
  

 
 

 
 

Housing Choice Voucher Program 
Best Practices Study 

 

Prepared Under Contract for the Chicago Housing Authority 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Nan McKay & Associates 

December 30, 2006 

 

 

  

As updated January 4, 2007



 
 

 

 

January 4, 2007 Best Practices Report 2 

Housing Choice Voucher Program 
Best Practices Study 
Table Of Contents 

A. Executive Summary 3 
B. Technology and Computer Systems 6 

1. Client Management Tracking System 6 
2. Paperless Office 8 
3. Automated Program Processing 9 
4. Portal with Integrated Dashboards & Knowledge Management System 10 
5. Other Automation Systems 11 

C. Call Centers 11 
D. Program Administration 15 

1. Decentralized Program Operations 15 
2. Performance Standards and Quality Control 17 
3. General Program Design 20 
4. Fraud Prevention and Control 24 

E. Process Improvement 26 
1. Extensive Job Specialization 26 
2. Aligned Action Plans with Performance Metrics 28 
3. Other Process Improvements 29 

F. Human Resources 32 
G. Customer Relations 35 

 



 
 

 

 

January 4, 2007 Best Practices Report 3 

A. Executive Summary 
1. Introduction 
The management of the Housing Choice Voucher Program (HCVP) has become increasingly 
difficult to manage within the funding and regulatory constraints.  Large PHAs and PHAs who 
have been designated as Moving to Work (MTW) PHAs have been looking for examples of what 
other PHAs have found to be effective.   

We have produced a Best Practices Study which we feel will be helpful to large and medium size 
PHAs and especially helpful to MTW PHAs. In this report we have identified best practices used 
by PHAs and private organizations that could be used by other PHAs for administering their 
Housing Choice Voucher programs. Many of these Best Practices are designed to decrease 
program costs and increase efficiency, and customer service. 

John McKay, CEO of Nan McKay and Associates, Inc, 2008 recipient of the Senior Examiner of 
the Year Malcolm Baldridge award, administered this study.   

2. Selection of Best Practices 
The baseline of business requirements and key success factors in choosing PHA’s to interview 
included large PHAs. The baseline also included PHAs who had high SEMAP scores and were 
perceived leaders in developing practices and processes that could reduce costs, improve 
efficiencies, had decentralized offices, were technology innovators and where customer service 
as well as quality control was key business factors. Special emphasis was given to agencies that 
had implemented the Moving to Work (MTW) program. Statistical analysis and NMA industry 
knowledge were used in determining the PHA interviews using the baseline business 
requirements.  

Other public agencies and private industry companies were chosen whose appeal was delivery of 
large government social program outsourcing, technology innovation, and customer service 
focus. For the private sector best practice review, the organizations were chosen based on the 
similarity of business processes in the organizations, the size of the organizations, and the known 
quality of service that they provide to their clients. The government outsourcing organizations 
were chosen because they are the biggest social service government outsourcing organizations in 
the United States. The large insurance organization was chosen for its sheer size and its 
similarity in processing high volumes of transactions with eligibility determination. Finally, the 
banking organization was chosen for the level of service it provides its clients, its similar 
functions in processing very high volumes of applications and its national recognition as a 
Malcolm Baldridge Performance Excellence award winner. 

http://www.quality.nist.gov/Improvement_Act.htm
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3. Methodology 
NMA developed questionnaires used to interview PHAs, other public and private companies to 
ensure a standard measurement by which to identify best practices. The survey used the 
nationally acclaimed Malcolm Baldridge method of performance excellence assessment probing 
issues that could help a PHA to reduce administrative costs by 10% and establish an organization 
that is more responsive to the stakeholders.  

4. Interviews 

a. Public Housing Agencies 
o A total of eight PHAs were interviewed by phone and two were chosen for more in-

depth analysis with an on-site visit.  

b. Other Public Agencies and Private Companies 
o A total of six private sector phone interviews were conducted and three on-site visits 

were included in the best practices analysis. Two of the site visits were to public 
agencies that had outsourced operations to private sector companies.  

The interview documents were reviewed and analyzed to create the “Best-in-Class 
Functions” that is a consolidation of the best pieces of each functional area.  

5. Findings 
An overall consolidated best practices document was created with all of the best practices found 
at the organizations visited and are provided in this report.  
For a specific client purpose, the best practices were scored and grouped in three categories as 
follows: 

a. High Importance: 
o Client Management Tracking System 
o Paperless Office 
o Automated Program Processing 
o Call Center 
o Responsive Web Site with Client and Owner Portals 
o General Program Design (i.e., rent simplification, biennial or triennial reexaminations, 

and expanded use of project-based vouchers) 

b. Medium Importance: 
o Decentralized Program Operations 
o Performance Standards and Quality Control 
o Responsiveness to Client Population 
o Responsiveness to Owner Population 
o Customer Satisfaction Surveys 

http://www.quality.nist.gov/
http://www.quality.nist.gov/PowerPoint_Files/2008_Why_Apply.ppt#337,2,Why Apply?
http://www.quality.nist.gov/PowerPoint_Files/2008_Why_Apply.ppt#337,2,Why Apply?
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c. Low Importance: 
o Other Automated Systems 
o General Program Design (i.e., items not specifically included under high importance) 
o Extensive Job Specialization 
o Other Process Improvements 
o Human Resources  
o Responsiveness to Community Concerns 
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B. Technology and Computer Systems 
1. Client Management Tracking System 
During the best practice research, the NMA team came across several Client Management 
Tracking Systems (CMTS). The benefit to the organization and the client to have one system that 
manages every interaction with the client is enormous. The CMTS is the one place any staff 
member can go to find any information needed about the client. Instead of chasing paper or 
searching through multiple systems, the CMTS is the active repository for client information and 
data. 

The system tracks extensive client data that can be used for application data and information, but 
can also track personal data that will help in client interaction. With the integration of a Paperless 
System and an Automated Call System (ACS), automatic letters and phone calls can be sent to 
clients. The CMTS can track language preferences and can send letters and automated calls in 
the correct language. At one site, letters, automated calls and automated incoming call transfers 
can be sent or directed in ten different languages. 

Because data are readily available daily, weekly and monthly performance metrics can be set and 
monitored by department and individual. These metrics can be exported to a report or to Excel 
where they can be further manipulated and distributed. It is a great tool to monitor workload 
metrics and monitor and track production as it relates to goals. Supervisors can use the system to 
review current production as it relates to production expectations. Action can be taken daily to 
assure performance metrics and goals are hit. Dashboards and supporting reports provide easy 
review and monitoring. 

A very interesting byproduct and outcome of a CMTS is the minimal impact staff turnover has 
on the client. Many times, in organizations, clients have a single point of contact in the 
organization and much of the data on the client sits in the employees head and on their desk. 
When a CMTS is effectively implemented in an organization, any employee in the organization 
can service any customer without any negative impact to the client. Knowledge Management 
Databases can be integrated into the system for help functionality (see “Knowledge 
Management” best practice). 

At several sites, the best practice organizations had multiple business analysts and programmers 
on staff (see “Onsite Technical Staff” best practice). This allowed for constant assessment and 
reassessment of business processes and workflows and how they could be best integrated into the 
system. This allowed for continuous reassessment of efficiency and effectiveness of the 
processes and squeezed out costs and increased production.  

 The functionality and benefits of a CMTS are: 
o Single location for all client data 
o Case management tracking and resolution workflows 
o Customer issue tracking and resolution workflows 
o Customer access over the web to: 
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 Complete pre-application and application forms, 
 Review application status, 
 Review interaction history, 
 Review payment status, 

o Extensive supervisory reports and supporting dashboard functionality, 
o Reporting on workload trends, 
o Reporting on current production, daily, weekly and monthly 
o Enables redistributed of work throughout the organization 
o Integrated workflows 
o Scanned documents can be associated easily to cases and clients 
o Integration with the Automated Call System (ACS) 

 Call center integration (see “Call Center” best practice) 
 Automated Call Tracking 

o Integration with Bar-Coded Documents 
o Integration with the Knowledge Management System 
o Potentially significantly decreased labor costs through streamlined workflow 

The obstacles to the implementation and use of a CMTS system reside in the initial setup cost 
and ongoing support costs. There is an initial purchase fee to the system based on the number of 
system users. There are hardware costs associated with a major system, additionally incremented 
when there is a paperless office integration (see “Paperless Office” best practice) and an ACS 
integration (see “Automated Call System” best practice). There are also extensive front-end 
people costs in process assessment, new workflow implementation, system customization and 
training. 

