housing application processes. The objectives above attempt to address this 
complexity through improved sites and scales of information exchange.

To further mitigate this complexity and enable informed decision-making, all of the 
pilot proposals also address informational needs across various communication and 
distribution channels and formats. The goal here should not just be more information, 
but better information.

Clear, simple, and engaging design — of materials and services — is crucial for sup-
porting informed decision-making. The following tenets guided the visual and content 
design of the proposals’ informational materials:

	 Provide consistent, up-to-date, and straightforward information in human terms.
	 Create highly visual material for diverse readers.
	 Communicate processes clearly and in a timely manner through reasonable 

	 expectation setting with applicants.

Public and Private Collaboration: 
Range of Potential Impact
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Proposal 1: ADOPT NEW, HUMAN-CENTERED 
INFORMATIONAL MATERIALS
During the design-research process, many housing applicants, HPD front-line staff, and 
CBOs expressed a need for easy-to-understand, centralized, and consistent informa-
tion on the application process. As a result, the proposal below recommends that HPD 
implement, distribute, and sustain a series of new or redesigned informational materials to 
be used throughout the application process — from marketing to interview and lease-up.

The materials are designed to be helpful to potential applicants, ambassadors, HPD 
staff, and developers. These materials include a redesigned advertisement template 
to list information about a specific development, as well as a monthly-listings template 
that offers information about all available developments citywide. An income guide, 
application-process map, and a checklists document complete the suite of new HPD-
branded informational materials.

These materials are intended to ensure that the application process is understand-
able and transparent, both for housing applicants and for those who help applicants 
through the process. Please note that Proposals 2 through 4 explore specific distribu-
tion channels for the informational materials presented in this section.

INFORMATIONAL MATERIALS: INSIGHTS FROM 
PARTICIPATORY DESIGN
Participant insight, captured during design workshops, includes the following:

	 Application-related information and marketing details can be hard to locate 
	 and understand. Access to information feels scattered across multiple, misaligned 	
	 distribution channels. 
	 Current information design and content about the affordable housing application 		

	 process tends to lack straightforwardness and a human tone. 
	 Specific content areas deemed “confusing” relate to income requirements, 

	 eligibility, required documentation, applicant rights, and clarity of process. 
	 Participants are interested in understanding application-processing time frames, 	

	 like: how long a step might take and when or if they will receive a response after 		
	 turning in materials. Sometimes applicants feel like they are “left in the dark.” 
	 Applicants request a varied amount of informational support from HPD and other 	

	 third-party organizations. Some individuals are interested in comprehensive details 	
	 while others prefer high-level points. Additionally, some participants ask for the 		
	 translation of materials into multiple languages beyond English. 
	 Some applicants cannot identify and/or are not fully aware of the work HPD 

	 performs in affordable housing. 
	 Applicants, community groups, developers, etc. believe that equal access to the 

	 same informational materials can provide each group with the same “language”  
	 from which to communicate and collaborate with one another.

Co-Creating the Process Map 
Several participants in a co-creation 
workshop with a South Bronx CBO discuss 
pain points in the application process 
and design solutions that resolve their 
frustrations. Gr
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Yolanda: Informational Materials 
provide clear guidance 
Yolanda found a copy of the process map 
at her local library. She then went to 
HPD’s website to download all the other 
informational materials. She is now 
collecting documentation for her income  
and will apply again. 

All of this material is so 
helpful. I have a much better 
understanding of how the 
application works and how to 
document our income.

When you have motivated 
people who want to get placed 
into an affordable unit, they 
will read through all materials.
A South Bronx CBO participant  
at a co-creation workshop in the  
South Bronx

Persona Scenario
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INFORMATIONAL MATERIALS: PROPOSAL GOALS
The proposed communications tools are meant to supplement the marketing process, 
from initial advertisement to the applicant interview, giving people the right information 
at the right time. In addition, the materials are designed to facilitate collaboration and 
conversation between key service partners and applicants. Specific goals for these 
materials are as follows:

Provide Consistent, Up-to-Date, and Straightforward Information in Human Terms

The content, voice, tone, aesthetics, and information hierarchy — the structure, order, 
and relative weighting of content components, also known as “information architec-
ture”— of the informational materials should be user-friendly, trustworthy, relatable in 
tone, and meaningful. All resources should align with the HPD brand and reflect up-
to-date versions of the application process so that applicants connect the materials to 
a trusted source and are reassured by the accuracy of the information.

Communicate Processes Clearly and Set Reasonable Expectations with Applicants

The informational materials should be explicit about the key steps, time frames, and other 
process-related points in order to help applicants successfully navigate the process with 
the correct expectations throughout their service journey, the series of interactions, with 
people and materials, that comprise the application experience.

Support Diverse Readers with Highly Visual Materials

Some applicants for affordable housing have low-literacy levels in English or even in 
their native language. Information graphics (including icons and process maps) can 
enhance most forms of communication, particularly complex material. By developing 
highly visual and simplified forms of communication, HPD can ensure that all constitu-
ents (regardless of language preference and/or literacy level) have a better chance of 
understanding application-related information.

Enhance Collaboration through Accessible and Well-Designed Informational Materials

Well-designed collateral is particularly useful when it facilitates information exchange 
between experts and novices. For example, a street-team member (Proposal 4) can 
point out available units when engaging with potential applicants at an event, or a 
housing ambassador (Proposal 3) can employ the supplemental materials for appli-
cant support throughout the application process.

INFORMATIONAL MATERIALS: REQUIRED RESOURCES
This proposal calls for HPD to distribute, print, and maintain five new or revised 
communication pieces. Each designed piece is compatible with standard office 
printer formats and is designed to be effective whether printed in black and white or 
in color. Each piece can also be saved as a full-color PDF for digital download and 
distribution.

Advertisement Template

HPD provides developers with a template that can be customized and used as the 
official advertisement for a given development. This advertisement is placed in news-
papers and sent to community contacts and elected officials. Enlarged versions of 
this flyer can also be mounted to construction fencing.

Design research with interested apartment seekers suggested that residents had 
difficulties understanding the content of the advertisement and were not familiar with 

This building is being constructed through the Low-Income Affordable Marketplace Program (LAMP) of the New York City Housing Development 
Corporation and the Low Income Rental Program (LIRP) of the New York City Department of Housing Preservation and Development. 

Affordable Housing For Rent 
45 NEWLY CONSTRUCTED UNITS 
	
  

500 West 30th Street, Chelsea, Manhattan 
Amenities: 24-hour attended lobby, on-site resident 
manager, sun terrace, fitness center†, computer lounge†, 
bbq terrace†, party rooms† (†additional fees apply). 

Transit: A/C/E to 34th St or M34 bus 
More Info: www.developerwebsite.com 
No application fee. No broker’s fee. 

Who Should 
Apply? 

Individuals or households who meet the income and 
household size requirements listed in the table below 
may apply. Only qualified applicants will be eligible 
for apartments. Applicants who live in New York City 
receive a general preference for apartments. 

Preference for a percentage of units goes to: 
• applicants with mobility impairments (5%) 
• applicants with visual or hearing impairments (2%) 
• residents of Manhattan community district 7 (50%) 
• municipal workers (5%) 

Unit Size Monthly Rent* Units Available Household Size** Annual Household Earning*** 

Studio $670 22 1 person $24,892 ̶$30,100 

1 bedroom $564 5 

1 person 
2 people 

$26,675 
$26,675 

̶$30,100 
̶$34,400 

1 bedroom $720 28 

2 people 
3 people 

4 people 

$31,989 
$31,989 

$31,989 

̶$34,400 
̶$38,700 

̶$42,950 

2 bedroom $873 2 

* Rent includes gas for cooking ** Household size includes 
everyone who will live with you, 
including parents and children. 
Subject to occupancy criteria. 

*** Household earnings includes salary, 
hourly wages, tips, Social Security, 
child support, and other income for 
household members. Income guide- 
lines subject to change. 

How Do You Apply? Apply online or through mail. To apply online, please go to: www.nyc.gov/housingconnect. To request an 
application by mail, send a postcard to: Macedonia Plaza, P.O. Box 1166, New York, NY 10039. Only send 
one application per development. Don’t submit duplicate applications. Do not apply online and also send 
in a paper application. Applicants who submit more than one application will be disqualified. 
	
  
Applications must be postmarked or submitted online no later than May 25, 2014. 
Late applications will not be considered. 
	
  

After the deadline, applications are selected for review through a lottery process. If yours is selected and 
you appear to qualify, you will be invited to an interview to continue the process of determining your eligibility. 
Interviews are usually scheduled from 2 to 10 months  after the application deadline. You will be asked to bring 
documents that verify your household size, identity of members of your household, and your household income. 

When is the Deadline? 

What Happens After 
You Submit an 
Application? 

Mayor Michael Bloomberg 
HPD Commissioner RuthAnne Visnauskas 
HDC President Marc Jahr 

www.nyc.gov/housingconnect 

2 bedroom, 2 bath $873 14 2 people $31,989 ̶                                                                                                                                                                                                      $34,400 

2 people $25,612 ̶                                                                                                                                                                                                      $27,520 
2 bedroom $687 3 3 people $25,612 ̶                                                                                                                                                                                                      $30,960 

4 people $25,612 ̶                                                                                                                                                                                                      $34,360 

1 person $21,326 ̶                                                                                                                                                                                                      $24,080 

2 people $21,326 ̶                                                                                                                                                                                                      $27,520 

Studio $525 4 1 person $19,920 ̶                                                                                                                                                                                                      $24,080 

2. See Unit Requirements... 1. View the Available  Units... 

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
   	
  

Advertisement Template
A customizable template allows developers 
to create easy-to-read listings flyers, ads, 
and signage.

