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Congress needs to act

A recent HUD report found that the 11-year old Moving to Work (MTW) demonstration 
has produced signifi cant effi ciencies and innovations that should “inform” affordable 
housing policy makers. The report to Congress, Moving to Work: Interim Policy Applica-
tions and the Future of the Demonstration, cites numerous innovations devised and 
implemented by the 33 participating MTW agencies. These innovations resulted from 
the funding and regulatory fl exibility provided by the MTW demonstration. 

PHADA appreciates HUD’s breakthrough MTW report and thoroughly 
supports the report’s recommendation that Congress double the size of the MTW 

demonstration. Expansion of the program to 60 participants will provide more 
agencies the fl exibility to create locally-designed and cost-effi cient housing 

solutions that benefi t both agencies and residents.   

Some key fi ndings directly from the MTW report: 
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• Reducing recertification frequency for fixed-income households.  For elderly and disabled 
households living on fixed incomes, the only annual adjustment to income is typically the cost 
of living adjustment, which can be easily calculated by the PHA without administering the 
entire recertification process.  MTW agencies have found that recertifying these households 
every two or three years, with only an automated cost of living adjustment in interim years, 
substantially reduces administrative burden.   
 
HUD has already issued related guidance by requiring use of the Enterprise Income Verification 
(EIV) system in all assisted housing programs (including MTW).  EIV has saved hundreds of 
thousands of federal dollars by increasing the accuracy and efficiency of income and rent 
determinations and reducing incidents of under- and unreported household income.  Reducing 
recertifications for fixed-income households would allow PHAs to further realize the benefits of 
automating income recertifications where possible.     
 

• Eliminating or simplifying the earned income deduction. The current disregard policy7 has 
imposed a significant administrative and financial burden on agencies that attempt to implement 
it.  Income exclusion policies that encourage self-sufficiency can be simplified while keeping 
the original goals intact in order to prevent unnecessary burden on the PHA and residents.  

• Ignoring some or all of asset income. Asset income refers to non-earned income, such as 
interest, dividends, or income derived from other investments.  These sums are small, if they 
exist at all, and are extremely difficult to verify in a timely and cost effective way.  The 
exclusion or limitation of asset income in tenant rent calculations allows agencies to save 
considerable time and labor costs without significantly altering the amount of rental income 
they receive from residents.

• Replacing medical and child care deductions with a standard deduction.  These deductions 
require extensive documentation and verification, which is time-consuming and labor-intensive 
for PHAs and residents, and often provide only minimal savings for the tenant.  A standard 
deduction set at a sufficient level and coupled with a hardship policy potentially reduces or 
eliminates the need for obtaining this documentation.

MTW has shown that alternative rent structures may have positive self-sufficiency outcomes for 
residents.  However, because the rent reforms implemented under MTW vary greatly and were not 
implemented with a controlled experimental methodology, further exploration is needed to determine 
which aspects of these rent reforms could be recommended for all PHAs. Any potential rent model 
should attempt to encourage self-sufficiency and accurate reporting of income, but also ensure that 
tenants are not unduly burdened. Research suggests that a hybrid rent structure, which combines 
streamlining efforts with a form of flat rent and a form of income-based rent, may be most promising. 
These models have the potential to better encourage self-sufficiency in residents and produce much-
needed cost-savings in the administration of public housing and Housing Choice Voucher programs.  
The Cambridge Housing Authority’s tiered rents, in which a flat rent is set at 30 percent of adjusted 
income at the lower end of each of several income bands, is an example of this model.  

Even with further research, it may still be difficult to determine one single rent structure that functions 
best in all housing authorities.  Providing housing authorities with a limited menu of rent flexibilities 

7 24 CFR 960.255 
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beneficial to housing authorities with new or recently renovated housing stock; housing authorities 
with aging housing stock in serious need of repair may find that inspecting 100% of units annually is 
the only way to ensure the provision of quality housing to its residents.  

Policy Applications 

While conclusive impacts of many MTW activities, particularly as they relate to residents, are not yet 
known, some of the most compelling MTW results to date are those regarding housing authority 
operations.  MTW housing authorities have been able to engage in strategic long-term planning that 
better conforms to local needs, and to reduce unnecessary costs and labor to use towards other 
initiatives by: 

• Combining funds. Combined funds are easier to manage and provide an opportunity to explore 
development and other activities that may require sizable initial investments.  HUD would need 
to further explore how combined funds would function in accordance with other federal 
requirements and institute protections to ensure that PHAs are serving as many or more families 
as a result of the ability to combine funds, before cautiously expanding this authority to other 
PHAs. 
 