There are ongoing fees to keep the system up-to-date and working at maximum efficiency. The 
costs of ongoing updates and maintenance fees range from 15% - 20% of the initial price of the 
application. There is also the potential of a support fee which can be paid per incident or by 
annual subscription. As the system grows and more data is entered into the system, there is a 
high probability that the hardware will need to be upgraded or replaced every three to five years. 
Finally, there is a potential high cost for any technical staff responsible for modifications and 
upgrades to the system. 

The final obstacle to the housing industry is the fact that there is no custom CMTS system that is 
already integrated into a housing industry software package. There are two ways to overcome 
this obstacle: 

 Customize a current package to incorporate housing specific needs (systems were 
observed that were already customized to very similar industries to housing). 

 Customize a housing package to incorporate CMTS functionality. 

Overall, the benefits of a CMTS system in a housing authority environment are considerable and 
should be carefully considered.  
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2. Paperless Office  
The NMA team saw many attempted paperless office implementations during the best practice 
analysis and research. However, the team saw only one truly paperless workplace. The private 
sector appears to be more advanced in paperless processing than PHAs. Whether a paperless 
office is completely implemented or just partially implemented, the benefits to the organization 
are well worth the setup. A vital piece of a good paperless office implementation is a good 
tracking or Client Management Tracking System to help organization of the imaged documents. 

Creation of a paperless office has many benefits. It eliminates the possibility of lost files and the 
difficulty of retrieving paper documents that may be in use by another person. It also decreases 
the need for file clerks to file and purge documents from client files, and file room space required 
to store these documents accessibly. 

One PHA that was visited conducted a major review and purging of its paper files. The PHA 
scanned all the primary client documents (e.g., licenses, birth certificates, immigration 
documents, social security cards) into its automated system. The PHA on an ongoing basis is 
continuing to scan second level data from the files and is scanning all new client data when it is 
received. 

To successfully create a paperless office, an organization must setup new processes to ensure use 
of the new systems and it must become part of the day-to-day activities of all employees. In a 
paperless office, all documents that come into the organization are immediately scanned and 
either discarded or archived at an offsite facility. The process involves several staff who sort and 
organize all incoming documents.  

With a document management system such as a Client Management Tracking System (CMTS) 
(see “Client Management Tracking System” best practice), the paperless office can increase 
efficiencies of operation and can decrease the work effort of maintaining manual files. The 
imaged documents can then be found readily within a structured electronic file. 

Overall, implementing a paperless office or partial implementation is a best practice that the 
NMA team recommends to increase efficiency and reduce costs. 
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3. Automated Program Processing 
Good financial and management software is required for the mission critical administration of a 
PHAs Housing Choice Voucher Program. This enterprise-wide software should support 
concurrent client/server access and interface with web portal modalities. From a broad 
perspective, the system should include the following type of features: 

 Be client-based rather than the unit-based. 
 Process client applications for housing assistance 
 Create, print and transmit HUD forms and letters in English, Spanish, and any other 

language in use in the PHA’s area. 
 Schedule client interviews 
 Determine client income eligibility and verify income 
 Process and report current HUD approved methods of HCV assistance payments 
 Create letters or interface with web 
 Process Move-in/Move-outs 
 Perform rent calculations – HAP, client share of rent, utility reimbursements, and 

client share of rent to owner. 
 Send client verification and appointment letters 
 Record unit inspections remotely from hand-held computers, scheduling inspections, 

and reporting inspection results 
 Create 50058’s and submit reports to HUD 
 Print 1099’s 
 er rent payments utilizing direct deposit Transmit own
 Process portability receivables and payments 
 Maintain audit trails and validation rules 
 e Federal Government Provide security features as required by th
 mon platforms Interface with Client Management Tracking System and other com

such as Oracle. 
 nic signatures Allow for electro
 rting capabilities. Provide financial and HUD repo
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A system that is capable of performing and tracking all the manual functions would be a major 
asset for management of the voucher program. Some of the major long term benefits: 

 Reduced processing and clerical staff resulting in cost savings. 
 Reduced calculation errors, e.g., client share of rent, client rent to owner, and housing 

assistance payments to owners. 
 Eliminate duplicative payments to owners and payment for units no longer in the 

program. 
 Reduce errors and audit findings. 
 Allow quality control to be built into the system for most processing activity, thereby 

reducing the need for quality control staff. 
 Permit faster processing of applications and owner payments resulting in higher 

customer satisfaction. 

The current vendor’s primary data system for processing program information is Yardi. The 
Yardi system is complimented by other software and databases to accommodate tasks that cannot 
be handled by Yardi. Some of the required day to day processing functionality has been built into 
ancillary software. However, full automation of the entire workflow process has not been 
accomplished. 

NMA visited two PHAs that are using Oracle database software to enhance the capability of their 
business system in several program areas. One PHA is well advanced in completely automating 
program processing actions and eliminating paper. 

4. Portal with Integrated Dashboards & Knowledge Management System 
Most of the best practice organizations that were visited and reviewed had a corporate portal 
with integrated performance dashboards and a knowledge management system. These portals 
combine the benefits of a corporate intranet, partial integration with the crucial data that can be 
pulled ad hoc from internal software systems and a knowledge management system that allows 
for easy access to internal knowledge, practices, policies, processes and procedures. This type of 
system gives targeted data to the individuals that need it. 

The corporate portal is simply the underlying technology that can be used as a single web page 
or group of web pages that pulls together the data from separate systems. Documents can be 
uploaded from different designated employees in the organization and grouped into logical 
libraries for appropriate access levels and permissions. Other communication can be facilitated 
through the portal such as the mission, vision and values of the organization, company news, 
regulation changes and alerts, process changes and alerts as well as many other documents. Good 
corporate portals also integrate other functionalities such as document management as well as 
simple workflow automation.  

When well implemented, corporate portals can also be used as a knowledge base or knowledge 
management system. Processes, procedures, policies, best practices, job information, call scripts 
and other valuable pieces of on-the-job help documents can be added to the system. The 
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documents can be cataloged for full text search functionality, so when on-the-job information is 
needed, the knowledge base can be searched for answers or help. 

Finally, advanced functionality can be built into the system to create dashboards to monitor 

” in a 

e management system can be easily 
lue 

nt 

ved while completing the best practice review. Two fully 
 

 departments were tightly integrated into the operations of the best 
 
 in 

bar-

t is less critical then the other technology and 

. Call Centers 

ently encountered best practice by the NMA team on both the private and public 

 

ix 
of technology and people make up the major elements of a call center. 

performance goals and metrics against actual production. Multiple software systems can be 
accessed and data pulled into graphical ad-hoc reporting dashboards. These dashboards are 
customized and targeted towards the each individual’s level in the organization and “roll-up
tree structure as you move higher in the organization. 

The corporate portal’s base functionality and knowledg
afforded by most organizations. The cost of the program and hardware are well worth the va
that can be received. The extensive cost of customizations to build in dashboard and reporting 
functionality is questionable. If the dashboards are available through separate systems (i.e. Clie
Management Tracking System, Accounting System, Program Specific System, etc), an analysis 
and assessment of the most valuable dashboard items can be determined for cost savings. 

5. Other Automation Systems 
Other automated systems were obser
automated shipping departments were reviewed with complex machinery, software systems and
integration with other systems. One fully automated payments department was observed as well. 
Although neither of these systems is critical to running an efficient housing authority, both were 
worth commenting on. 

The automated shipping
practice organizations. One of the best practice organizations shipping department was very
similar to an automated production line. It started with high speed printers that printed letters
ten different languages. The letter was then dropped into an automatic folder and then 
automatically stuffed into an envelope with the proper address. The envelope was then 
coded, stamped and organized for bulk shipping. 

Although this is a unique and efficient solutions, i
computer systems solutions. It should still be reviewed for applicability 

 

6
Introduction 
The most frequ
sector was Call Centers. When Call Centers are implemented well, they are a great way for an 
organization to monitor and support customer service and satisfaction. The definition of call 
center is the core functions effected when a customer makes a request or askes a question via
phone, email, web site, Interactive Voice Response (IVR) or sends a fax. The point of service 
delivery will remain constant because the customer views the call as an important or pivotal 
activity to themselves. Customers want service delivery that is quick, accurate and polite. A m
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A key to a well run call center is the technology used to help support the internal processes. 
Without the proper technology tools, a call center may not increase efficiency or customer 

onse, and  

supported by A’s observations, the private sector is more 
advanced in utilizing technology within call centers than PHAs. The PHA, with one exception, 

e system that can facilitate customer calls and direct clients to the appropriate call 
 tree. An IVR can increase customer satisfaction 

at should be used in a call center is a robust Automated Call 
 primarily used to track the progress of incoming and outgoing calls. 