Affordable Housing for Rent 
 

	
  
June 2013 Listing 

T H E   B R O N X  

N10 

MN11 

M A N H A T T A N  

Q U E E N S  

BK1 

BK8 

BK17 

B R O O K L Y N  

* You are eligible for an apartment based on your total 
household income and household size, and other criteria. 
Make sure to review detailed requirements, including income 
range, on the individual advertisement for each development. 

S T A T E N   I S L A N D  

facebook.com/NYCHPD 

@nychousing 

www.nyc.gov/housingconnect 
www.nyc.gov/hpd 

Visit www.nyc.gov/housingconnect to 
get more information or to apply online. 

This document is for informational purposes only. 
This is not an application for affordable housing. 

	
  

www.nyc.gov/housingconnect 

CAMBA Gardens in East Flatbush, Brooklyn 
Income ranges between   $29,760 – $59,820* 

	
  
	
  

61 apartments Deadline: July 12, 2013 	
  

Berean Apartments in Crown Heights, Brooklyn 
Income ranges between   $30,069 – $59,820* 

	
  

106 apartments Deadline: July 15, 2013 	
  

50 North Fifth Street in Williamsburg, Brooklyn 
Income ranges between   $29,829 – $51,540* 

	
  

46 apartments Deadline: July 1, 2013 	
  

Harlem River Point South in East Harlem, Manhattan 
Income ranges between   $18,858 – $59,820* 

	
  
M 

	
  

139 apartments Deadline: August 12, 2013 	
  

Bethany Place in North Harlem, Manhattan 
Income ranges between   $47,383 – $129,610* 

	
  

23 apartments Deadline: August 22, 2013 
	
  

	
  

Visit www.nyc.gov/housingconnect 
to get more info or to apply online. 
 

Monthly Listing of Available 
Developments
Community groups can display these 
monthly-listings posters on their bulletin 
boards, allowing potential applicants 
to quickly see available units in their 
neighborhood and beyond.
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terms like “community board” or “community preference.” Further, the layout and 
design did not accentuate important process details, including how and where to 
apply for affordable units.

A revised template developed for this proposal works across multiple scales (news-
paper ad, standard-sized flyer, and construction-site sign) and draws attention to the 
key information.

Staff members of community organizations and potential applicants expressed  
the need for a comprehensive, hard-copy overview of all currently available and 
upcoming developments. Lists of developments are presently available on NYC 
Housing Connect and the HPD, HDC, and New York City websites. However,  
CBO staff members specifically mentioned the need to display such information on 
their bulletin boards and/or to hand out flyers at workshops. Some groups have  
proactively created hard-copy lists, but resource constraints preclude most CBOs 
from taking this step.

A new monthly-listings template has been developed for this proposal. The tem-
plate will be updated monthly by HPD and distributed to partner CBOs for use. 
CBOs can customize the template by adding their contact details and other relevant 
information.

A development’s location, income-eligibility requirements, and number of available 
units were identified during design research as essential pieces of content that should 
be highlighted in the monthly-listings template. As such, the monthly-listings template 
visualizes these details in order to grab the attention of potential applicants.

Process Map Document

During participatory design-research activities, many CBOs, developers, and resi-
dents explained that they did not understand how the overall application process for 
affordable housing works. A highly visual process map has been developed to clearly 
map out the steps applicants must take to apply.

Included content describes an applicant’s service journey — the series of interactions 
she or he experiences over the time frame of the application process, from pre- 
marketing to the lease-up phase. Other content areas set clear expectations regard-
ing processing time frames and eligibility criteria.

Income Guide Document

HPD staff, CBOs, developers, and residents frequently mentioned applicants’ dif-
ficulties in responding to application requirements regarding household income. An 
income guide has been developed for this proposal to support potential applicants in 
reporting their income on housing applications. Note that the income guide does not 
determine eligibility; it describes income requirements and helps applicants supply 
complete and accurate earnings data for each member of their household.

Checklists Document

Some respondents mentioned during design research that applicants are often 
unprepared for the significant amount of documentation they must provide to verify 
their application, if and when they are called in for a screening interview. 

The checklists document provides applicants with a set of lists for required docu-
ments (e.g., copy of current lease, most recent electricity bill, birth certificates for 

Look for  
affordable 
housing

Understand 
eligibility 
guidelines

Submit  
your  
application

Wait while  
applications  
are processed

If selected, 
prove your 
eligibility

Sign a lease,  
appeal, or  
apply to others

1 2 3 4 5 6

LET’S GET STARTED.. .

SEE BACK FOR MORE INFORMATION

Your Guide to
Affordable Housing Steps to Apply

Find Affordable Housing 
Listings Online or in Print

Learn About Eligbility and 
Application Requirements

Mail Your Application or 
Register and Submit Online

It May Take 2 to 10 Months 
to Hear Back 

If Selected, Go to Your 
Interview with Documents

Rejected? Challenge via 
Appeal and Apply to Others.

HPD $

What does it mean for 
housing to be “affordable”?

A common rule is that housing 
is considered affordable when 
households have to spend no more 
than 30% of their gross income on 
rent and utilities. If a family has  
to spend more than 30% of their 
income on rent, they are considered 
‘rent burdened.’ 

This document is for informational purposes only. 
This is not an application for affordable housing. 
Filling out this document does not guarantee that 
you will receive an affordable unit.

Visit www.nyc.gov/housingconnect to 
get more information or to apply online. 

www.nyc.gov/housingconnect

www.nyc.gov/housingconnect

www.nyc.gov/hpd

facebook.com/NYCHPD                 

 @nychousing

This document is for informational purposes only. 
This is not an application for affordable housing. 
Filling out this document does not guarantee that 
you will receive an affordable unit.

Visit www.nyc.gov/housingconnect to 
get more information or to apply online. 

www.nyc.gov/housingconnect

www.nyc.gov/housingconnect

www.nyc.gov/hpd

facebook.com/NYCHPD                 

 @nychousing

Process Map Document
The process map is designed to give applicants 
a high-level view of the steps in the affordable 
housing application process.

AFFORDABLE HOUSING FOR NEW YORKERS: CHECKLIST & RESOURCES 1

Checklist & Resources

After You Apply for Affordable Housing:  

Checklists  
and Resources

ABOUT THIS GUIDE

Affordable housing applications are selected 
for review through a lottery process. If your 
application is selected and you appear to 
qualify for an apartment, you will be invited to 

you are eligible for affordable housing.
 
Interviews are usually scheduled from two to 
ten months after the application deadline. You 
will be asked to bring in documents about who 
will be living with you, how much money the 
household makes, your current apartment, and 
other information.

This guide helps you prepare for the interview. 
It lists the documents you may need to bring 

copies you need.

Income Guide Document
The income guide seeks to help potential 
applicants understand income requirements 
when applying for affordable housing. 

AFFORDABLE HOUSING FOR NEW YORKERS: CHECKLIST & RESOURCES6

Your household’s annual income is the “gross amount”  
earned by everyone over 18 who lives with you. “Gross amount” 
means what you were paid by your employer before taxes.  
Your gross income is usually more than your take-home pay.  
(Note: If you’re self-employed, you report your net income 
after deductions.) 

Collect as much documentation as you can. The IRS says  
the documents below are acceptable proof of income. Provide 
income documents for every household member over 18. 

DO YOU HAVE THESE DOCUMENTS?

Income
Documents

Household  
Employment Income

Does anyone in your household earn a salary or hourly wages? 
The developer will tell you what documents are required.  
You’ll usually be asked to bring the following, for each  
household member:

 o Copies of last six (6) pay stubs      

 o Copies of last year’s W-2 forms (all pages)

 o Copies of signed & completed federal and state tax returns from 
the last year  

 o Proof of cash payments (notarized letters from employers)

 o Bank statements that support deposits

Is anyone in your household self-employed?  
For each self-employed household member, provide copies of: 

 o Copies of past 3 years’ signed Form 1040,  
with schedule C, E or F

 o Copies of all 1099s from the last 3 years

 o Copies of 3 years of state tax returns

Why are all these documents necessary?

HPD and HDC require all of these documents to confirm and 
calculate the total annual amount that your household makes  
– from regular employment and from other income sources. 

AFFORDABLE HOUSING FOR NEW YORKERS: CHECKLIST & RESOURCES 7

Household Income  
from Other Sources

You must show documents about all the money you receive, even 
if it’s not from a job. The developer will tell you what documents are 
required. You’ll usually be asked to bring the following, for each  
household member:

Do	you	receive	benefits	or	income	listed	below?  
Copies of documentation for:

 o Social Security or SSI (annual documentation) 

 o Veteran’s Benefits (annual documentation)  

 o Income from Rental Properties 

 o Public Assistance (AFDC) (Documentation from past 120 days)   

 o Armed Forces Reserves

Do you receive dividends and/or annuities?  
 o Copies of statement from issuing institution(s)

Do you receive scholarship and/or grant money? 
 o Copies of dated award letters

Do you receive alimony and/or child support?  
Provide copies of:   

 o Copies of separation or settlement agreement(s) stating  
the amount and type of support and payment schedule

 o Copies of any official statement or print-out (dated within  
the last 120 days and showing activity and amounts), or  
a notarized affidavit. 

