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WE ARE A PUBLIC-INTEREST ORGANIZATION



How have we used  
service design to  
improve public services?

WWW.PUBLICPOLICYLAB.ORG @PUBLICPOLICYLAB

OUR WORK



WWW.PUBLICPOLICYLAB.ORG @PUBLICPOLICYLAB

CREATE ETHNOGRAPHY CO-DESIGN DEPLOY PILOTS

DEFINE USER NEEDS PLAN PILOTS PREPARE TO SCALE

SYNTHESIZE FINDINGS PROTOTYPE EVALUATE IMPACTS

PILOTING &  
EVALUATION

DISCOVERY DESIGN
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OUR PROJECT STRUCTURE



How do we help more  
eligible people apply  
for affordable housing?
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CASE STUDY: NYC DEPARTMENT OF HOUSING PRESERVATION & DEVELOPMENT
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DESIGNING SERVICES FOR HOUSING
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NYC DEPARTMENT OF HOUSING PRESERVATION & DEVELOPMENT
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Public & Collaborative: Designing Services for Housing30 31 Part 2: Kit of Ideas

aPPLication amBassadors
Support third-party organizations and 
individuals who assist people applying for 
affordable housing. Train these community 
members to follow consistent procedures 
and supply correct information to appli-
cants. Concepts designed by John Goddu, 
Marissa Hatch, and Eli Rosenbloom at 
Parsons The New School for Design,  
and by Public Policy Lab fellows Kristina 
Drury and Liana Dragoman.

income criteria assistance
Partner with a community-based organization 
to assist housing applicants with questions 
and concerns about income requirements. 
Alternatively, supply user-friendly written advice, 
rules of thumb, and checklists to help applicants 
accurately understand income requirements. 
Concepts designed by John Goddu, Marissa 
Hatch, and Eli Rosenbloom at Parsons The  
New School for Design, and by Public Policy Lab 
fellows Kristina Drury and Liana Dragoman.Be
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PeoPLe’s HoUsing WeeK  
events & KiosKs
Organize regular campaigns to educate, inform, 
and excite people about affordable housing in 
New York City. Provide a staffed kiosk to allow 
applicants to test-drive HPD’s online application 
website, distribute information and advice about 
eligibility, and create opportunities for discus-
sion and sharing stories. Concepts designed by 
John Goddu, Marissa Hatch, and Eli Rosenbloom 
at Parsons The New School for Design.Jo
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LotterY & Lease-UP tooLKit
Equip applicants with the tools and information they 
need to better understand their eligibility for affordable 
housing and more easily fulfill the requirements of the 
Lottery & Lease-Up process. Include tips to understand 
income requirements, documentation checklists, pro-
cess maps, and timelines that align expectations and 
encourage applicants. Concepts developed by Kristina 
Drury and Yasmin Fodil.

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

User-friendly educational tools, along with 
community-based and in-person outreach 
mechanisms, may assist New Yorkers  
in successfully identifying and completing 
an application for an affordable unit that 
matches their income, household size,  
and other eligibility criteria.
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ITERATIVE RESEARCH & DESIGN WITH AGENCY, CBOs, DEVELOPERS & RESIDENTS
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ProvisionaL Personas For aFFordaBLe HoUsing services

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

 

  

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

Design Challenge: attraCting a range oF aPPliCants
How can more New Yorkers be made aware that they could be eligible for  
affordable housing?

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

yolanda, 43, lives with her mother and her two children in central 
brooklyn. she works as a cashier at best buy. she receives child  
support from the father of her daughter; the father of her son only 
pays support sporadically. her mother receives social security. 
the family could qualify for a three-bedroom unit, but providing 
documentation for their different sources of income, especially the 
sporadic and often cash-only support for the children, is a challenge.

luis and martha, both 26, moved to new york 
from guatemala six years ago. martha works  
as a nanny. luis works as an auto mechanic for  
his uncle, whose house they also share. the 
couple thinks they can afford a one-bedroom 
unit, but they don’t feel very secure filling out 
official paperwork in english.