 

 incoming calls with the ACS. The scoreboard showed incoming call times 
setup 

en 

questions, policies, practices and regulations that can be used as an automated desk guide for call 

service and satisfaction. There are several integral pieces of technology that are required to 
support efficient call center operations,  

o a Client Management Tracking System,  
o an Interactive Voice Resp
o an Automated Call System  

performance monitoring tools. In NM

relies only on phone technology and PHA housing management software to serve their 
customers. 

Interactive Voice Response System (IVR) 
An IVR is th
center employee through an automated phone
and highly improve efficiency in a call center. A poorly implemented IVR not focused on 
customer service can drastically reduce customer satisfaction. For this reason, it is crucial that 
the IVR is setup by an experienced IVR specialist. An IVR is a relatively inexpensive solution 
that can be implemented quickly.  

Automated Call System 
Another key piece of technology th
System (ACS). An ACS is
This allows management to set performance metrics of departments and individuals and then use
the ACS to review actual performance of the call centers. The ACS tracks a multitude of 
information about the calls that come in including abandonment’s, time in the IVR, hold times, 
and the amount of time each employee spends on the phone. Statistics can be generated on the 
heaviest call periods by month, day of the month, and time of day as well as many other 
performance metrics. Such data can help the call center decide staffing needs throughout the 
year, month and day. 

A piece of functionality reviewed at one of the best practice organizations was to use a 
scoreboard to monitor
and the amount of time each call had been on hold. A performance metric that had been 
was that every call had to be picked up within one minute thirty seconds. When the call got to 
one minute twenty seconds, it would start blinking red on the scoreboard. When it got to one 
minute twenty-five seconds, it would sound an alarm and when it got to one minute twenty-sev
seconds, it would automatically be transferred to a supervisor to be picked up immediately. 

Knowledge Management 
Knowledge base software allows the PHA to populate a database with frequently asked 
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center agents as well as all departments within the PHA. The database is searchable by 
allows 

e 1.1 Client Management Tracking System best 
ks every interaction with the client. The ACS and CMTS can be integrated 

rated 
TS 

d 

y 
llowed 

 answer”. 

etitive salaries, upward mobility, incentive programs, call 

t 

heir agents 

 
ers 

 as a single point of contact for clients. Call Centers can be outsourced entirely 

keywords. This type of software gives the call agents information at their finger tips and 
them to serve the customer more quickly. 

Key Integrations 
The final piece of key technology required to assist a well run call center is a good Client 
Management Tracking System (CMTS) (se
practice) which trac
for maximum functionality and efficiency. At two best practice organizations, a fully integ
CMTS, IVR, ACS and Scoreboard was reviewed. As calls came in, the ACS scanned the CM
for the phone number. If the phone number was found, the language preference was checked an
directed to the proper language IVR (10 languages possible). Once the IVR designated the 
service needs, the call was directed to the employee who spoke the proper language. Before the 
call rings at the appropriate desk, the ACS activates the CMTS to pop up the appropriate clients’ 
information and starts a new “case” for that client. The computer then allows the employee to 
pick up the line through the computer and does not shut down until the employee enters the 
information on the case and “closes” the case. Supervisors are able to monitor open cases to 
ensure that customers are being served and employees are knowledgeable and efficient.  

One best practice organization had a control center that was staffed all twelve hours of 
operations. The control center had three supervisors and two eligibility experts that were read
for any question or concern that a first line call center employee could not answer. This a
for the performance metric that “no client could get off the phone without a satisfactory
Another organization allowed for no walk-in business, all housing specialists logged into the 
phone system for a portion of the day and no calls were referred to another housing specialist, so 
as to foster first call response metric. 

Employee retention within in a call center is elemental in establishing a core group of talent 
keepers. Nationally call centers tend to have a higher turnover rate than other departments within 
the organization. Such things as comp
center agents participating as part of the business engineering process team, time away from the 
phone for continuing learning, and team collaboration decrease turnover rate. 

One best practice organization included in their training program, not only Section 8 training, bu
customer service training, linguistic training which helped agents understand callers whose first 
language was not English, and telephone etiquette. This organization felt that t
delivered superior customer service. 

Another key element within the call center was to devote staff hours to populating the knowledge
base so that all agents could benefit from the experience of each other and serve the custom
more quickly. 

Conclusion 
Call Centers are a great piece of the organization that can be run as a separate department and 
that can be used
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with the contractor providing frequent performance metrics to the PHA. If, however, satellite 

o 
 

 add to the efficiency, cost 

offices are part of an organization, each office could be outsourced individually, provided the 
performance measures and procedures are the same for each call center. Some PHAare staffed 
with a mixture of in-house specialists and outsourced talent. This provides the PHA the ability t
have a more hands-on approach in guiding the call center operation and it also gives PHA staff
an avenue for upward staff mobility. This approach however can be difficult to negotiate in a 
union environment regarding supervision and work assignments. 

The investment in technology has an upfront cost and an on-going maintenance cost. The 
benefits come in reduced cycle times, better customer service, reduced training costs and new 
hire on-the job productivity cycles. In conclusion, a call center can
savings, and customer satisfaction for external clients as being the first point of contact.  
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C. Program Administration 
1. Decentralized Program Operations 
Four of the PHAs that NMA interviewed or visited administer their programs through satellite 
offices. Two PHAs used subcontractors and two PHAs used PHA staff. All of the PHAs 
indicated that the use of satellite offices provided a better level of customer service because they 
were closer and accessible to the program clients, property owners, and the community. 

Two of the PHAs were state agencies that decentralized by contracting out all program functions 
in a geographical area to one of a number of subcontractors. The State agency was responsible 
for overall contract management as well as other overall program functions, such as monitoring 
subcontractors for SEMAP compliance, correct income determinations, quality control and 
reporting to HUD. 

Of the other two PHAs, one was a state agency and one was a large city PHA, but both PHAs 
maintained a central office model where certain functions that were not cost effective to disperse 
continued to be performed by the central office (e.g., rent reasonableness, special programs, 
financial management, HUD reporting).  

The use of satellite offices has several benefits: 

 Improved customer services provided to both property owners and program clients 
because the offices would be located closer to the clients. 

 Lower client parking costs because the offices are located outside of the high cost 
areas in the central business district. 

 Significant reduction in rents because the satellite offices would be located outside 
the central business districts where rents are lower (commonly $8-10 per square foot 
lower),  

 Decreased walk-in business at the central office. 
Satellite Offices - PHA Staff 
A significant workload for PHAs is the annual reexamination process and annual HQS 
inspections. Larger PHAs could consider the establishment of satellite offices that are dispersed 
throughout the city based on the location of program participants with a balanced workload for 
each satellite office. Satellite offices could have responsibility for both the public housing 
program and the housing voucher program. 

The two PHAs that use PHA staff to administer a portion of their voucher program through 
satellite offices believe it is cost effective to do so. 

In selecting the location and size of satellite offices, both PHAs based their decisions largely on 
the distribution of their program participants. Each satellite office provides the same level of 
services to program participants and property owners. Clients and property owners would be 
assigned a satellite office based on the Zip Code of the unit leased. 
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The primary voucher program responsibilities for the satellite offices reviewed were annual 
reexaminations, customer service, and HQS inspections. One of the State PHAs also does 
admissions once clients are on the waiting list because this PHA does not believe it would be 
feasible to come to a central location in the state. In addition, every satellite office has a quality 
assurance person who checks 100% of the client files. 

The central office is responsible for overall program management. One or more central office 
program managers have oversight of the satellite offices. The central office handles the different 
type of activities that most likely would not justify a full time position in the satellite offices. 
This includes activities such as:  

o waiting list management, 
o new admissions, 
o client moves, terminations and hearings,  
o rent reasonableness determinations,  
o special programs, such as homeownership and the client self-sufficiency program. 

Under this satellite offices approach, the satellite office manager reports to a program manager in 
the central office. The program manager in addition to supervising the satellite offices is also the 
liaison with the central office staff that perform special program functions in support of the 
satellite office. The program manager is also responsible for transporting files between the 
central office and the satellite office. 

The PHA could replicate this model by providing staff in a specified number of satellite offices 
with a satellite office manager that reports to a voucher program manager in a central office. 
These satellite offices could also be used for public housing functions.  

Staffing and office space should be kept at a minimum level to perform these functions based on 
workload levels. Space should include workstations for housing specialist, shared workspace for 
inspectors, central file space and interview booths for client meeting. 

It is critical to optimum efficiency to ensure that satellite offices are included agency-wide phone 
and computer systems. 