Disability insurance, workers’ compensation,  
and/or severance payments? 

 o Copies of last six (6) current consecutive pay  
stubs or a verification letter

Do you receive ecurring contributions and/or gifts?  
Do you receive other forms of periodic income?  

 o Notarized statement and/or affidavit signed by the person  
providing assistance, including the purpose of the income,  
dates and value of gift(s), and how often the gift is provided 
(weekly, monthly, annually).

 o Bank statements supporting receipt of these payments

Checklists Document
The checklists document provides applicants 
with a framework to help manage all the 
information they need for the interview. 
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I get about 50 calls a day from 
people who have questions 
about the lottery and lease-up 
application process and eligi-
bility requirements.
HPD staff member during interview
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each household member, picture ID, school letters for children, pay stubs, tax returns, 
etc.). It also provides useful tips on how to order missing documents, suggests 
places to make copies of materials, and lists organizations that can provide further 
assistance with housing issues, such as landlord or credit disputes.

INFORMATIONAL MATERIALS: IMPLEMENTATION 
GUIDELINES

Agency Role

The primary role of the agency during the pilot phase is to test the informational mate-
rials with key constituents in consultation with the project team, print and distribute 
collateral both online and in-person through a variety of old and new channels (see 
upcoming proposals), and maintain the documents as needed.

Test & Iterate

For the pilot, the informational materials will go through an additional round of user 
testing to evaluate the usability of all documents. The design team will work with 
HPD to design and facilitate the user testing. Tone, information hierarchy, document 
functionality (i.e., How does the document feel in its digital and print forms to users?), 
visual preference, and value (i.e., Are the documents adding value to the application 
process?) will be examined.

The team will follow up with another design iteration cycle with HPD to ensure that the 
documents reflect insight captured during user testing. By working closely with HPD 
on this final round of testing and document iteration, it’s hoped that HPD will have the 
design framework and experiential toolset to continue to iterate on the most valuable 
documents beyond the pilot phase of the project.

Define Content Governance Plan

Before the pilot launches, HPD will be provided with the advertisement and  
monthly-listings templates. In addition, supplementary applicant documents will be 
handed over in both PDF form for digital distribution and print-ready formats for  
easy printing.

For the pilot phase, one or more HPD staff members should be identified to “own” the 
master copy of the five communications. Content owners are responsible for verifying 
that the materials:

	 comply with all city, state, and federal legal standards and regulations,
	 can be printed in HPD’s on-site print shop in necessary quantities,
	 can be distributed via online and in-person channels to members of the public 

	 and partner organizations.

Content owners are responsible for updating and distributing the material. The 
monthly-listings flyer will require regular monthly updates to reflect the most current 
and upcoming developments. Other communications may not require updates during 
the pilot phase, but the capacity to update visual communication should be consid-
ered for longer-term adaptation of these pilots.

Print Full-Color Copies of Informational Materials

All informational materials are available across color modes and have been designed 
for scalability; however, for the pilot, HPD will need to fund the in-house, full-color 
printing of proposed materials in the HPD print shop.
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All components can be printed to the following specifications:

	 advertisement: 8.5"x11" paper, single-sided, no bleed
	 monthly listing: 8.5"x11" paper, single-sided, no bleed
	 process map: 11"x17" paper, double-sided, no bleed
	 income guide: 8.5"x11" paper, double-sided, folded, 

	 no bleed with a saddle stitch 
	 checklists document (in folder form): 11"x17" cardstock, 

	 double-sided, folded, no bleed

For the pilot phase, the number of printed copies for each document should be  
determined by:

	 purpose and use of document (advertisements, which are highly customizable, 
	 might be needed less than a “universal” document like the process map); 
	 size of the pilot development(s) (smaller developments require fewer materials);
	 type of distribution channel and/or context of interaction (a street-team 

	 member interacting with potential applicants on the street during a large-scale  
	 community event may need more printed materials than an HPD representative 		
	 facilitating an affordable housing workshop with community partners).

The pilot phase will help determine the proper amount of informational materials 
needed for the various distribution channels. Insight captured through observation 
during the pilot program will be communicated to HPD to help minimize future printing 
waste and ensure approximate distribution counts.

Distribute Materials through HPD and NYC Housing Connect Websites

For the pilot phase, the project team will continue to work with HPD to identify the 
appropriate online locations for digital versions of the process map, income guide, 
and checklists document. A few linking strategies are as follows:

	 Make sure that the linked material maps to the discussed content on the page. 
	 The linked content — in this context — acts as additional and/or related 		
	 information. 
	 Phrase the link appropriately and avoid using the term “click here.” Instead, utilize 	

	 nouns and phrases that communicate to users the kind of information they may be 	
	 accessing when they click on the link. 

Participants in design exercises 
recommended that informational materials 
be distributed through multiple channels, 
including online and print. 

Distribution Channels
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	 Place the link at the end of a sentence or in a prominent place on the screen. 	
	 Placement will depend on the linked content; the point is to ensure that the link is 	 
	 accessible to users and logically placed based on the context of the interaction. 
	 Use icons to warn users that they are accessing a downloadable digital file, like a 	

	 PDF, so that they are not surprised when a download is initiated. 
	 Name the PDF file in a way that is relevant to the content of the document 

	 (i.e., the PDF should not be named Version3.pdf) so that when users download  
	 the file to their desktop, its descriptive title will help them find it at a later date.  
	 Once HPD chooses a naming convention, they should use it consistently. 
	 Document titles are searchable; create “google-friendly” documents. If the title of 

	 a document is logical, and reflects how users might understand the content of that  
	 document, then it has a better chance of being found via an online search.

Distribute Materials by Email

During the pilot phase, PDFs of informational materials can be attached to individual 
email messages, group email blasts, and electronic newsletters between HPD and 
service partners or applicants.

Utilizing one consistent email address that clearly names the sender can help with 
uptake of HPD email communications. Timing of communication and amount are also 
keys to effective email engagement. Too many email messages can be cumbersome 
and counterproductive.

Distribute Materials in Person

In addition to digital distribution, HPD should also ensure that hard-copy versions of 
the materials are provided to street team members (Proposal 4) for distribution when 
interacting with potential applicants. HPD can also provide printed informational 
materials to housing ambassadors (Proposal 3) at quarterly informational sessions.

Developer, CBO, & Community Member Roles

Community members can access the informational materials through the HPD and 
NYC Housing Connect websites, as well as via various third-party organizations. 
Developers and CBOs will have the opportunity to receive and/or download the infor-
mational materials and use them in their own marketing and educational efforts. These 
organizations should be encouraged to distribute informational materials along with 
other standard marketing and application materials. As above, it’s recommended that 
the HPD content owner maintain a digital mailing list of individuals and organizations 
to receive alerts that new or updated materials have been posted.

CBOs and community boards can reprint the process map and use it when or if 
people ask about the application process. Developers can include informational 
materials with all of the applications they send to interested parties. By including the 
monthly-listings flyer, in addition to application-support materials, they are educating 
their interested parties regarding other developments that might be more suited to 
their unique needs or income. Further descriptions of how third-party organizations 
may use the materials are contained in the three proposals that follow.
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Proposal 2: ENCOURAGE HYPER-LOCAL 
MARKETING
To ensure that units are marketed fairly to all New Yorkers, HPD has established 
marketing guidelines for developers of HPD-financed affordable housing units. The 
guidelines require developers to:

	 Participate in a lottery to assign units to households.
	 Create an advertisement and place it in a minimum of three newspapers: one 

	 citywide daily newspaper with a circulation of at least 200,000; one ethnic  
	 newspaper with a circulation of at least 10,000; and one local newspaper. 
	 Erect a project site sign and marketing sign, informing people how to obtain 

	 an application for units in the development. 
	 Maintain a list of individuals who have inquired about the project and mail these 

	 individuals an application once marketing begins. 
	 Draft and mail letters to a list of community contacts and elected officials who 

	 can spread the word about the development.

Aside from the site-signage requirement, these strategies require that potential 
applicants actively seek out information, by contacting a developer, maintaining a rela-
tionship with a CBO, or by perusing the appropriate newspaper. HPD may be able 
to attract more eligible applicants by engaging in a hyper-local marketing strategy — 
going into communities and sharing information with potential applicants in the places 
where they spend time — instead of asking or expecting that eligible applicants find 
HDP and its services.

This pilot proposal suggests that HPD supplement existing outreach by asking  
developers to share redesigned advertisements (described in Proposal 1, above) in 
public venues frequented by neighborhood residents, including laundromats, bode-
gas, and supermarkets, schools, churches, hospitals, gyms, libraries, and transit sta-
tions. By targeting locations frequented by most community members at some point 
during the average week, more eligible residents could become aware of available 
units and will apply.

HYPER-LOCAL MARKETING: INSIGHTS FROM 
PARTICIPATORY DESIGN
The following recommendations resulted from one-on-one interviews, group  
conversations, and workshops with community members, community-based  
organizations that work with potential applicants, and housing professionals 
(including developers and HPD staff). Insights regarding developers’ marketing 
processes included:

	 To increase their chances of meeting preference requirements, some developers 
	 elect to go further than the required marketing guidelines, engaging in person-to-person  
	 marketing and holding informational seminars and application training sessions at 		
	 local events, such as community-board meetings, and/or local organizations. 
	 Even so, if application announcements were available in places where community 

	 members spend time, developers might better target income-eligible individuals  
	 from within the community-board district. 
	 The physical presence of a construction site can be a powerful advertising tool — 

	 neighbors become curious and want to find out how to apply for an apartment long  
	 before completion.