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

Carl, 55, works as a security guard at JFk  
making $30,000 a year. he is single and has  
no close friends or family in new york City.  
he has never heard of hPD, and he gets news 
from the radio and tv, so he hasn’t seen  
affordable housing newspaper ads.

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

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

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

Some Community-Preference Slots Go Unused

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

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

reasons aPPliCants Don’t QualiFy
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I applied so many 
times already, but 
I don’t think I am 
doing it right. Most 
of the time I never 
hear back.

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

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

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

We are 
expecting 
our first 
child and 
would love 
our own 
apartment.

Public & Collaborative: Designing Services for Housing42 43 Part 3: Pilot Proposals
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This building is being constructed through the Low-Income Affordable Marketplace Program (LAMP) of the New York City Housing Development 
Corporation and the Low Income Rental Program (LIRP) of the New York City Department of Housing Preservation and Development. 

Affordable Housing For Rent 
45 NEWLY CONSTRUCTED UNITS 
	  

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

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

Who Should 
Apply? 

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

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

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

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

1 bedroom $564 5 

1 person 
2 people 

$26,675 
$26,675 

̶$30,100 
̶$34,400 

1 bedroom $720 28 

2 people 
3 people 

4 people 

$31,989 
$31,989 

$31,989 

̶$34,400 
̶$38,700 

̶$42,950 

2 bedroom $873 2 

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

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

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

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

When is the Deadline? 

What Happens After 
You Submit an 
Application? 

Mayor Michael Bloomberg 
HPD Commissioner RuthAnne Visnauskas 
HDC President Marc Jahr 

www.nyc.gov/housingconnect 

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

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

4 people $25,612 ̶                                                                                                                                                                                                      $34,360 

1 person $21,326 ̶                                                                                                                                                                                                      $24,080 

2 people $21,326 ̶                                                                                                                                                                                                      $27,520 

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

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

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	   	  

Affordable Housing for Rent 
 

	  
June 2013 Listing 

T H E   B R O N X  

N10 

MN11 

M A N H A T T A N  

Q U E E N S  

BK1 

BK8 

BK17 

B R O O K L Y N  

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

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

facebook.com/NYCHPD 

@nychousing 

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

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

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

	  

www.nyc.gov/housingconnect 

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

	  
	  

61 apartments Deadline: July 12, 2013 	  

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

	  

106 apartments Deadline: July 15, 2013 	  

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

	  

46 apartments Deadline: July 1, 2013 	  

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

	  
M 

	  

139 apartments Deadline: August 12, 2013 	  

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

	  

23 apartments Deadline: August 22, 2013 
	  

	  

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

Look for  
affordable 
housing

Understand 
eligibility 
guidelines

Submit  
your  
application

Wait while  
applications  
are processed

If selected, 
prove your 
eligibility

Sign a lease,  
appeal, or  
apply to others

1 2 3 4 5 6

LET’S GET STARTED.. .

SEE BACK FOR MORE INFORMATION

Your Guide to
Affordable Housing Steps to Apply

Find Affordable Housing 
Listings Online or in Print

Learn About Eligbility and 
Application Requirements

Mail Your Application or 
Register and Submit Online

It May Take 2 to 10 Months 
to Hear Back 

If Selected, Go to Your 
Interview with Documents

Rejected? Challenge via 
Appeal and Apply to Others.

HPD $

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

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

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

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

www.nyc.gov/housingconnect

www.nyc.gov/housingconnect

www.nyc.gov/hpd

facebook.com/NYCHPD                 

 @nychousing

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

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

www.nyc.gov/housingconnect

www.nyc.gov/housingconnect

www.nyc.gov/hpd

facebook.com/NYCHPD                 

 @nychousing

AFFORDABLE HOUSING FOR NEW YORKERS: CHECKLIST & RESOURCES 1

Checklist & Resources

After You Apply for Affordable Housing:  

Checklists  
and Resources

ABOUT THIS GUIDE

Affordable housing applications are selected 
for review through a lottery process. If your 
application is selected and you appear to 
qualify for an apartment, you will be invited to 
an interview. That interview is to figure out if 
you are eligible for affordable housing.
 