Use of Subcontractors: 
In addition to the use of satellite offices, the PHA could consider separately outsourcing certain 
program functions. These functions include: 

o eligibility determinations, 
o income verification, 
o housing search and relocation assistance for clients affected by the transformation plan, 
o initial and annual HQS inspections, 
o special programs such as the homeownership and client self-sufficiency program. 
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2. Performance Standards and Quality Control for Outsourced Programs 
One Quality Control Structure: 

PHAs who contract out the administration of their program need to establish a comprehensive 
performance standard and quality control assurance system. The quality control features 
represent a thorough design and represent a best practice. These features include: 

 Performance Standards and related reviews; 
 Quality Control Plan and Quality Control Procedures; and, 
 

performance. The involvement of supervisors and the union assures the quality control is tied to 

Management structure (staffing) to implement Quality Control. 

The best practices quality control system involves performance standards which set the 
managerial direction and emphasis. The PHA’s performance standards include the HUD required 
SEMAP Indicators. The PHA requires a high performance rating on SEMAP and also requires 
performance standards dealing with customer service and, utilization of units for public housing 
relocatees. The standards have been negotiated on an annual basis with the current vendor.  

To assure the standards are met, the current vendor’s parent company conducts secondary quality 
control reviews. The PHA receives quarterly progress reports to assure that the standards are 
met. NMA believes that it is critical that secondary reviews are conducted to assure compliance 
with the PHA’s performance standards. Another method could be to provide training to the PHA 
so they can develop their own quality control system and staff to monitor vendors.  

The PHA viewed provides the vendor performance bonuses for exceeding the standards 
annually. While financial incentives are desirable, it may be useful to provide the individual staff 
or units responsible for the compliance with bonuses. 

The PHA’s quality assurance requirements, specified in the current vendor’s contract, also 
include a Quality Control Plan, consisting of standards emphasizing accuracy and designed to 
meet the performance standards. The process standards specify the unit of measurement, 
frequency and sample size. The voucher areas covered are income and rent, inspections, lead 
paint, HAP payments, and PIC-50058 processing.  

The PHA’s system contains detailed quality control procedures, notices on quality control tips, 
and quarterly training in connection with quality control, especially in the income and rent areas, 
and specific forms and instructions for each quality control activity. In other words, the quality 
control system used by the PHA and its vendor provide the planning framework and necessary 
procedures and training to carry out an effective quality control program. 

An effective quality control program includes staff designated with responsibility for quality 
control in the various units. The PHA’s vendor provides quality control staff in the various 
organizational units. The staff are responsible for auditing income and rent, inspections and lead-
paint compliance, rent reasonableness, client data systems, call center, and HAP payments. The 
supervisors have a role in reviewing all staff work as well as assuring corrections are made. 
There are union-approved procedures for disciplining, training and even removing staff for non-
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employee performance. In fact, performance awards (non-monetary) are provided for staff with 
the fewest errors. It may be useful to provide staff monetary rewards in the future. 

Three weaknesses which can occur in a PHA’s quality control processes are: 
o There is no quality control over HAP payments to ensure that fraud prevention 

o urrent vendor supplied data to perform an 

o issions. 

In summary, t requires substantial staff 

ontrol systems as measured by the PHAs receiving 

 would 

 

eaders to conduct quality control reviews of 100% of all voucher 

nd 

 

ality Control Practice 
ontrol best practices. The private industry quality 

procedures are adequately implemented, 
PHA quality control is dependent on the c
oversight function which is not a recommended approach particularly as the vendor 
receives incentive payments based on that data, 
Additional quality review is required of PIC subm

he quality control structure can be thorough. However, it 
resources to maintain the extensive system.  

Other PHA Quality Control Best Practice 
There are other PHAs with effective quality c
high SEMAP and RIM report cards, the two areas reviewed by HUD. Typically, the performance 
standards are tied directly to the SEMAP performance standards. This practice limits the 
assessment to only those items required by HUD rather than local requirements (e.g., they
not include items such as customer service and relocation emphasis). Generally PHA staff 
perform a SEMAP compliance quarterly The quality control structure in these other PHAs 
includes the desired supervisory reviews, especially of newer employees and other periodic
quality control checks.  

One PHA utilized team l
functions and records. As a result, this PHA receives few findings on HUD reviews. It is 
emphasized other PHAs utilize substantially fewer staff in performing the quality control 
function, partly because these PHAs do not include their own performance standards beyo
SEMAP. The quality control functions in other PHAs are typically maintained in the central 
office structure as a “control” or “check and balance”, even when satellite offices are used for
voucher processing. 

Private Industry Qu
There are exemplary private industry quality c
control systems are effective in utilizing automated operations (not found typically in PHA 
systems) and state-of-the art human resources systems described in other best practice 
components. 
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In order to assure errors are prevented and controlled, the private industry best practice includes 
the comprehensive four-tiered structure: 

 There is quality control staff in each cylinder/unit. Staff conducts on-going reviews 
with a sample. Often staff teams “quality control” or audit each other—an excellent 
practice. Supervisors and staff are expected to fix errors expeditiously. Staff financial 
incentives are included in performance ratings. 

 In addition, there is a separate Quality Control Department. Staff in the quality 
control division conducts random reviews of appeal staff and generally 
oversee/follow-up on the reviews conducted in the cylinders. This provides another 
layer of supervisory review. 

 The third-tier includes the vendor’s corporate office. The vendor’s corporate office 
conducts quarterly secondary quality control reviews. This practice enables the parent 
vendor to check on the performance of staff. 

 Federal Audits is considered the fourth tier. Federal officials conduct semi-annual 
reviews.  

The private sector best practice includes two features not typically found in PHA quality control 
systems. First and most critical, the private industry best practice includes quality control 
functionality integrated into the automated payment process through the use of scanning 
technology. Only minimum staff checks are required. This process enables quality control of 
almost a 100% sample assuring greater accuracy and fewer errors. 

Second, the Private Sector best practice has built-in career ladder promotions for quality control 
staff. In the private industry best practice, staff that excels in performance (limited errors) have 
the career option to become the Quality Control Team Lead, and then if the staff excels in this 
role, there are further opportunities to move to supervisory or senior audit positions. 

The private industry best practice is a well-defined management system with written policies and 
procedures as well as training modules and regularly scheduled training. The use of written 
procedures institutionalizes the process and assures uniformity and accuracy in review. The 
built-in training feature enables new workers to handle the function without detailed on-site 
supervision. 

NMA conducted on-site reviews of quality control systems that include the following critical 
features: 

o Several levels of quality control (see private sector four-tier system above), 
o Effective use of personnel structures 

 audit teams to review each other’s work, 
 supervisors involved in staff reviews, and, 
 career ladders for those exceeding in quality control, 

o Quality control policy and procedures manuals as well as formal quality control 
training, 
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o Some automated quality control functions (e.g., payments), 

There are two basic options for a PHA to manage a strong quality control program and at the 
same time address the concern of independence. 

 Provide additional PHA staff to administer the entire performance standards and 
quality control process; or 

 Outsource this function in whole or in part (e.g., PHA maintains the performance 
management component but outsources the quality control component), while 
assuring the ownership of the quality control system remains with the PHA. 

3. General Program Design for MTW Agencies 
MTW agencies have considerable flexibility offered by the Move to Work program to redesign 
the voucher program. This flexibility was provided with the objective of reducing administrative 
costs and staffing by streamlining and simplifying its voucher program design. If MTW PHAs 
adopted some of the program simplification features, the entire automation process would be 
much easier.  However, some of the features of the current software programs on the market 
would probably have to be revised.  

NMA had telephone interviews with eight public housing agencies (PHAs) as well as the current 
vendor to discuss best practices implemented in program design. The best practices discussed 
below include: 

 Rent simplification 
o Percent of gross rent 
o Use of flat subsidies 

 Increased use of project-based voucher assistance 
 Biennial or triennial reexaminations of client income 
 Mandatory work requirements 
 Term limits 
 Tighter occupancy standards 
 Increased minimum rent 
 Mandatory use of direct deposits to property owners 
 Owner self-certification on HQS inspections 

Features that are being considered by some of the PHAs that are not mentioned above include: 

 HQS Inspection conducted on a sample basis 
 ces 

The mo are rent simplification, 

Elimination or simplification of utility allowan

st promising of these practices to achieve significant savings 
increased use of project-based assistance and biennial or triennial reexaminations of client 
income. 
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Rent Simplification 
In addition to cost savings, using a simpler method for determining and reexamining income, and 
establishing subsidy levels would lead to: 

o  reduction of errors, 
o  treatment of all clients equitably regardless of income levels, 
o facilitate the automation of the entire rent determination process by eliminating the 

customization required for income exclusions and deductions from income. 

Rent simplification would also reduce or eliminate the built-in disincentive for clients to disclose 
all sources of income and thereby increase the incentive for clients to work. 