Carl: Reaching people in the  
context of their ‘everyday’
Carl saw a flyer for a development in his 
neighborhood at the local corner store.  
He wrote down the phone number and  
called the next day. He was sent an 
application and applied. He also asked  
a co-worker to check HPD’s website for  
him and print out applications for other 
buildings in his area. 

If it wasn’t for that flyer at  
the corner store, I would have 
never found out about the 
City’s program.

I saw the building, so I asked  
the security guard next door,  
[if] there are apartments  
available. He didn’t know, but 
he told me where to go and 
ask. So then I went to the  
management’s office and filled 
out an application.
Interview with resident in the Bronx
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HYPER-LOCAL MARKETING: PROPOSAL GOALS
One reason that some developments may have difficulty filling community-board 
preferences is that eligible individuals in those communities do not know about the 
developments. This proposal outlines a series of actions that could help a developer 
create more targeted marketing channels in the community districts where affordable 
units are constructed.

Reach Residents in Community Districts Where New Developments Are Planned

Current marketing guidelines implicitly focus on potential applicants who already have 
good access to information, whether via the proactive consumption of media or connection 
to a local group or individual who distributes news. However, there may be significant num-
bers of residents who lack strong community bonds (and thus access to local information) 
or literacy skills (print or digital), but who nevertheless would be interested in, and qualified 
for, an affordable housing unit. To that end, this proposal is designed to target New Yorkers 
across a given community-board district — one in which a new development is located. 

Attract New Audiences to the New Housing Marketplace Plan

There is another group of people who are perhaps digitally literate and networked, 
but not connected to the affordable housing community. This group of people might 
not be aware that they’re eligible for affordable housing or may not currently be in the 
market for a new apartment, but they might come across a flyer and learn about HPD, 
keeping the program in mind the next time they are in need of housing. 

Reach People in the Places They Frequent

In addition to putting materials online and distributing them through traditional media 
sources and community organizations, local residents may best be reached through direct 
marketing in their neighborhood’s publicly accessible locales. Potential sites for this hyper-
local marketing include local businesses and community institutions, as well as construc-
tion sites. The selected sites should be the largest and most trafficked in the community, 
increasing the likelihood of engaging the widest possible range of potential applicants.

HYPER-LOCAL MARKETING: REQUIRED RESOURCES
This proposal calls for human resources, access to templates, and organizational 
facilitation from HPD. Required proposal components are as follows:

HPD Management

HPD will act as a facilitator for this proposal — working with developers and their 
marketing agents during the marketing plan development process to include hyper-
local marketing as an activity.

Developers and Their Marketing Agents

Developers and their marketing agents are already doing a lot of work to notify New 
Yorkers about their developments. This proposal suggests that they augment these 
efforts by blanketing locations in the community with the informational materials 
described below. They may consider using paid staff or recruiting volunteers from the 
community to distribute the materials.

Informational Materials: Advertisement + Monthly-Listings Poster

The hyper-local marketing proposal depends on materials described in Proposal 
1, namely the redesigned advertisement and monthly-listings template. The 

Typical Construction-Site Sign
Banners currently hung on the fencing 
around HPD-financed developments provide 
hyper-local marketing. 

Developers Review Marketing 
Materials
Collaborative exercises with community 
groups, housing developers’ staff members, 
and agency staff revealed needs and 
requirements for marketing materials.
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monthly-listings flyer should be distributed alongside the redesigned advertisement 
so that New Yorkers get a full picture of the advertised unit’s context and can make a 
choice about the most suitable development for their needs. Please see Proposal 1: 
Informational Materials for more information about these specific materials. 

Hyper-Local Marketing Best Practices

Hyper-local marketing requires that developers and their marketing agents interact 
with local merchants and community sites in a way that they may never have before. 
Accordingly, HPD should create and maintain a brief list of best-practice recommen-
dations for most effectively distributing hyper-local marketing materials; a prelimi-
nary list is provided below. Developers should be encouraged to modify these tips 
to include guidance related to their specific context and needs, and share effective 
practices with HPD.

HYPER-LOCAL MARKETING: IMPLEMENTATION GUIDELINES

Agency Role

For the purposes of this proposal’s pilot implementation, the agency’s main respon-
sibilities are to enlist one or more developers to commit to testing hyper-local 
marketing, ensure that these developers and their marketing agents have all of the 
ingredients of this pilot plan, and confirm that they understand the distribution plans. 
Accordingly, HPD would be expected to: 

Select Development(s) for Pilot Implementation

HPD should select at least one development to pilot the hyper-local marketing pro-
posal. The selected development(s) should be committed to fully implementing the 
hyper-local marketing proposal and evaluating its impact on the process and outcome 
of marketing efforts.

Hold Hyper-Local Marketing Kickoff Meeting

A meeting to kick off the hyper-local marketing effort should be held during, or very 
close to, the development’s overall marketing meeting. During the kickoff meeting, 
HPD should describe the hyper-local marketing requirements and preview the associ-
ated materials. Hyper-local marketing distribution requirements and laws should be 
included alongside the existing marketing guidelines. 

HPD should request that the developer submit a hyper-local marketing plan as part of 
the standard marketing plan to HPD.

Developer, CBO, & Community-Member Roles

Developers will be responsible for distributing the advertisement and monthly-listings 
poster to the places of daily life. As part of this task, they should:

Submit Hyper-Local Marketing Plan

After the kickoff meeting, selected developers should create a hyper-local marketing 
plan as a supplement to the required marketing plan. The hyper-local marketing plan 
should be submitted at the same time the developer submits the standard marketing 
plan to HPD. The plan should include:

	 neighborhoods covered,
	 target number of advertisements to be distributed in each neighborhood,
	 number and location of distribution sites to be visited in each neighborhood,Be
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	 name(s) of the staff members who will distribute the materials,
	 timeline for distribution implementation and subsequent removal of materials by 

	 the application deadline.

Customize the Advertising Template and Produce Copies

Developers must be responsible for downloading the advertising template, modifying 
the template based on their specific data and information, and producing the resulting 
advertisement for distribution to locations around the community.

Distribute Advertisements in Community Districts

Developers should place at least 50 flyers in high-trafficked areas in the community-
board district. Potential sites to seek permission for posting include laundromats, 
bodegas, and supermarkets, barbers and beauty salons, schools, churches, hospi-
tals, and doctors’ offices, gyms, libraries, and transit stops.

A potential sequence of events for distributing informational materials includes  
the following:

	 Reach out to entities in each community-board district who can provide hyper-local 
	 guidance about where to post flyers, for example: 
	 	 council member’s office,
	 	 community boards,
	 	 borough president’s community liaison,
	 	 churches and religious leaders,
	 	 social-services providers.
	 Create a script for volunteers to follow when asking for permission to post 

	 advertisements. The script should include: 
	 	 who you are, whom you work for, and why you are asking to post the 
		  materials in their shop; 
	 	 prompts to give the merchants the opportunity to say “no”: these are private 
		  businesses and merchants have the right to refuse to post the informational  
		  materials. 
	 Print at least 50 copies of the advertisement and the monthly-listings flyer 

	 for distribution. 
	 As marketing agents are canvassing, they should ensure that the selected 

	 hyper-local marketing sites: 
	 	 are publicly accessible (even if privately owned) and located in a relatively 
		  high-traffic area; 
	 	 have a place to post the flyer (taped to the wall or storefront window or 
		  pinned to a bulletin board); 
	 	 are high-trafficked areas that neighborhood residents are likely to frequent.
	 Create a supply pack for distributers including thumbtacks, tape, more information 

	 about the initiative, printed instructions for location managers on when and how to  
	 remove the advertisement, and business cards of someone at the developer’s office  
	 should the merchant have additional questions about hyper-local marketing efforts. 
	 Maintain a list of distribution locations. Developers should also create a “do-not-

	 disturb” list of sites that reject requests to leave materials.

Monitor & Remove Materials

Hyper-local marketing managers should canvas the community-board district each 
week to replace any worn, torn, or vandalized advertisements and monthly-listings 
posters. At the end of the marketing period hyper-local marketing agents should 
remove all advertisements and monthly-listings posters. Ka
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Proposal 3: SUPPORT HOUSING AMBASSADORS
Throughout New York City, many individuals and institutions support residents in 
applying for affordable housing. They include neighborhood groups, who assist in 
filling out applications; nonprofit developers, who maintain hotlines for applicants; 
employees of city agencies, who answer questions on the phone; community-based 
organizations, who translate documents or host housing-related workshops; and 
many individuals with housing experience who blog about affordable housing, or 
help neighbors, friends, and family members through the application process. This 
proposal calls for HPD to implement a pilot program, “NYC Housing Ambassadors,” 
to recognize the work of these groups and individuals and to support their work by 
providing reliable information and resources.

HOUSING AMBASSADORS: INSIGHTS FROM  
PARTICIPATORY DESIGN
Staff members of community-based organizations provided valuable insights into their 
work with housing applicants and the challenges faced by applicants. The following 
insights resulted from these interviews, conversations, and participatory workshops:

	 Community members, especially in immigrant neighborhoods, often rely on 
	 CBOs in addition to elected officials, community boards, and official channels  
	 for information about affordable housing. 
	 Limited access to reliable and consistent informational materials, particularly those 

	 that can be used in a hard-copy format and/or adapted for community needs,  
	 hinders CBO’s work with community members. 
	 Knowledge about the application and lease-up process is often acquired informally 

	 by CBO staff and may be incomplete or inaccurate. 
	 Community groups may have limited access to HPD staff — often by design, to 

	 conserve HPD staff resources — and they often struggle to keep up with marketing  
	 information posted online.