Interviews are usually scheduled from two to 
ten months after the application deadline. You 
will be asked to bring in documents about who 
will be living with you, how much money the 
household makes, your current apartment, and 
other information.

This guide helps you prepare for the interview. 
It lists the documents you may need to bring 
and offers tips on how to find and prepare the 
copies you need.

AFFORDABLE HOUSING FOR NEW YORKERS: CHECKLIST & RESOURCES 1

Checklist & Resources

After You Apply for Affordable Housing:  

Checklists  
and Resources

ABOUT THIS GUIDE

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

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

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

copies you need.

INFORMATIONAL MATERIALS
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Affordable Housing for Rent 
 

	  
June 2013 Listing 

T H E   B R O N X  

N10 

MN11 

M A N H A T T A N  

Q U E E N S  

BK1 

BK8 

BK17 

B R O O K L Y N  

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

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

facebook.com/NYCHPD 

@nychousing 

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

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

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

	  

www.nyc.gov/housingconnect 

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

	  
	  

61 apartments Deadline: July 12, 2013 	  

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

	  

106 apartments Deadline: July 15, 2013 	  

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

	  

46 apartments Deadline: July 1, 2013 	  

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

	  
M 

	  

139 apartments Deadline: August 12, 2013 	  

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

	  

23 apartments Deadline: August 22, 2013 
	  

	  

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

COMMUNITY-BASED SYSTEMS FOR COLLABORATION 
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EVALUATING PILOT IMPLEMENTATION & IMPACT
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NYC HIGH SCHOOL CHOICE DISCOVERY PROJECT
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HIGH SCHOOL CHOICE IN NEW YORK CITY

75,000 STUDENTS
700 SCHOOLS



WWW.PUBLICPOLICYLAB.ORG @PUBLICPOLICYLAB

CASE STUDY: NYC DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

What do families need  
to make informed,  
meaningful school choices?



3223 /WWW.PUBLICPOLICYLAB.ORG @PUBLICPOLICYLAB

ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH WITH POLICYMAKERS, SCHOOL STAFF, PARENTS & CHILDREN 

NYC DOE DISCOVERY PROCESSWWW.PUBLICPOLICYLAB.ORG @PUBLICPOLICYLAB

ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH WITH POLICYMAKERS, SCHOOL STAFF, PARENTS & CHILDREN 
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KEY STAKEHOLDERS

PROJECT 
MANAGER

CHOICE  
DRIVER

PROCESS
NAVIGATOR

KIDFAMILY GUIDANCE
COUNSELOR
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VARIETY OF CHOICE CONTEXTS

HIGH ACHIEVEMENT

LOW RESOURCE HIGH RESOURCE

LOW ACHIEVEMENT

LOUIS

BRITNEY

KYLE

AMBER

ARIANNA

JEFF

REGINA

HANNAH

JAMES

RHONDA

TAYLOR

JAXSON

SASHA

KAYLEE

LEXI

SIYED

ZOEY

AALIYAH

GRANT

NOAH
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Optimized Use of Available Time Clearer Visions of the Future 

 First-Person School Experiences Balance of Facts and Feelings

1 2

3 4

FOUR COMMON NEEDS
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PROMPTS & CONCEPTUAL RESPONSES
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SCHOOL CHOICE DESIGN CHALLENGE: APP DEVELOPMENT
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Founded: 2011

Partner with Government

Improve Public Services
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WE ARE A PUBLIC-INTEREST ORGANIZATION
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CONNECT WITH PPL

@PUBLICPOLICYLAB

/PUBLICPOLICYLAB

PUBLIC POLICY LAB
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Raj Kottamasu
info@publicpolicylab.org

THANK YOU