Initially rent simplification would have a financial impact on current voucher participants but 
this could be minimized by analyzing household income, client share of rent, and subsidy data 
currently in the PHA’s voucher program. This would enable the PHA to establish the percent of 
gross income or flat subsidy to minimize the impact on program participants. 

There are two basic choices to simplify the rent determination process: 

 Gross Income Approach 
 Flat Subsidy Approach 

Both approaches should be cost neutral to the total HAP payments and for the majority of clients 
will not constitute a rent increase. 

Gross Income Approach 

The use of a gross income approach would eliminate the need for making most adjustments to 
income for clients that qualify for different deductions now in place; some federally mandated 
exclusions would continue. The percentage used could be a sliding scale based on the number of 
bedrooms for which the client qualifies. Alternatively, the PHA could use a separate lower 
percentage for the elderly and disabled to minimize the financial impact on these special groups 
because of eliminating deductions. For example, 27% of income could be used for the elderly 
and clients with a disabled head of household, and 30% could be used for all other clients. 

There would be no negative financial impact on the newly admitted participants or current 
participants that move since they would all pay the new percent of client income and would have 
taken that into account when selecting a new unit to lease under the voucher program. 

The PHA would continue to determine and verify client income at the time of admission and 
reexamine income on a two-year cycle (current practice) or three-year cycle. The subsidy would 
be increased for program participants at the next scheduled reexamination. Data matches as 
provided by the Enterprise Income Verification system (EIV) would be used to streamline 
income verification processing to the extent possible. Clients would reap the benefit of not 
having to pay an increase in the client share of rent annually and would realize a savings for the 
years between scheduled income reexaminations. 
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This approach would reduce staffing requirements because there would no longer be a need for 
the PHA to determine adjustments to income and verify eligibility and amounts of deductions for 
which a client is eligible. However, as the client share of rent would be increased at the next 
scheduled reexamination, there is a limited incentive to work, or for clients to report increases in 
income. 

As part of this approach, the PHA could also consider the elimination of utility allowances and 
factor this in to the percentage of income used for client share of rent. This would eliminate the 
need for the PHA to review utility cost increases annually, establish utility allowances for 
multiple building types and utility combinations, as well as eliminate the need for utility 
reimbursements. 

Flat Subsidy Approach 
The use of a flat subsidy would require the PHA to verify income solely for purposes of initial 
eligibility and continued eligibility in the program. Data matches with available systems such as 
EIV could be used to streamline income verification processing.  

There would be no negative financial impact on the newly admitted participants or current 
participants that move since they would all pay the difference between the rent for the new unit 
and the flat subsidy amount. Such clients would have to consider the impact of the flat subsidy 
when selecting a unit to lease under the voucher program. 

The PHA could establish a flat subsidy based on their payment standard. The percentage used 
could be based on the average subsidy being paid on behalf of clients currently in the program 
based on bedroom size. The subsidy for current program participants could be frozen at their 
current levels until it is equal to the subsidy for new admissions to minimize hardship on current 
participants. Clients that are newly admitted and clients that move would receive a flat subsidy 
based on a percent of the payment standard for the various bedroom sizes. 

Since the subsidy for participating clients would be frozen, these clients would be required to pay 
any rent increases until their subsidy is the same as the subsidy established for new admissions. 
However, working clients would receive the benefit of not having their client share of rent 
increased based on increases in income. 

This has proven to be a strong incentive to work in several Move-to-Work PHAs. Although this 
would create a work incentive for clients, it would have a negative financial impact on the 
elderly and disabled. To offset this ramification the flat subsidies for the elderly and disabled 
could be based on the average rent increase in the rents charged to the PHA’s program 
participants. This approach works best with a work requirement and term limits for clients but 
not for the elderly or clients where the head of household is disabled. 

Under this approach, utility allowances could be eliminated. The PHA could also consider 
establishing a “safe harbor” for extremely low-income clients who would suffer a significant 
hardship or clients that lose their jobs through no fault of the client. 
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As a compromise, the PHA could use an income-based approach for the elderly and disabled and 
a flat subsidy for clients. 

Project-Based Assistance 
By making use of a greater number of vouchers for project-based assistance, the PHA would 
create the availability of more affordable housing for voucher clients and achieve greater levels 
of deconcentration in low poverty areas. In addition, by changing the model for administering 
project-based vouchers to the model used for the project-based new construction program and 
the Section 236 program, additional benefits would be realized by reducing the need for staff. 

Under the model used by one housing authority that plans to increase its project-based 
component to 50% of its voucher program, it also plans to make use of the project-based 
vouchers to establish mixed income developments with a cap where less than 40% of the units in 
the project receive either project-based or client-based assistance. One of the purposes of this 
housing authority is to move toward greater use of multiclient housing and reduce the number of 
“mom and pop” units in the program. 

Use of project based housing for new construction or substantial rehabilitation would expand the 
supply of affordable housing in the community. Use of the existing housing component of the 
project-based voucher program makes housing available in better neighborhoods in a relatively 
short time. One PHA has a specific objective of greater use of multi-client housing because use 
of the “mom and pop” housing inventory is more staff intensive. 

This PHA delegates project-based management responsibility to the owner for managing the site 
based waiting list, making income eligibility determinations, income verification, annual 
reexaminations of income, and move in inspections. If either a percent of income approach or 
flat subsidy approach were used, owners would have a much easier process of determining 
income and subsidy levels. 

This housing authority is also working with neighboring county PHAs to expand its project-
based housing to the suburbs. It plans to pay these PHAs an asset management fee for 
administering the PHA’s projects in their jurisdiction. 

Other Program Design Changes 
Some of the features identified below have limited benefits if not incorporated in the rent 
simplification models identified above: 

a. Eliminate or simplify utility allowances and eliminate utility reimbursements. 
The PHA could eliminate the use of utility allowances. This could also be implemented as 
part of rent simplification using either the percent of income approach or the flat subsidy 
approach discussed above. 
Alternatively, the PHA could establish a flat utility allowance based on the number of 
bedrooms for which a voucher holder or participant is eligible. This would eliminate the need 
to establish utility allowance for specific utilities and structure types. This could be used if 
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the PHA chooses not to change its methodology for calculating the amount of client 
subsidies. 
The PHA could also eliminate utility reimbursements by establishing the minimum rent to be 
the greater of the utility allowance or minimum rent established by the PHA. 
b. Establish a work requirement for clients 
Several PHAs we visited established a work requirement for clients, excepting the elderly 
and clients where the head of household is disabled (one PHA requires the head of household 
to work at least 30 hours per week). The PHA could establish a work requirement for 
participating clients, excluding the elderly and disabled. This would ease the impact on 
clients that would receive a lower subsidy. 
c. Establish term limits of at least 5 years for clients 
Some PHAs that we interviewed have established term limits. Establishing term limits would 
create another work incentive, since clients would be told up front that their subsidies would 
end by a specified time. At the conclusion of the term limit, the PHA could establish a policy 
under which extensions would be granted or establish a hardship review committee to 
determine if a client should be allowed to continue receiving assistance under the voucher 
program. 
The use of term limits would enable the PHA to redirect vouchers to clients on its waiting 
list. This would shorten waiting times and be more equitable to those clients that are 
prevented from receiving assistance for long periods of time. Clients that lose their vouchers 
because of term limits could reapply for the program if the client remains eligible. 

Conclusion 
In summary, the adoption of program design best practices benefits the PHA by reducing costs, 
minimizing errors, and better serving its constituents. 

4. Fraud Prevention and Control 
One PHA operated a one person fraud unit located in its central office. The unit is responsible for 
both owner and resident fraud. The unit handles income fraud, owner fraud, criminal and drug 
matters such as fugitive felons, and over housing cases. The staff director is skilled in utilizing 
computerized databases, including the EIV system, FBI and policy records, state felon logs. Staff 
maintain frequent communications with the HUD Inspector General’s office that provides the 
PHA staff director with tips and assists in follow-up prosecution in serious fraud cases involving 
large sums of money. 

The owner fraud cases usually involve owners living or having relationships with clients. In such 
cases, the HAP contract is terminated, the owner is prohibited from participation in the voucher 
program and the resident is issued another voucher. The owner is pursued for the fraudulent 
subsidy cases from the date the fraud occurred. 
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For client income fraud cases, the staff uses the HUD EIV system and runs quarterly reports. The 
cases with the highest discrepancy amounts, ranging from $100,000 to $2,000 annually, are 
subject to further investigation. For these cases the staff director obtains third party verification 
data either directly from the employer or through the Work Number matches. If fraud is 
discovered, the client is sent a termination notice as well as repayment agreement. The client is 
able to stay on the program if a repayment agreement is signed. When the fraud case involves a 
state or federal employee, wages are garnished for the repayment. 