HOUSING AMBASSADORS: PROPOSAL GOALS
Establish Channels for Communication & Feedback between Ambassadors & HPD

It is recommended that HPD set up a pilot of formal communication channels between 
the agency, CBOs, and others interested in participating. Communication channels 
should include both in-person meeting opportunities and phone or digital communica-
tions. These channels should allow for “horizontal” peer-to-peer communication as 
well as “vertical” ambassador-agency communication.

Ensure a Consistent Message about the Marketing & Application Process

For ambassadors to function effectively, they need to be well informed about all HPD 
regulations. Knowing that members of the public rely on their trusted community-
based organizations, it is important that the organizations’ knowledge is consistent 
with HPD’s message about the marketing and application process. Ideally, CBO 
staff assisting in the application process should receive regular training and updates 
directly from HPD, through information sessions or email blasts.

Distribute the Knowledge of Those Acting as Ambassadors

Current “unofficial” ambassadors often have robust social networks. To be most 
effective, ambassadors’ knowledge base should be developed, as above, then, ampli-
fied through their peer network. By efficiently disseminating information to multiple 

Luis and Martha: In-Person 
 Application SuppoRT
Luis and Marta spoke to a housing ambassador 
in their neighborhood. She helped them fill out 
an application and showed them other available 
options on a monthly listing poster. She gave 
them tips on how to collect documentation of 
their income. They will meet with her again to 
prepare for an interview if they get one.

We feel 
much better 
after some-
one showed 
us how  
the process 
works.

She says people 
who already 
live in the 
neighborhood 
get preference. 
That makes me 
hopeful.

People see a construction  
site and they come in and  
ask, when or where they can  
apply. I don’t know. We don’t 
have any information when  
the marketing for that particu-
lar site starts. The only way  
to find out is to keep checking 
the HPD website and that’s 
really cumbersome.
Interview with CBO staff
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members of their community, who then inform and teach one another, ambassadors 
may create a “multiplier effect” for housing information. Utilizing ambassadors as 
effective “middlemen” reduces the amount of HPD staff time required currently to 
respond to inquiries from individuals through 311 or directly to HPD.

Increase Meaningful Face-to-Face Interaction between Ambassadors & Applicants 
Prior to Applying and Throughout the Process

Ambassadors should be equipped to offer timely, specific, and differentiated sup-
port to residents as they proceed through various stages of the application process. 
CBOs should not only provide informational materials, but also help applicants build 
their own capacity for correctly responding to application requirements.

HOUSING AMBASSADORS: REQUIRED RESOURCES

Individuals to Serve as Housing Ambassadors

The primary resource required for implementing this proposal is human. As 
described above, individuals and organizations already providing assistance with afford-
able housing applications should be trained and recruited to serve as ambassadors. 
Their role should be formalized as participants in this pilot, and communicated to 
members of the public.

Housing Ambassador Information Sessions

Similar to already existing educational events aimed at tenants, building owners, 
and members of the development community, HPD should host information  
sessions for housing ambassadors. At such sessions, HPD staff can introduce the 
informational materials described in the proposal above, give an overview of the 
entire marketing and lease-up process, and answer related questions. For com-
munity groups that act as ambassadors, the information session is an opportunity to 
ensure that their staff members are well-versed in these matters, have an oppor-
tunity to ask questions, provide feedback to the agency, and exchange experience 
among themselves.

Informational Materials

A critical component of the ambassador’s work is the availability of the informa-
tional materials described in the proposal above. The process map, along with the 
income guide and checklists document, forms the basis for timely, consistent,  
and accurate knowledge about applying for affordable housing. In addition, ambas-
sadors should be able to display and distribute monthly-listings flyers and adver-
tisements to advertise all available and upcoming lotteries. Please see Proposal 1 
for complete details.

Platform for Feedback and Exchange

During design-research sessions, staff from community-based organizations 
described difficulties in approaching the agency with simple questions related to the 
application process. HPD staff, on the other hand, remarked that they do not have the 
capacity to engage in individual relationships with applicants or CBOs. To meet both 
needs the agency should establish and maintain a communication platform (either 
digital or via regular phone calls) that offers timely, meaningful information to ambas-
sadors while not overburdening agency staff with individual requests.

Co-Creation Meeting with Staff  
at a South Bronx CBO
Staff members at a community organization 
in the South Bronx discuss their challenges 
when helping applicants. 
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Seen as a mechanism to follow up and build on the information session, this  
platform should meet the following goals:

	 Enable “horizontal” communication: Enabling ambassadors to communicate 
	 with each other allows them to share experience and best practices, develop  
	 collaborations, and answer each other’s questions to the extent possible. 
	 Enable “vertical” communication: HPD staff should use the platform to ensure a 

	 consistent message, disseminate information to ambassadors, and intervene,  
	 when inappropriate or false information is being shared. In addition, ambassadors  
	 are HPDs “ears on the ground” and can serve as an effective feedback mechanism  
	 for HPD staff to identify issues related to marketing and lease-up. 
	 Be transparent: By allowing all communication between ambassadors and agency 

	 to be transparent and visible to all participants in the pilot, ambassadors can benefit  
	 from each other’s questions and answers. A transparent platform makes more  
	 efficient use of HPD’s limited staff time, as it strives to avoid having to repeatedly  
	 answer similar questions. HPD staff can benefit from such transparent communication,  
	 being able to monitor and, if needed, correct or delete any misinformation. 
	 Be archived: Creating a searchable archive of all communication exchanged on 

	 this platform allows participants in the pilot to access information at any point  
	 in time. Over the course of the pilot phase, questions and answers in this archive  
	 develop into a robust resource. Participants can search for keywords and use this  
	 resource during their daily work with applicants.

Communication channels that could serve as such a platform include monthly confer-
ence calls, a private online message group (such as a listserv or Google group), or 
regular newsletters summarizing incoming queries. HPD should assess the risks and 
benefits of such channels prior to piloting this proposal, and possibly test one or more 
channels for feasibility with participating ambassadors during the pilot phase.

HOUSING AMBASSADORS: IMPLEMENTATION 
GUIDELINES

Agency Role

The primary role of the agency is to create relationships with, and support, the hous-
ing ambassadors. Accordingly, HPD will need to:

Recruit Ambassadors

To initiate the pilot and recruit existing groups into the program, HPD should reach out 
to organizations that are already providing housing-related services with an invita-
tion to the first information session. During the pilot phase, the group of recognized 
ambassadors may be small and specific to neighborhoods in which developments are 
marketed. In order to participate in the pilot for this program, groups or individuals 
should meet the criteria below:

	 be affiliated with a HUD-approved community-based organization or other group, 
	 such as a church or neighborhood association, that currently assists others in the  
	 housing application process; 
	 participate in an ambassador information session as described above and maintain 

	 a list of all names of staff members who have attended such meetings; 
	 sign a document that acknowledges the rights and responsibilities of an ambassador 

	 organization; 
	 agree to participate in the platform for feedback and exchange.
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Prospective ambassadors should be responsible for demonstrating that they meet 
these criteria.

Host Ambassador Information Sessions

Information sessions for ambassadors should be intended as in-person exchanges 
between all participants. In planning such sessions, HPD staff should develop an 
agenda that includes:

	 a presentation of the pilot for this program, its goals, components, and duration 
	 as well as the context in which it was conceived; 
	 a presentation and handout of the informational material described in Proposal 1;
	 an overview of the marketing and lease-up process followed by Q & A;
	 an opportunity for participants to meet each other and exchange their prior 

	 experience and best practices; 
	 an introduction to the platform for feedback and exchange.

It is recommended that the agency hosts at least two such sessions during the pilot 
phase. The first session would be an opportunity to present the ambassador initiative 
and other pilots discussed in this document in addition to more general information 
about marketing and application. A second session would provide an opportunity for 
HPD to collect feedback from participating ambassadors on their work as ambassa-
dors and the effectiveness of the interaction with HPD.

Distribute Informational Material to Ambassadors

Ambassadors and their networks serve as a great multiplier of information. In order 
to maximize their impact, it is important that they themselves have easy access to 
informational material to use and distribute.

During the design research, staff of CBOs welcomed the idea of information ses-
sions as an opportunity to receive print material for their own education as well as for 
distribution to their constituents. Prior to each session, HPD staff should ensure that 
a sufficient number of copies of all print material are available during the sessions. 
In addition, HPD staff should email PDF versions of all informational material to 

One possible communication platform is  
a private website, where ambassadors and 
agency staff can engage in a dialogue. 

Scenario: Ambassadors Interact 
Online
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participating ambassadors. Updates of the monthly-listings flyer should be emailed 
to participants, when they become available, with a reminder to print, display, and 
distribute the flyer.

Establish and Maintain a Platform for Feedback and Exchange

Prior to the pilot phase, a member of the HPD marketing team should evaluate the 
risks and benefits of different tools for this platform and propose one or more to be 
tested during the pilot phase.