The primary concern regarding combined funds involves serving the same number of families 
as funds may be used for purposes other than housing assistance.  With MTW, agencies may 
choose to temporarily serve fewer families – with the expectation that they will eventually serve 
as many or more families – in order to use the funds that would have been provided towards 
their assistance for other purposes permitted under MTW, such as supportive services or 
accumulating reserves for use in capital redevelopment projects.  Though MTW agencies are 
required to serve substantially the same number of families as they would have served were 
they not in MTW, varying interpretations of this provision have resulted in relatively lower 
utilization rates and higher levels of reserves in some MTW agencies.  Even so, most MTW 
agencies have actually served substantially more families than they would have been able to 
serve without MTW by streamlining operations and using accumulated funds to administer new 
assisted housing units.
 

• Streamlining housing authority operations. MTW agencies have utilized a host of 
administrative flexibilities to reduce unnecessary costs and labor for both residents and PHA 
staff.  Many of these flexibilities have significantly reduced administrative burden and allowed 
participating agencies to more efficiently provide housing assistance.  Some of the most 
promising streamlining flexibilities include:

o Simplifying Housing Quality Standard (HQS) inspection protocols. Outside of MTW, 
all HCV units must be inspected prior to occupancy by tenants and before the 
anniversary of the occupancy date in each subsequent year. PHAs devote considerable 
resources to inspecting units that regularly adhere to HQS standards, and have no 
flexibility to cluster inspections efficiently. MTW offers agencies a number of 
flexibilities designed to streamline the HQS inspection process, including targeting 
higher-risk units with risk-based inspections, allowing landlords to self-certify that units 
meet inspections and modifying inspection dates to allow for efficient groupings.  These 
policies have resulted in considerable administrative and cost savings for agencies.    
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OVER OVER Images above are from the Cambridge (MA) Housing Authority, a successful MTW agency.
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PHADA thinks that many of the local solutions described in the MTW report 
should be implemented as quickly and as broadly as possible to create optimal 
cost savings, to maximize effi ciency, to allow for more self-help redevelopment 
efforts and broader opportunities for residents. Therefore, PHADA calls on the 
Department and Congress to pursue prompt implementation of the report’s 

“policy applications” and to expand the MTW demonstration. 

Policy applications from the interim report 
include important and replicable approaches: 

Increased capital development and portfolio goals. MTW has 
allowed agencies to pursue “more ambitious development activi-
ties and engage in more strategic long-term capital planning as 
a result of MTW funding fl exibility.” These efforts were aided by 
agencies’ ability to combine funds.

Public housing preservation using project-based assistance.
MTW agencies have been enabled to leverage funds to preserve 
public housing by directly converting units to project-based assis-
tance. 

Streamlining housing authority operations. MTW agencies 
have utilized a host of administrative fl exibilities to reduce unnec-
essary costs and labor. These include: streamlining formerly costly 
rent calculations by reducing recertifi cation frequency for fi xed-
income households, eliminating or simplifying the earned income 
deduction, ignoring some or all of asset income, replacing medical 
and child care deductions with a standard deduction. 

Building stronger partnerships with other community orga-
nizations. As a result of their funding fl exibility and leveraging 
ability, MTW PHAs have an enhanced ability to collaborate with 
local community partners and capitalize on existing community 
resources. 

Developing local self-suffi ciency programs tailored to com-
munity needs. 

Providing service-enriched housing. MTW agencies have used 
their project-based assistance fl exibilities in partnership with local 
community organizations to provide service-enriched housing for 
homeless or other high-risk individuals and families. 

Interested in MTW?

Agencies that have an interest in becoming a MTW agency should:

• Read the full MTW report. The report offers insights into 
the innovations devised in participating MTW agencies that 
could be very useful to agencies planning to secure a future 
slot in the MTW demonstration.

• Agencies should also share their interest in becoming an 
MTW participant with their elected offi cials. House and 
Senate authorizers will want the expansion of MTW to be 
sized to more closely meet the real demand for the program. 
MTW 

The Report to Congress: Moving to Work: Interim Policy Applications 
and the Future of the Demonstration can be found at: http://www.
hud.gov/offi ces/pih/programs/ph/mtw/report-to-congress.pdf.
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Program, supported by a large grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, is intended to help 
families who may not otherwise be eligible for traditional housing assistance. Combined with the 
flexibilities afforded under MTW for the KCHA, the Sound Families Program enables the placement of 
families into project-based voucher units where they “receive targeted support and training.”92 Once 
the families graduate from the program, they are given a tenant-based voucher, allowing them to move 
to a unit of their choosing. As of November 2007, there were 177 units enrolled in this program; 
families are assisted with activities such as grocery shopping and house cleaning, medication 
management, transportation to appointments, and tenancy support.

The South King County Housing First Pilot operates in a similar way, but KCHA has partnered with 
the King County Department of Community and Human Services and the United Way to assist in this 
program. Twenty-five units were allocated to implement the ‘housing first’ approach to serving 
homeless families, which “is premised on the belief that vulnerable and at-risk homeless families are 
more responsive to interventions and social services support after they are in their own housing, rather 
than while living in temporary/transitional facilities or housing programs.”93 KCHA funding is 
combined with other local funding to run the facility; KCHA is only tasked with performing a rent 
reasonableness assessment of the units.