This fraud unit also handles informal hearings related to fraud. Strict procedures are maintained; 
clients refusing repayment agreements are terminated from the program. Residents not showing 
up for their hearings are terminated unless there is a legitimate reason provided for the absence. 

The financial results are impressive. Since January 2006 this agency has collected $380,000 
(including $30,000 in unreported income and $350,000 partial payment for a one million dollars 
owner fraud case). An additional $410,000 in accounts receivable is still outstanding and will be 
recovered over time (repayment agreements are for 10 years). There is also the $650,000 owed 
against the one million dollars owner fraud judgment mentioned above. 
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D. Process Improvement 
1. Extensive Job Specialization 
At one of the private sector organizations, the NMA team reviewed an organization with very 
processes which would benfit larger PHAs which uses extensive job specialization. The job 
specialization took the typical job functions of the service organization and broke them down 
into very finite and specialized pieces similar to a production line format. The organization then 
implemented and customized the internal software systems to facilitate the job specialization for 
maximum efficiency, customer service and quality control. This organization achieved incredible 
results and it is for this reason that PHAs should consider the applicability of this approach. This 
best practice discussion will focus on each job in the steps of the process. 

The program that uses job specialization is an outsourced government program that has many of 
the same processes as a housing program. When the government agency was running the 
program itself, it took approximately sixty days to process an applicant. When the government 
first outsourced the program to a private sector organization, the process was decreased to forty-
five days. When the current vendor took over the program, they brought the cycle time down to 
four days to process the applicant. They were able to double staff workloads with no increase in 
customer complaints. There is now a four-day performance metric in the contract to assure every 
applicant out of the 786,000 members is processed in four days. 

The process begins when applicants get an application and directions on how to complete the 
application. They can start the process by filling out a form online, calling the call center or 
picking up an application. Once an application is received, they are automatically opened, 
removed from the envelope and sent to the sorting room. In the sorting room there are eight 
people (Group 1) that unfold the application and verification documents and bundle them. 

As the bundles start stacking up, two individuals (Group 2) retrieve the bundles and run them 
through a very high speed imaging system. The system processes approximately one hundred 
documents per minute. Group 2 double checks the quality of the scan and marks the image as 
complete. They throw away all of the paper, except the document with the applicants signature; 
this document is boxed and sent to archives that same day. A secondary individual (Group 3) 
reviews the scan as well for clarity and quality and starts a “case” in the Client Management 
Tracking System (see best practice “Client Management Tracking System”). 

Once cases are setup in the CMTS system, the Data Processors (Group 4) review the new cases. 
The Data Processors access the system to see if the applicant is already in the system through the 
web or the call center. If the applicant is already in the system, the case is attached to the 
applicant. If the applicant does not exist in the system, the Group 4 sets the individual up in the 
system and attaches the case to the applicant. 

The case is finally flagged for the Case Worker (Group 5). The Case Worker reviews the case 
and all of the documentation and verification information on the applicant. The Case Worker has 
two choices, accept or decline the applicant.  
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The following actions are then taken: 

a. Accept the applicant 
o An automatic letter is generated in the correct language (out of 10) with the 

information about the program, etc. 
o Three automatic pre-recorded phone calls in the correct language (out of 10) to let the 

participant know that they have been accepted and what the next steps are generated 
and tracked for answers for: 

 That day  
 Three days later 
 Five days later 

o The individual is setup on the program 

b. Decline the applicant 
o An automatic letter is generated in the correct language with letting the applicant know 

why they have been declined from the program and the steps they can take if they 
would like to appeal the decision. 

o Three automatic pre-recorded phone calls in the correct language to let the applicant 
know that they have been declined, why they have been declined and how appeal the 
decision 

o The individual is marked as declined in the system 

There are two groups that can be accessed after an applicant has been declined from the program. 
There is a Secondary Eligibility Determination Department (Group 6) and an Appeals 
Department (Group 7). If the individual was rejected from the program because of a lack of 
verification documentation, they are given directions on what they didn’t include and how to 
send the information in. In this case, the Secondary Eligibility Determination Department will 
review the new information with the previously received documentation and has the ability to 
accept or decline the applicant, which sets off a similar process to that of the Case Worker. If the 
applicant was declined because they have been determined to not be eligible, they can appeal to 
the Appeals Department. 

The Call Center (Group 8) is another key department in the organization. The Call Center takes 
every client call that comes into the organization. The Case Workers and Secondary Eligibility 
Determination Departments never take any calls from clients. The Call Center takes all calls 
prior to application, on the application process, on outcomes of the eligibility determination 
process and outcomes and any questions once applicants have been accepted to the program, 
including payments questions. 

There are other departments in the organization that don’t directly impact the eligibility process, 
but are still crucial pieces of the organization. The Payments Department (Group 9) receives 
records and processes all of the incoming payments by participants (see best practice “1.6 Other 
Automated Departments”). The Quality Control Department (Group 10) focuses just on 
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reviewing the quality of the work being completed and documenting discrepancies (see best 
practice “3.2 Quality Control System”). 

Job specialization is a very interesting best practice that should be reviewed for implementation 
at larger PHAs. When implemented properly, job specialization has the potential of providing 
higher customer service while running more efficiently. 

2. Aligned Action Plans with Performance Metrics 
Several of the best practice organizations that were reviewed by the NMA team use corporate 
action plans with performance metrics to help monitor and assure individual and organizational 
performance. These action plans use pieces of the Balanced Scorecard Methodology, without a 
full implementation of the Balanced Scorecard. The organizational action plans are built 
annually and rolled down to departments and individuals at the beginning of the year. The 
organizational action plans are reviewed monthly, departmental action plans weekly and 
individual plans reviewed daily and sometimes hourly. This assures alignment between the 
organizations goals and strategies and departmental and individual performance. 

At the beginning of the year, the operating organization enters a strategic planning process with 
the government contract holder. At this time the two organizations discuss the plan for the year 
and the performance the government expects. A SWOT Analysis is completed and the strategies, 
goals and objectives for the organization are decided. Performance metrics are set for new goals 
and ongoing performance metrics are reviewed for continued applicability. The overall contract 
is reviewed to assure that the plan still fits and is reviewed for potential contract modifications. 

Once the overall organizations goals are set, the organization then rolls the strategies, goals and 
objectives down to the departments and staff. Performance metrics are built for each department 
and each staff member of the organization. These goals, objectives and metrics are all either 
documented in an Enterprise Resource Management Software Package or documented through 
spreadsheets. 

Departmental goals with performance metrics are then posted in each department all individuals 
can see those goals. Goals that have performance metrics attached are updated and posted 
weekly. These goals usually use red, yellow and green colors to communicate how the 
department is progressing in achieving their goals. When a goal receives a yellow, the supervisor 
meets with the General Manager to discuss the challenges and to create a plan to overcome the 
challenge. If a goal ever receives a red, a work team (see best practice “Other Process 
Improvements”) is started to research the challenge and come up with a creative solution to 
overcome the challenge. The General Manager gets daily updates from the Supervisor on 
solutions and progress. 

For production and call center staffs that have daily and hourly metrics, ongoing results are 
posted on white boards. These metrics are updated by supervisors and posted in very public 
locations so that the goals and metrics are always on people’s minds. The goals and metrics are 
tracked, recorded and used for employee evaluations, raises and bonuses. 



 
 

 

 

January 4, 2007 Best Practices Report 29 

Aligned action plans with performance metrics are a low cost and very high value best practice 
for PHAs to implement. Action Plans allow for very high visibility of production levels and 
performance throughout the organization. It also allows for alignment between the government 
entity, the contractor and all of its departments and staff. 

3. Other Process Improvements 
During the best practice review of process improvements, several other smaller best practices 
were found. These best practices include: 

o Corporate benchmarking and best practice sharing across similar agencies and 
processes, 

o Corporate quality control and auditing teams, 
o Use of Process Action Teams, Cross Departmental and Cross Company Workgroups, 
o New vendor transition policies and procedures, 
o Teambuilding techniques for partners, vendors, customers and employees, 
o Mandatory certification requirements. 

Benchmarking 

An interesting best practice that was reviewed for both organizations that focused on the 
government outsourcing of social services market was internal benchmarking and best practice 
sharing across agencies. The organizations operate very similar government sector organizations 
and have processes setup to assure best practice sharing across all agencies in the organization. 
Each agency is then put into the pool of benchmarked agencies in the organization. Each agency 
then shares in any best practice that is found in other agencies. 