The HPD staff person should be the administrator of the platform for the duration of 
the pilot, should maintain a contact list of all participants, have the ability to invite and 
disinvite participants, and moderate the dialogue. Prior to beginning the dialogue on 
this platform, HPD should set clear expectations and boundaries, and advise partici-
pants of general rules for the group.

Housing Ambassadors’ Role

Housing ambassadors will be primarily responsible for engaging with potential hous-
ing applicants, with the support of HPD. Accordingly, they will be expected to:

Build Public Awareness About Affordable Housing

As participants in this pilot, ambassadors should be expected to educate their con-
stituents about the process of applying for affordable housing through workshops, 
information sessions, and one-on-one consultations. Ambassadors can be one of the 
human faces in this process; provide support throughout the marketing, application, 
and lease-up process; and serve as a point of contact for applicants who are seeking 
assistance in understanding the process.

Distribute Materials

Ambassadors should actively engage in distributing material about the application 
process to their constituents. Printed material available at ambassador information 
sessions and online should be passed on to applicants at workshops or in meetings, 
and be displayed at their facilities. Ambassadors play an important role in distributing 
marketing information within their communities and should lead volunteer efforts to 
distribute marketing flyers, such as the monthly listings or individual advertisements, 
throughout their communities.

Share Information with HPD and Other Stakeholders

In order to maximize the impact of this pilot, it is important for ambassadors to actively 
participate in opportunities to provide feedback to HPD and exchange experience 
with each other. The ambassador information session and the digital platform for 
exchange are two different mechanisms through which ambassadors can share feed-
back about issues that are discussed at the community level and questions that arise.

Note that the pilot is also an opportunity to demonstrate the value of public and private 
partnership. To date, the extent and impact of ambassador-like activities on New York 
City’s affordable housing application process have not been assessed. This pilot 
proposal presents an opportunity to develop metrics to monitor efforts such as this.

  

We host weekly tenant 
workshops in Cantonese and 
Mandarin. Among other things, 
we explain how to apply for 
affordable housing and where 
to find the advertisement for 
it. People usually sign up for a 
follow-up appointment, where 
they come to our storefront and 
we can assist them individually 
with their applications.
Staff member of Asian Americans   
for Equality
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Proposal 4: LAUNCH NYC HOUSING CONNECT 
STREET TEAM
New Yorkers are acutely aware of the most common housing challenge in New York 
City, namely finding affordable housing. Yet, in street interviews many respondents indi-
cated they had never heard the Department of Housing Preservation and Development 
and its efforts to provide affordable housing to hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers. 

To address this lack of visibility and awareness, this proposal calls for HPD to employ 
a street team in strategic locations and at specific events to:

	 highlight HPD’s sponsorship of affordable housing,
	 publicize the rollout of the NYC Housing Connect online application portal,
	 and broaden the pool of eligible housing applicants.

STREET TEAM: INSIGHTS FROM PARTICIPATORY 
DESIGN
In preparing for the rollout of the automated housing-application system, agency 
leadership expressed a desire to get the word out that the public can apply online, 
and to enable better access to a computer for those without access. Design-research 
sessions with members of the public and community-based organizations suggested 
that these concerns were valid, but that availability of the online application (and com-
puter access) may not be, in itself, enough to make all applicants comfortable with the 
application process. Some residents have significant uncertainty about how to take 
the first step and navigate the application or read a housing advertisement correctly. 
The following recommendations resulted from conversations with stakeholders:

	 In order to increase awareness of HPD and its programs, the agency needs to 
	 be publicly visible in places where people are. 
	 The ability to speak with a staff member of HPD creates greater comfort and trust 

	 in the application process. One-on-one HPD assistance, preferably at a location  
	 individuals visit during the activities of their daily life, would be advantageous. 
	 Being able to initiate an application process immediately and on the spot — as opposed 

	 to receiving a static flyer that requires subsequent steps to start an application — is  
	 more likely to encourage residents to act on the information received.

STREET TEAM: PROPOSAL GOALS
The proposal for a street team speaks to two goals that agency staff and leadership 
expressed in several working sessions:

Increase Awareness of HPD and the Online Application System

A temporary station or table in places with a lot of foot traffic provides visibility  
and access to the agency, allowing New Yorkers to directly interact with HPD staff  
on questions related to affordable housing generally and the online application  
system specifically.

Support New Yorkers in Applying for Affordable Housing

In addition to increasing awareness, an on-the-street presence allows agency  
staff (and, if desired, other appropriate partners) to assist members of the public 
by providing informational materials and hands-on help setting up a NYC Housing 
Connect account.

John and Justine: Targeted awareness 
of affordable housing opportunities 
John and Justine met the street team at  
their local farmer’s market. They learned 
about the different income ranges for 
affordable housing and even the option to 
buy. Afterwards they went to HPD’s website, 
and downloaded the process map, income 
guide, and resource checklist. They found  
a number of developments that looked  
right for their income and applied for three 
units that same day. 

Wow, I am so glad we met that 
street team! We had no idea 
that you can apply online.
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STREET TEAM: REQUIRED RESOURCES
This proposal calls for human resources, print and/or PDF materials, other branded 
materials, a folding table and/or tent, and computer hardware. Required proposal 
components are as follows:

HPD Street Team Member

The most important ingredient of the street team is a knowledgeable staff person, well 
versed in the process of applying for affordable housing. This person should be easily 
identifiable through HPD-branded clothing, buttons, signs, or banners.

Informational Materials

The street team should have hard copies of the materials described in Proposal 1 to 
hand out to interested passersby. Please see Proposal 1 for complete details.

HPD-Branded Material

A tee-shirt and/or button with the NYC Housing Connect logo and HPD branding will 
enable passersby to identify staff as members of the NYC Housing Connect street 
team. Large weatherproof signage or banners to be attached to a foldable tent or 
table allow the street team to create a physical presence at events such as street fairs 
or markets.

Laptop or Tablet Device with Internet Connection

In order for the street team to introduce HPD’s online application system to interested 
applicants, the street team should be equipped with a tablet or laptop computer with 
Internet capabilities. Staff must have the ability to demonstrate the registration pro-
cess on the spot, reducing barriers to entry for those who would not otherwise find or 
use the NYC Housing Connect website on their own.

STREET TEAM: IMPLEMENTATION GUIDELINES

Agency Role

The NYC Housing Connect street team should be led and implemented by HPD.  
The team’s goal is to provide a public face for the agency at strategic times 

The NYC Housing Connect street team can 
be identified through branded signage 
and material. Print material, such as the 
process map or advertisements of current 
developments, should be available at the 
street team’s kiosk. 
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and locations, and to represent the City’s effort to implement the New Housing 
Marketplace Plan, by providing information on how to apply for affordable housing. 
Accordingly, HPD should:

Identify Appropriate Staffing Resources

The street team should consist, at a minimum, of two staff members, preferably 
from the agency’s marketing and/or public-outreach units, to engage passersby in 
conversations about the mission of the agency and about the application process for 
affordable housing in particular.

Produce Street Team Materials

HPD should print or order a limited number of tee-shirts and buttons with the HPD 
street team logo that will serve to identify street-team members on the street. Two 
weatherproof signs that can be attached to a table or tent should be printed, and 
a foldable tent or table should either be identified within the agency’s inventory or 
leased for use at street-team appearances.

In addition, the street team should coordinate with HPD’s print shop to have a suf-
ficient number of hard copies of the informational material available for distribution 
during street-team appearances.

Identify Times & Locations Where a Street-Team Appearance Will Be Most Valuable

The goal of the street team is to reach New Yorkers who might be eligible for, but 
unaware of, affordable housing. Ideal locations to capture a cross section of potential 
applicants are major transit hubs close to neighborhoods with HPD developments, 
such as Union Square, Queens Plaza, or Atlantic Terminal, or similarly situated 
destinations, such as the Hub, 125th Street, Fordham Road, or Fulton Mall. These 
locations have the advantage of being busy during weekday business hours, when 
HPD staff may be most available. In addition, public events such as street fairs, block 
parties, farmers’ markets, housing fairs, or parades are places to meet people where 
they are. Most of these events happen on weekends.

The NYC Housing Connect street team  
comes to community events such as farmers’ 
markets, street fairs, block parties, and 
concerts in parks. It can also set up shop on 
the sidewalk in front of public buildings or in 
areas with a lot of foot traffic. 

Rendering of a NYC Housing Connect 
Street Team at a Farmers Market

 K
aj

a 
Kü

hl
 

Public & Collaborative: Designing Services for Housing64 65



During the pilot phase for this proposal, HPD should identify a development that might 
benefit from the agency’s presence on the ground, and plan at least three such events 
during the marketing phase of this development. These events may be held in the 
community-board district of the development, in an effort to assist in meeting com-
munity preference. However, the agency might also choose to target a greater cross- 
section of New Yorkers outside of the community-board district in order to reach  
New Yorkers who were previously unaware of HPD’s programs.

Publicize Locations Where the Kiosk Will Be Appearing

The presence of a street team in a particular location should be advertised through 
the HPD website and HPD social media. It should also be announced to housing 
ambassadors, who can advertise it to their constituents. In addition, HPD should 
reach out to relevant community organizations, who blog about HPD developments 
and can help advertise the presence of the street team at particular events.