Policy Applications 

Although resident services are provided through optional programs available to all PHAs, MTW 
flexibilities allow PHAs to design and implement programs that better fit their residents and the 
surrounding community. These programs have shown to be feasible in terms of functioning; although 
clear, definitive evidence regarding their effectiveness is not currently attainable, it is clear that these 
MTW PHAs have developed holistic self-sufficiency programs to serve special needs and high-risk 
populations such as homeless families, immigrants, and other groups that may not be as responsive to 
the traditional rental assistance model, without the provision of services.

MTW agencies have shown that the ability to combine funds and to go beyond traditional models of 
resident services can allow PHAs to more effectively encourage self-sufficiency by: 

• Building stronger partnerships with other community organizations. As a result of their 
funding flexibility and leveraging ability, MTW PHAs have an enhanced ability to collaborate
with local community partners to formulate precise, tailored self-sufficiency programs that most 
effectively serve their local needs.  MTW agencies can leverage their funding flexibility to 
supplement housing authority resources with community resources, ultimately providing more 
comprehensive services for residents.   

• Developing local self-sufficiency programs.  Although the current HUD self-sufficiency 
programs have shown signs of success, they are limited in funding and scope and provide a
uniform approach to serving many distinct communities. MTW PHAs have developed ways to 
better incentivize self-sufficiency in residents by tailoring their self-sufficiency activities to 
their individual communities.   

92 Promising Practices Report for the King County Housing Authority, U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, 2008.

93 “The Problem: Ending and Preventing Family Homelessness,” Beyond Shelter. 
http://www.beyondshelter.org/aaa_initiatives/ending_homelessness.shtml.
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Responsiveness to Community Needs

MTW PHAs have a wide array of flexibilities at their disposal, and are able to use them most 
effectively when they can articulate their local needs and how MTW would help achieve those goals. 

For instance, in Tulare County, California, a competitive affordable housing market with long waiting 
lists prompted the Housing Authority of Tulare County (HATC) to implement time limits.  In 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, a tight housing market with a dwindling supply of affordable housing led 
the Cambridge Housing Authority (CHA) to project-base more of its voucher share in order to secure 
more affordable units.  These agencies have built their MTW programs around the flexibilities that 
allow them to address unmet needs in their communities.  

Strong Leadership and Committed Staff 

Though difficult to measure, visionary leadership and staff committed to the mission of MTW is often 
cited as essential to implementing changes.  Because MTW touches so many aspects of an agency’s 
operations, it is crucial to have the mission of the organization, especially as it relates to MTW, 
communicated to the staff at all levels of implementation.  Staff involved in shaping the new processes 
in some cases gave staff a “strong sense of accountability” and a “renewed sense of purpose” because 
of their sense of ownership, rather than an obligation to simply follow Federal rules.95

Staff at the Keene Housing Authority (KHA), for example, cite Executive Director Curt Hiebert's 
leadership as a critical component of their success.  His leadership capacity, they explain, is not just a 
motivating force within the organization, but in the community at large, which helps build community 
partnerships and to earn support for KHA programs.  Mr. Hiebert encourages KHA staff to sit on 
community boards and participate in other community events, and considers himself and other KHA 
staff an important part of educating the community and residents about KHA's MTW program.  Several 
of the principal staff involved in administering MTW have been with KHA since it joined MTW in 
1999, and KHA has been one of the most innovative and aggressive MTW agencies, in large part 
because of devoted and engaged staff.  

Innovation and Openness to Change 

Successful MTW agencies demonstrate a willingness to make substantial changes to agency operations.  
HUD is able to learn the most from agencies that continually push the envelope, and evolve their MTW 
programs over time as new community needs arise.  These dynamic MTW programs help inform the 
discussion of how MTW works in practice in the long-term.  

• Leadership at the Cambridge Housing Authority (CHA), which is known for pushing the 
envelope even within MTW, explain that it takes “curiosity” to experiment with existing rules.  
Greg Russ, Executive Director of CHA, specifies that MTW requires a sense that “you’ve lived 
in the status quo, you’ve seen its defects and you have energy to make some change.”  CHA has 

95 “Testing Public Housing Deregulation: A Summary Assessment of HUD's ‘Moving to Work’ Demonstration,” Martin 
Abravanel, Robin Smith, Margery Turner, Elizabeth Cove, Laura Harris and Carlos Manjarrez, The Urban Institute,
2004. http://www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/311009_TestingPublicHousingDeregulation.pdf.

Photo shows the Salishan Neighborhood Revitalization for the  
Tacoma Housing Authority, a newly appointed MTW agency.
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