Quality Control Specialists 
A similar practice that is done by an organization that focuses on the government outsourcing 
market is corporate quality control and auditing. These organizations want to assure that each 
agency is using corporate best practices and are operating officially. They send out auditing 
teams to audit the processes that each agency is using and writes up a report that is given to 
corporate headquarters and the agency. The report outlines how well the agency is running, 
where it can improve, how well they are implementing corporate best practices and if they have 
found any new best practices. While they are onsite, they also audit files, action plans and 
performance of individuals at each agency. 

Action Teams 
Another best practice that was found at all of the top best practice organizations was the effective 
use of temporary and permanent Process Action Teams, Cross Departmental and Cross Company 
Workgroups and Work Teams. The teams were either formed permanently to facilitate top 
communication between the government and the contractor or between departments across the 
organization. Temporary teams were put together to either overcome a challenge or to create 
something new. In any case, these teams were good teambuilding exercises and really helped 
facilitate communication and teamwork. 
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Transition Teams 
During the best practice review, several best practices came up on transitioning government run 
organization from government to vendor and from vendor to vendor. The rule of thumb for 
transition time is approximately six months. There are two teams that run simultaneously for 
those six months, a Startup Team and an Operational Team.  

The Startup Team: 
o Assesses the current staff to understand their current knowledge skills and abilities, 

modify job descriptions salary structure and training plans 
o Sets up the offices 
o Assesses the current process and technology 
o Hires expert contractors in the program 
o Contracts with best trainer in the market to get training for managers and staff 

The Operational Team: 
o Works with the customer (government agency), 
o Manages the change and quells concerns, 
o Provides stability. 

Partnering with Non-Profit Organizations 
One organization reviewed for best practices had outstanding customer service. They use some 
innovative techniques to serve their stakeholders. They contract and partner with the largest 
Community Based Organizations and Faith Based Organizations to provide services to their 
clients to make them a part of the team. This created a huge decrease in complaints and 
community disruptions. The organization performs many community outreach meetings where 
they present their mission, vision, values, strategic plans and performance results to partners, 
vendors, customers and employees. They conduct community fairs quarterly and do heavy 
community marketing on the mission, vision, values and benefits of the organization. 

Mandatory Certifications 
The two top best practice organizations reviewed had certification requirements in their 
contracts. One of the organizations includes in every contract over $5 million per year that they 
will become ISO-9001 certified within one year of contract award. Another organization 
includes in every contract over $10 million per year that they will win a local Malcolm Baldridge 
Award within three years of contract award. These certifications and awards assure the 
government that the contracting organization is operating as a “best in class” organization. 

Automated Inspection Process 
Through our interviews, NMA found that inspection departments are able to record findings and 
photos on hand-held devices and upload reports remotely to a central database that is then 
transferred to the owner portal. Inspection schedules are downloaded to the hand-held devices 
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remotely as well. This system eliminates paper and reduces transportation costs for the 
inspectors. 

Conclusion 
For large government outsourcing organizations, all of these small process improvements are 
low cost. The value of these are medium, but should definitely be reviewed by the PHA for 
applicability to the program. 
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E. Human Resources 
Introduction 
Just as any top-rate company invests in its employees, a PHA that considers its workforce as 
priority in order to be a top rated agency will be on the road to success. 

Best practices organizations spend time and resources to attract intelligent and motivated 
employees. Market surveys and salary research are conducted as part of the hiring process to 
ensure that their practices are competitive in the marketplace. These organizations invest in an 
aggressive recruitment effort ---to local and national high education institutions as well as 
through trade publications and classified advertisements. Often hiring decisions are based on the 
customer relations commitment and a positive attitude as well as overall capability. The best 
practices organizations attract high quality employees because they offer upward mobility 
opportunities, internship programs and benefits packages—comparable to other local public and 
private organizations.  

Incentives 

Retention of talented and knowledgeable staff can decrease hiring and training costs as well as 
assure a constant customer service level. The best practices in the private companies interviewed 
utilized innovate employee incentive programs to motivate and attract intelligent employees. 
Bonus potential programs for line staff of up to 20%-25% of salary for exemplary work 
encourages employees to work towards the goals of the organization and creates a team approach 
as there is no management bonuses without staff bonuses. Recognition programs included 
contests, parties, lunches, employee of the quarter and year awards as well as monthly “Star 
Employees” awards. Some awards were specifically targeted toward growth and development in 
terms of special training and conferences. Observations on our on-site interviews showed 
employee awards posted on plaques in various departments. Employee morale was very high, 
smiles across the board, and a fast paced workplace. 

Goals and expectations were clearly communicated to each employee. Annual independent 
ratings are conducted for each employee and daily and hour performance metrics are posted in 
every department Also included regular staff meetings and written communications, employee 
liaison committees, participation in tasks forces, employee newsletters and hotlines, as well as 
annual employee satisfaction surveys give the employees an opportunity to give feedback and be 
a part of the organization. 

Training 
Best practice PHAs and private sector organization offered both initial and in-service training as 
a part of the employee’s work schedule to ensure a knowledgeable workforce.  

Initial training included exposure to the goals and functions of the entire organization during a 
“New Employee Orientation Training”, not merely of the unit where the employee currently 
works but across all departments. In the voucher area, training would focus on overall history 
and goals of assisted housing and the PHA role, as well as specific components of the voucher 
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program, including intake and targeting, rent and income, rent reasonableness and housing 
quality, housing assistance payments, hearings and terminations, etc. On the private sector side, 
one of the best practices interviewees provides two weeks of training away from the desk and 
two months of on-the-job coaching as a benchmark for generating a productive employee. 

One private sector company requires annual ethics training and policies of all employees to make 
sure that everyone is making the right decisions on behalf of the organization. To assure there are 
top quality customer service staff, one private sector organization has in-service courses in 
“Customer Enthusiasm” and “The Power of Positive Communication.” This type of training 
promotes not only a customer service focus, but helps the employee remember that they have an 
opportunity to make a positive impact on their customers’ lives. High quality in-service training 
programs also include development of supervisory and management skills. One technique used 
successfully for on-the-job skills training is to provide partners, coaches or mentors as models to 
motivate employees to perform more effectively. 

One best practice organization starts with an in-depth two weeks of stand up training on rules 
and regulations of the program. The organization then conducts two weeks of On-the-Job 
training, where the new employee sits with one of the best employees at that job. Finally, they 
are assigned a coach for two months for any questions or concerns. After the initial three months 
of training, the employee is put into a work group of four people, one being the lead or 
supervisor. The supervisor is responsible for quality control of the group and operates as an 
ongoing mentor for the new employee. 

Leadership development training for promising staff promotes succession planning: quality in-
service training programs also include development of supervisory and management skills.  

Employee Communications 
An effective personnel system also includes effective employee communication and incentive 
tools to promote employee satisfaction. Regular staff meetings and written communications, 
employee liaison committees, participation in task forces, employee newsletters and hotlines, as 
well as annual employee satisfaction surveys give the employees an opportunity to give feedback 
and be a part of the organization. 

Equally critical are performance standards and rewards for achieving above the norm.  

Career Progression 
One private vendor has a very promising career ladder for employees who perform effectively. 
The employee is first promoted to a quality control team lead position and then to supervisory or 
audit position. In-service training is offered to assist the employees advance up the career ladder. 

Conclusion 
Having an employee-first organization and recognizing them as the major assets of the 
organization can have a large impact on cost savings and how the community views the Housing 
Agency. Clearly defined practices and performance measurements by the PHA and holding the 
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vendor accountable to its standards can create a working partnership that fulfills the PHA’s 
mission and community expectations. 
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F. Customer Relations 
Exemplary Customer Relations Initiatives from the private and PHA sectors are aimed at:  

o increasing client (client) satisfaction,  
o increasing owner participation and satisfaction, 
o obtaining and maintaining community and political acceptability.  

All three customers (clients, owners, and the community) must feel that the PHA is responsive to 
their concerns and that satisfactory actions is being taken to resolve problems before they 
become major issues that are pushed up to the elected officials. If everyone is satisfied, the 
number of telephone calls will decrease and the time staff spend “putting out fires” can be spent 
in other program areas. 

It is equally important that clients understand their responsibilities in the program and have good 
information about the program. Owners also need to understand their responsibilities and have a 
good understanding of how the program works. Finally, it is important for the community to 
understand the responsibilities of the PHA, clients, and owners. 

Responsive Web Site 
There are several private sector companies and PHAs with “easy to use” web sites ---
emphasizing the core mission, statement from the CEO, general program information and forms, 
frequently asked questions, listings of available rental properties, listing of current and future 
program activities, as well as information on web inquiries and call centers.  

One weakness which can occur is if both the PHA and the vendor have separate web sites that 
lead to confusion by the customers as to what entity is in charge.  