Spend Time on the Street

The most important component of this proposal is the presence on the street itself. 
During the time spent on the street, it is critical to engage as many New Yorkers 
as possible in a meaningful way and distribute print material to an even larger 
group. Conversations will likely range from general overview of the New Housing 
Marketplace Plan to detailed assistance in understanding income requirements.
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New Yorkers seeking affordable 
housing are typically introduced to 
HPD through marketing, lottery, and 
lease-up processes facilitated by the 
agency and its development partners. 
However, for those applicants who 
are ultimately selected to move into 
city-subsidized affordable housing, 
the impact of the services HPD pro-
vides extends far beyond the lease-up 
process. For these transitioning 
residents, move-in marks a pivotal 
moment when the possibility of a new 
apartment, new neighbors, and a new 
community becomes a reality.

Moving to a new home presents 
inherent challenges and opportuni-
ties. On the one hand, residents may 
be moving to a less familiar part of 
their neighborhood or to an entirely 
new community, where they do not 
know how to find services that they 
need on a daily basis. They may be 
moving away from friends, family, and 
neighbors with whom they are used 
to sharing resources and supportive 
activities, such as child care, cook-
ing, or carpooling. On the other hand, 
a new living situation may constitute a 
new beginning for some residents — 
a chance to meet new people, access 
new resources, and join or form a 
new community of neighbors.

There is considerable evidence that 
people depend on informal support 
from their social networks before, 
during, and after moving into a new 
home. In a survey of affordable hous-
ing applicants conducted by HPD, 
more than three-quarters of appli-
cants had people upon whom they 
could rely for support in their current 
living situations at the time of apply-
ing for affordable housing.1 Many 
prospective residents also rely on 
social support to negotiate the appli-
cation process. Social networks and 
community groups may supply them 
with information about new hous-
ing opportunities, clarify eligibility 

requirements, or help them assemble 
their applications.

Current research also suggests that 
informational, practical, and emo-
tional support acquired through social 
relationships is just as beneficial to 
residents after moving into affordable 
housing.2 Although their previous 
relationships may have been altered 
or disrupted somewhat, moving into 
a new home provides residents with 
an opportunity to expand or diversify 
their social network, and supple-
ment the informal supports that it 
allows them to give and receive. New 
friends, neighbors, and local acquain-
tances may provide anything from 
a cup of sugar, to advice about the 
neighborhood, to entirely new profes-
sional, recreational, or collaborative 
opportunities.

By creating new affordable housing 
opportunities, HPD is creating the con-
ditions for new interactions, collabora-
tions, and peer-to-peer (as opposed to 
provider-to-user) services to emerge 
between residents. Certain HPD and 
City policies and programs are also 
explicitly intended to improve the well-
being of residents (and by extension, 
their households, buildings, and com-
munities) long after move-in. These 
policies reflect institutional investment 
in the long-term strength and stability 
of residents and the communities into 
which they move, and they suggest 
that affordable housing developments 
can provide space for new residents 
and neighbors to engage in new activi-
ties and collaborations.

For example, HPD has instituted 
comprehensive green-building 
standards for all of its developments, 
encouraging physical and environ-
mental health as well as resource 
efficiency. While not necessarily 
intended to promote social networks 
and collaborative services (such as 
community gardening, shared meals, 

Proposal  
for Future 
Consideration: 
Further Enable 
Resident Social 
Networks & 
Collaborative 
Services
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or resident-led environmental educa-
tion classes) among residents, these 
sorts of policies demonstrate how 
new HPD policies can have a benefi-
cial impact, not only on the preserva-
tion and development of housing in 
the city, but also on the health, well-
being — and potentially on the social 
engagement — of city residents.

Additionally, with HPD’s support, 
some developers invest in archi-
tectural features and infrastructure 
designed to promote healthy living 
and social interaction among resi-
dents. For example, Arbor House is 
a new 124-unit low-income develop-
ment in the Bronx that features a 
living green-wall installation in the 
lobby and a privately operated roof-
top hydroponic farm that will provide 
fresh produce for building residents 
and the local community. It also 
includes active design elements — 
fitness areas and readily accessible 
stairways — to encourage physical 
activity.

HPD also remains strongly com-
mitted to building, preserving, and 
managing supportive housing, where 
services for elderly, disabled, chroni-
cally homeless, or other vulnerable 
populations are incorporated into the 
development’s physical and opera-
tional structure. HPD’s supportive 
housing developments have a holistic, 
resident-focused approach to afford-
able housing where the developer’s 
involvement in the social welfare of its 
tenants and their communities contin-
ues beyond lease-up. For example, at 
The Hegeman in Brooklyn, supportive 
services are available to residents and 
additional amenities extend beyond 
the building itself. Approximately half 
of the building’s staff are residents of 
the neighborhood, and in 2013 the 
building will open an adjacent garden 
that will be available to the wider 
Brownsville community. It will also pro-
vide financial literacy and employment 

services to tenants as well as resi-
dents of Brownsville not living in The 
Hegeman. In the near future, New 
York City will see more of this kind of 
development; in partnership with the 
State of New York, HPD has recently 
committed to doubling the rate at 
which supportive housing is created in 
New York City.

Beyond affordable housing, and in 
cities around the world, more and 
more collaborative services and 
cooperative initiatives are emerging 
organically from creative communities 
experimenting with more satisfy-
ing and sustainable ways of living 
together. Although often fragile and 
highly localized at first, these informal 
community collaborations occasion-
ally attract formalized support from 
local government, which allows them 
to scale and sustain their supportive 
impact.

In New York City, for instance, the 
tradition of community gardening 
in vacant lots grew so strong that 
the City created the GreenThumb 
program to provide assistance 
and coordination to local gardens. 
Meanwhile, in Helsinki, the municipal-
ity now recognizes and helps facilitate 
a cooperative childcare program in 
which parents and caregivers take 
turns providing dependable, afford-
able, and personalized daycare for 
each other’s children in their own 
homes.

It seems clear that both institu-
tional and informal efforts to create 
beneficial environments — both 
physical and social — for residents 
in affordable housing support HPD’s 
mission to stabilize families and 
strengthen neighborhoods. These 
efforts are also emblematic of a 
general trend in public policies — 
such as Councilman Brad Lander’s 
use of participatory budgeting in 
New York City’s 39th District and the 

Apps for Democracy competition in 
Washington D.C. — that leverage 
public participation and community 
engagement to promote responsive 
governance and social welfare.

Supplementing conventional services 
provided by building owners and 
property managers with collaborative 
services co-produced by residents 
and neighbors could help to maxi-
mize scarce resources and improve 
the quality of life in HPD-financed 
developments. With a little help, 
impromptu walking groups, informal 
childcare arrangements, garden-
ing and cooking cooperatives, car 
and bike sharing, and other forms 
of reciprocal household assistance 
could become more regular and 
meaningful parts of the resident 
experience for those who wish to 
participate.

The project team recommends that 
HPD continue to explore these oppor-
tunities, and consider partnering with 
residents, landlords, and neighbor-
hood groups to actively promote 
this form of peer-to-peer service 
provision.

1 Brooks-Gunn, J. & Gaumer, E. (2011). Social Networks 
and Mixed-Income Housing, Appendix: Site 25 Baseline 
Report. 2011 Natural Experiments Grant H-21613CA, 
submitted to U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development.
2 Brooks-Gunn, J. & Gaumer, E. (2011). Natural 
Experiments Grant H-21613CA Narrative. Submitted to 
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development.

As more is learned about the 
characteristics and potential 
benefits of social networks 
in affordable housing com-
plexes, there may be oppor-
tunities for the City to actively 
encourage efforts to further 
connect residents, amplify 
their social assets, and foster 
more engaged communities.
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The four proposals will be evaluated 
during a pilot phase in late 2013 and early 
2014. The pilots are trials on the part of 
HPD to understand whether creating a 
knowledge-sharing infrastructure results 
in better service delivery during the 
affordable housing application process.
Within the context of a formative evaluation, the project team will attempt to 
evaluate the extent to which the proposals lived up to the project’s theory of 
change. The planned project evaluation is intended to enable HPD to under-
stand what works and what doesn’t work from a process and usability per-
spective, in order to modify the proposals prior to full-scale implementation.

Evaluation will be comprised of two parts: an assessment of the design 
objectives embodied in the knowledge-sharing infrastructure model, and an 
assessment of the pilot-plan implementation process. The project team will use 
surveys, interviews, and observations to conduct the evaluation before, during, 
and after pilot implementation.

Note that this evaluation will not allow HPD to understand the comprehensive 
impact that these proposals have on the system; only an experimental research 
model, with a control group and an experimental group, can accurately measure 
impact. Should HPD decide to scale up the proposals, it’s recommended that 
HPD set up an experimental research model to assess the specific impact that 
the pilot proposals and resultant knowledge-sharing infrastructure have on:

	 increasing the number of eligible applicants applying for and accepting 
	 affordable housing units, 
	 enabling developers to meet community preference categories,
	 decreasing the number of affordable units going to open market.

Part 4: 
Evaluating the 
Proposals
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EVALUATION OF THE DESIGN OBJECTIVES
The premise of the knowledge-sharing infrastructure is that a coordinated  
approach to information provision results in a better service experience during the 
affordable housing application process. The pilot proposals are meant to work 
together to improve applicants’ experience by encouraging information accessibility 
and exchange, accounting for applicants’ lived reality, and enabling more informed 
decision-making.

The hyper-local marketing pilot plan addresses these objectives by sharing well-
designed advertisements in places where community members spend time; the 
ambassador program by training CBOs to use the informational materials in deep 
interactions with constituents; the street team by arming HPD staff members with 
materials to spread the word about affordable housing in highly trafficked areas.  
The informational materials are the glue that binds the proposals together; their  
primary value is not as stand-alone resources, but as tools to facilitate local,  
collaborative interactions.