One of the PHAs we visited had created an owner portal on its web site where owners could 
check on HQS inspection schedules, inspection results, and the status of the direct deposits for an 
owner’s housing assistance payments. This same PHA is working on a client portal where clients 
will have the ability to apply for assistance, check their status on the waiting list, and submit 
updated client data to the PHA. This type of electronic communication decreases the amount of 
staff time devoted to these activities. Owners are very happy since they can obtain instant 
feedback from the website rather than having to hunt down an inspector or housing specialist to 
check on the status of inspections and payments to the owner. 

Responsiveness to Client Population 
On-line and kiosk service centers are very useful to provide, in a confidential manner, the 
required updates in client information and allow clients to ask questions. One PHA we visited 
did not allow any walk-ins and clients were required to make appointments through the call 
center. However, this PHA did have a small resource room for clients equipped with a computer 
where clients could go on line and search for housing in the PHA jurisdiction. Clients could also 
conduct housing searches from remote locations by logging on to the PHA website. 
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This was very efficient and eliminated the need for housing specialist involvement in the housing 
search process unless the client requested an appointment to discuss the client’s problems with 
the housing specialist. This PHA thought that the elimination of walk-ins removed an unplanned 
burden and the constant disruption in staff work schedules to deal with walk-in clients. 

Some PHAs we interviewed enlisted the help of other organizations to assist clients with specific 
disabilities to search for housing that will accommodate the special needs of the client or will 
provide financial assistance to modify a rental unit to make the unit accessible. This service was 
provided by these disability organizations at no cost to the PHA. These organizations that 
specialize in working with persons with disabilities were successful in finding housing or owners 
willing to make repairs to units in order to make them accessible. The clients were very satisfied 
with the assistance provided so that they could find housing that met the client’s special 
requirements. 

The use of these organizations that work with persons with disabilities helps clients find housing 
quickly and impose very little extra work on the PHA. 

One PHA is currently developing a client portal so clients can conduct business over the internet 
including submission of voucher application, check wait list status, and eligibility/re-examination 
process, including updating information. At this PHA, clients currently have the ability to search 
property listings online. This would contribute to eliminating paper by allowing clients to submit 
data electronically. It would reduce staffing requirements and mailing costs since appointment 
letters and approval letters could be generated by the computer and posted on the web site where 
it the client can only access information related to the client.  

Some of the PHAs we interviewed had created a resident association to solicit advice and input 
into program operations. It is very important to let the program participants have a forum to 
discuss their problems. This will go a long way in increasing communications between the PHA 
and its clients. It also presents a good opportunity for the PHA to clarify any misinformation, 
client responsibilities, and expectations under the program. 

The voucher program serves a diverse population, including many clients that have limited 
proficiency in the English language. The translation of documents helps the clients understand 
how the program works as well as their responsibilities under the program. There is nothing that 
will enhance the PHAs image with its clients more than a PHA that speaks their language. 

Several PHAs have automated property listings for clients and owners. Such systems allow 
owners to list their properties and clients to search by bedroom size, features, and neighborhoods 
for available units on-line. PHAs increase customer satisfaction, efficiency and realize cost 
savings. As the database is populated with more units, rent reasonableness is automatically 
calculated from real data in the system. 

One private sector agency translated program documents in 10 languages. In another instance, a 
PHA made sure all documents were in four languages, especially communication on client and 
funding issues. 
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One PHA visited had a call center that provided four language options. A responsive call center 
is key to good customer service. 

PHAs could improve customer relations for clients by the following “state of the art” services: 

 Kiosks for confidential location to updated information and ask questions; 
 Client information in multiple languages not just English and Spanish;  
 Updated rental listings in resources room or on the web site; a responsive call center; 

and  
 Conduct of all client meetings in the various neighborhoods. 

Responsiveness to Owner Population 
Some of the PHAs we visited had created an owner advisory council, an owner newsletter, and 
access to staff for input and consultation. This allowed owner input into program operations 
particularly suggestions for program improvement. The newspaper allows a PHA the opportunity 
to correct misinformation and expectations. It also gives the PHA the opportunity to discuss 
issues that are of interest to owners with input from the owner’s advisory council. 

One PHA visited, that makes use of a unique project-based voucher program, has a special portal 
for owners of project-based vouchers. This special portal allows owners to report vacant and 
occupied units in the property, maintain owner site based waiting lists, and enable owners to 
complete an Excel worksheet to determine client eligibility, calculate a client share of rent, and 
complete annual reexaminations of client income. This data is reviewed by a PHA employee and 
if acceptable uploaded in the PHAs computer system. This represents a considerable staff 
savings for the PHA because the owner is responsible for completing eligibility determinations, 
income verifications, and verifications of adjustments to income. 

One PHA is currently developing technology to implement digital signatures so that HAP 
contracts are available on the website for owners to sign. 

One of the PHAs we visited had created an owner portal on its web site where owners could 
check on HQS inspection schedules, inspection results, and the status of the direct deposits for an 
owners housing assistance payments. The inspection processing system generated inspection 
letters and deficiencies that need to be corrected and were posted on the owner’s web site that 
could only be accessed by the owner. Owners are very happy since they can obtain instant 
feedback from the website. Owners can pull down inspection reports that identify deficiencies, 
and after the necessary are made notify the PHA to reschedule the reinspection. Owners were 
also satisfied with the fact that they could check the status housing assistance payments to the 
owner with a list of the units covered by the payment. 

It is important that owners understand their responsibilities under the voucher program and under 
state or local law. An informed owner is more understanding of the program rules as they relate 
to local requirements. One PHA we visited required owners to participate, at the owner’s 
expense, in a PHA-sponsored Institute for Real Estate Management: only owners that complete 
the one-day course may participate in the voucher program. In addition, monthly training 
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sessions were conducted by the PHA to discuss issues observed during program administration. 
The PHA indicated that both the IREM and PHA training sessions were highly attended by 
owners and often times owners had to be turned away because of insufficient space. 

The PHA may wish to consider strengthening technology improvements for owners such as: 
o  owner computer access, 
o direct deposit of housing assistance payments, 
o rent reasonableness and inspection software, 
o reconstituting the Owner Council, 
o improving the owner forum by making it interactive, 
o having open owner forums in appropriate neighborhoods. 

Responsiveness to Community Concerns 

The importance of the community or neighborhood organizations understanding the purpose of 
the program and the roles of the PHA, owners, and clients. PHA participation in community 
partnerships and programs to display commitment to improved and sustained community 
development is a necessary ingredient. PHAs that take the time to make sure that their programs 
are accepted in the community and explain that their clients are poor working clients or elderly 
and disabled households that need help in paying their rent will create credibility in the 
community. Also identifying an ombudsperson to handle community question and complaints 
will improve customer relations and satisfaction knowing that the PHA is responsive to the 
issues the community organizations raise.  

Equally important are regular open community meetings to communicate and emphasize a 
commitment to making the housing voucher program an integrated part of the neighborhoods. 
Use of the project-based voucher program, is also a tool available to the PHA to rehabilitate or 
construct partially assisted housing with other neighborhood programs such as the HOME or 
CDBG program. 

The PHA could strengthen community relations by assuring there are contractor staff and other 
resources reporting directly to the PHA’s voucher program management devoted to this function. 
All written and verbal documents should identify the PHA’s voucher program as “(name of) 
PHA” not separate vendor identification (as is current practice). The result would be that the 
PHA becomes more visible and shows that it cares about the clients participating in the voucher 
program, as well as owners and community organizations because the support of all parties is 
important to the success of the program. 

Customer Satisfaction Surveys 
Another overall approach for improving customer satisfaction is to conduct regular-at least 
annual—customer satisfaction surveys. The surveys can be web-based, telephonic, or by mail in 
form. It is often best to have the surveys administered by an organization independent from the 
operating agency. 
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Customer satisfaction surveys are a valuable tool for PHA use in determining how well the PHA 
is meeting its objective of serving the customers (clients, owners, and the community. The 
surveys provide information on areas requiring attention by the PHA. It also can serve as a tool 
to clarify any misunderstandings and expectations of all parties participating in the program. In 
an owner survey conducted by the current vendor, it was clear that there was a need for training 
of inspectors to assure that all inspectors can explain the housing quality standards and can apply 
these standards uniformly. 

It is the industry standard to include customer survey results as a performance metric in the 
contract. For instance, customer satisfaction needs to be above 3.5 out of 5 in all categories, or 
any incentive payments linked to customer satisfaction will not be paid. Customer satisfaction 
surveys will not only be used with clients and owners, but the the PHA should fill out a customer 
service survey on the vendor as well. 
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