Specific areas of evaluation related to the three design objectives are detailed 
below. Through evaluation, it’s hoped that HPD and the project team can  
understand the extent to which distribution of the informational materials through 
each pilot plan embodied the design objectives of the knowledge-sharing 
infrastructure.
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ASSESSING OBJECTIVE 1: ENCOURAGE INFORMATION 
ACCESSIBILITY & EXCHANGE 
The informational materials have been designed as teaching tools that build shared 
awareness among the affordable housing community – from HPD and HDC to 
developers, CBOs, and potential applicants. It’s hoped that when stakeholders in the 
system really understand the materials, they will not only personally benefit, but also 
begin to share knowledge with their networks.

To evaluate how well the proposals encouraged information accessibility and 
exchange through asset-based collaboration and co-production, the project team will 
evaluate the extent to which each proposal:

	 enhanced the work of each stakeholder in the system,
	 met stakeholder needs and expectations for information exchange and support,
	 provided adequate access to informational materials,
	 encouraged collaboration among implementation partners,
	 encouraged information exchange between potential applicants and their 

	 peer networks, 
	 supported CBOs in providing one-to-one assistance to applicants,
	 empowered potential applicants to utilize and share the informational materials,
	 encouraged collective empowerment through collaboration and information 

	 exchange, 
	 clarified incomplete or inaccurate assumptions held by stakeholders,
	 helped stakeholders keep up with marketing information.

ASSESSING OBJECTIVE 2: ACCOUNT FOR 
APPLICANTS’ LIVED REALITIES
The pilot plans were designed to connect with applicants in their everyday environs. 
The hypothesis is that applicants will be more receptive to information that takes 
into account the context within which they operate. By understanding the impact of 
sharing the materials in everyday contexts, the project team hopes to be able to make 
recommendations about which pilot plan had the greatest positive impact on potential 
applicants’ service experience.

To evaluate how well the proposals accounted for applicants’ lived reality, the  
project team will evaluate the extent to which:

	 potential applicants appreciated interacting with affordable housing informational 
	 materials in casual and “everyday” settings; 
	 discussion of affordable housing in informal settings affected applicants’ receptivity 

	 to and comprehension of informational materials; 
	 person-to-person interactions, facilitated by informational materials, informed 

	 potential applicants’ decision to apply for housing.

ASSESSING OBJECTIVE 3: ENABLE INFORMED 
DECISION-MAKING
The hypothesis for the knowledge-sharing infrastructure is that applicants’ compre-
hension of the affordable housing application process will increase after coming into 
contact with the informational materials, enabling more informed decision-making 
during their application experience.
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To evaluate how well the proposals enabled more informed decision-making through 
human-centered information design, the project team will assess the extent to which 
potential applicants:

	 understood the informational materials, and found them to be clear and trustworthy;
	 understood the application process and eligibility requirements, as described by 

	 the informational materials; 
	 better understood and interpreted income guidelines, per the description in the 

	 informational materials; 
	 better understood application time frames and processes, as described by the 

	 informational materials; 
	 used the informational materials as a self-guiding tool, or used them to pass on 

	 information to members of their networks.

EVALUATION OF THE PROCESS: PILOT 
IMPLEMENTATION
In addition to assessing the guiding design objectives, HPD also needs to understand the 
costs and skill sets associated with carrying out each proposal, as well as the resources 
needed to sustain each proposal over time. Process evaluation will track the implementa-
tion of proposal activities and stakeholders’ experiences during the pilot phase.

ASSESSING PROPOSAL 1: INFORMATIONAL MATERIALS
The informational-materials pilot requires testing content with users, doing iterative 
design revisions, participating in training sessions, developing content governance 

Informational Materials: Beyond the Pilot Phase

Successful informational materials are not just created, but also maintained, updated, and 
governed. The following suggestions offer guidance beyond the pilot phase.

Define a Holistic Content Governance Plan
If the materials are adopted for ongoing use, HPD should develop a holistic governance plan and 
content strategy that integrates the documents and all other public-facing HPD-branded mate-
rial. Materials that are properly “owned” and integrated within a larger system of maintenance 
are more likely to remain up-to-date and comply with brand standards. A robust governance 
plan should also account for ongoing changes in document content and ownership. As materials 
evolve over time, additional training sessions should be organized by and for content owners.

Expand Distribution Channels for Materials
Post-pilot implementation, HPD should consider additional uses for the content and graphics 
developed for the informational materials. Materials could be:

	 integrated into NYC Housing Connect, first as downloadable PDFs, and later as web pages, 
	 digital graphics, and/or interactive “wizards,” 
	 distributed via regular email mailings (particularly applicable to the advertisement 

	 and monthly-listings flyer), 
	 integrated into digital slide presentations.

Test & Iterate
HPD may be interested in using the testing/iteration cycle as an internal design approach when 
creating and maintaining long-term informational materials.
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plans, and distributing materials strategically in a variety of different channels. The 
core goal of the Proposal 1 process evaluation is to understand the costs and require-
ments of engaging in this level of content development and management.

To assess the effectiveness of the informational-materials pilot implementation, the 
project team will explore a number of questions:

	 Did HPD successfully test the informational materials with users, and 
	 refine appropriately? 
	 Did the web- and email-based distribution methods work? How did they work 

	 around standard Key Performance Indicators? 
	 What were the biggest challenges in developing and distributing the informational 

	 materials?

ASSESSING PROPOSAL 2: HYPER-LOCAL MARKETING
The hyper-local marketing strategy asks developers to share information about new 
developments in the places of daily life surrounding the development. The assump-
tion is that sharing information in this way will help developers reach more eligible 
applicants within the development’s community-board district.

To assess the effectiveness of the hyper-local marketing pilot implementation, the 
project team will explore the following questions: 

	 Were the activities related to planning hyper-local marketing effective?
	 What were the biggest challenges to customizing the advertising template, if any?
	 How did the developers identify hyper-local marketing locations?
	 What were the biggest challenges in distributing the advertisement?
	 To what extent did passersby notice and interact with the flyers?

ASSESSING PROPOSAL 3: HOUSING AMBASSADORS
The housing-ambassador pilot aims to support those people and organizations who 
already work with potential applicants during the marketing process – neighborhood 
groups, nonprofit developers, employees of city agencies, community-based organiza-
tions, and concerned citizens – and give them the tools they need to be most effective.

To assess the effectiveness of the housing-ambassador pilot, the project team will 
explore the following questions:

	 Did HPD find that existing housing partners were excited or reluctant to serve 
	 as housing ambassadors? 
	 Were the training sessions for housing ambassadors useful?

Hyper-Local Marketing: Beyond the Pilot Phase

For any ongoing post-pilot implementation, HPD should consider integrating hyper-local 
marketing into future developments’ official marketing plans. The marketing guidelines could 
be amended to include a requirement to use the redesigned advertisement in newspaper ads, 
on construction sites, and in places of daily life. As part of the plan, the agency and developer 
could also agree on a scope of ambassador-related services to be performed by a community-
based organization chosen by the developer to assist with local marketing and outreach.
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	 Did HPD establish and maintain a platform for feedback and exchange? 
	 Was it effective? 
	 Did the ambassador program make a difference in the lives of the applicants 

	 it touched and the ambassadors themselves?

ASSESSING PROPOSAL 4: STREET TEAM
The goal of the street-team pilot is to increase awareness about HPD’s affordable 
housing programs – and the online application system – by sending HPD staff to high-
traffic areas throughout the city. To assess the effectiveness of the street-team pilot, 
the project team will explore the following questions:

	 Did potential applicants feel more comfortable with the application process as 
	 a result of coming into contact with the street team? 
	 Did residents take advantage of the ability to start an application on the spot? 

	 Why or why not? 
	 What were the biggest challenges in staffing and running the street-team 

	 operations? 
	 How many residents engaged with the street team?

 

Housing Ambassadors: Beyond the Pilot Phase

Creating lasting working relationships with established organizations can ensure that these 
groups can convey a consistent message about HPD’s program to members of the public. The 
following elements should be considered as part of a formal program should the agency decide 
to continue this proposal beyond the pilot phase:

	 Develop a scope for ambassadors that clearly defines their role in the marketing and lease-
	 up process for affordable housing, and formalize their legal role in the process. 
	 Identify an HPD staff person as a manager of this program.
	 Host quarterly meetings with ambassadors.
	 Establish and maintain a web-based and easily searchable database of housing ambassadors.
	 Support the training of “Citizen Ambassadors” to disseminate knowledge about  affordable 

	 housing deeper into communities.

Street Team: Beyond the Pilot Phase

Building on experience of the street team during the pilot phase, the agency should consider 
developing a schedule for regular street team appearances. To build greater capacity, staff of 
the marketing and lease-up division should work closely with staff of the public outreach unit. 
The street team may also wish to expand on the type of information available to include other 
divisions at HPD.

The agency may also choose to collaborate with a community housing-service provider. This 
may be particularly helpful in communities where the organization has language skills not held 
by HPD staff. Community-based organizations also typically have the trust of local residents 
and may have the ability to reach out to those who are not connected to and are intimidated 
by government. In such cases, staff needs to ensure that only HPD staff (identifiable as such) 
can speak on behalf of HPD, while staff of the CBO can translate, answer general questions, or 
distribute material.
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