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LEARNING OUTCOMES
Upon compleধ on of Customer Service Specialist, you should be able to:

• Improve the quality of customer service at the points of contact in the 
Secধ on 8 Housing Choice Voucher and public housing programs

• Idenধ fy agency and community barriers to customer service and 
make strategies to remove them

• Apply the tools to assess the PHA’s service delivery in order to 
idenধ fy strengths, vulnerabiliধ es, and to develop an acধ on plan

• Idenধ fy the necessary components to develop a “Customer 
Service Policy”

• Apply ideas and tools to improve the quality of service delivery and 
job saধ sfacধ on

• Improve community relaধ onships to further advance the PHA’s 
housing goals in the context of the PHA Plan
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

LEARNING OUTCOMES
Upon compleধ on of this secধ on, you should be able to:

• Discuss what we mean by the words “customer” and “service” in the 
context of aff ordable housing

• Discuss why it is useful to treat program parধ cipants and HCV owners 
like “customers”

WHAT DO WE MEAN WHEN WE SAY “SERVICE?”
The Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) states 
that its mission is “to create strong, sustainable, inclusive communiধ es 
and quality aff ordable homes for all. HUD is working to strengthen the 
housing market to bolster the economy and protect consumers, meet the 
need for quality aff ordable rental homes, uধ lize housing as a plaĤ orm for 
improving quality of life, build inclusive and sustainable communiধ es free 
from discriminaধ on, and transform the way HUD does business.”

Every regulaধ on, rule, or piece of guidance from HUD can be understood 
as a tool toward achieving this mission.

So, in the context of daily work at a PHA, service may be defi ned as any 
acধ on that will make a posiধ ve contribuধ on to this mission within the 
jurisdicধ on of the PHA.

This requires consistency, conscienধ ousness, kindness, empathy, 
and understanding. Let’s take a moment to defi ne these terms for 
this context.

• Consistency means adherence to the rules, regulaধ ons, and guidance, 
but also to the PHA’s policies as laid out in the administraধ ve plan or 
admissions and conধ nued occupancy policy (ACOP).

• Conscienধ ousness means a dedicaধ on to the work. This requires 
that PHAs constantly reevaluate their policies and procedures. 
Occasionally PHAs have policies in place that are not required by 
HUD, and which make it more diffi  cult to achieve these goals. Ođ en 
the raধ onale is simply “that’s the way we’ve always done it.” For 
example, HUD does not require birth cerধ fi cates or photo IDs. If 
obtaining these documents makes it diffi  cult for families to parধ cipate 
in the PHA’s programs, then the PHA should reevaluate if that policy 
is helping to achieve the goals of the agency. Can security concerns be 
addressed in another way?
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• Kindness means that we make the conscious decision to not react 
aggressively, even if we perceive the customer as aggressive or rude.

• Empathy means the ability to understand and share the feelings of 
others. We cannot serve our clients if we don’t understand the stress 
they are under.

• Understanding means basing our opinions and decisions on objecধ ve 
evidence more than personal experience. 

WHO ARE OUR CUSTOMERS
Success in the administraধ on of the Secধ on 8 Housing Choice Voucher 
program is achieved by assisধ ng the maximum number of families that a 
housing agency’s budget will support and maximizing aff ordable housing 
alternaধ ves within the community.

In order to achieve this success, a PHA:

• Must culধ vate and retain an adequate base of property owners who 
are willing to do business so that there is suffi  cient housing available 
to qualifi ed families.

• Must obtain the cooperaধ on and compliance of those property 
owners in the performance of HUD-required program funcধ ons

• Must market its services to families who are likely to qualify in 
the community

• Must obtain the cooperaধ on and compliance of those families in the 
performance of HUD-required program funcধ ons.

• Must establish itself as a willing and able community partner 

• Must, within its organizaধ onal structure, obtain a level of 
performance and cooperaধ on within and between its various 
departments in order to complete a mulধ tude of HUD-required 
program funcধ ons, both internally and externally.

Success in the administraধ on of the public housing program is achieved 
by obtaining the maximum occupancy rate while maintaining the public 
housing asset and creaধ ng a safe and comfortable living environment 
that supports and encourages residents to work toward economic 
self-suffi  ciency.
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In order to achieve this success, a PHA:

• Must market its services to families who are likely to qualify in 
the community

• Must screen families who apply for suitability as renters and prevent 
the admission of families who disrupt the living environment

• Must obtain the cooperaধ on and compliance of residents and their 
families in performing property management funcধ ons and HUD-
required program funcধ ons

• Must establish itself as a willing and able community partner in order 
to contribute to the overall housing strategy

• Must, within its organizaধ onal structure, obtain a level of 
performance and cooperaধ on within and between its various 
departments to complete a mulধ tude of HUD-required program 
funcধ ons, both internally and externally

Just as private companies provide products and services to their 
customers for pay, housing agencies provide services to the community 
for pay. And just like private companies, PHAs must market themselves, 
conduct transacধ ons and deliver services to their customers within 
the community.

In both HCV and public housing, PHAs provide services to families 
by performing the intake and occupancy funcধ ons to establish their 
eligibility and conধ nued assistance.

In public housing, PHAs provide a service to their residents by 
performing the necessary property management funcধ ons to maintain a 
desirable living environment.

In HCV, PHAs provide services to owners by making prompt payments 
and conducধ ng periodic inspecধ ons of the unit. 

In both programs, the management and staff  within housing agencies 
provide informaধ on and services to each other in order to manage 
the program.

So, no maħ er what we call them—owners, parধ cipants, housing 
specialists, inspectors, or managers in HCV, or residents, inspectors, 
housing managers, accountants, specialists, or maintenance personnel in 
public housing—either we are their customers, or they are our customers 
because we provide informaধ on and services to each other for pay.
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GROUP DISCUSSION ACTIVITY

Group #1: Describe the perception of your agency in your community.
Make a list of posiধ ve and negaধ ve percepধ ons as applicable. 

Are any of these percepধ ons true? Which ones? (List them)

What can be done to improve any negaধ ve percepধ ons?

Posiঞ ve Percepঞ ons T/F? Comments

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

Negaঞ ve Percepঞ ons T/F? To improve percepঞ on, we can:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.
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Group #2: Explore and discuss the quality of service received by the families who turn 
to your agency for service.
List the posiধ ve and negaধ ve aspects of their experience as applicable. 

Based on this discussion, what would your impression be if you applied for housing assistance at your PHA? 

Your impressions:

Your impressions:

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Posiঞ ve Experiences Negaঞ ve Experiences

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.
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Group #3: How do other agencies and local governments view the quality of your 
service delivery and cooperation with them? 
Make a list of up to fi ve agencies and local government enধ ধ es in your community. 

Put yourself in their posiধ on and rate your PHA. (1 = poor, 5 = excellent)

Explain what your answer is based on.

Agency/Local 
Government:

Score they would 
rate us:

1  2  3  4  5
Poor              Excellent

Score based on:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.



Copyright © 2026 by Nan McKay & Associates 1-9 5/1/26

Customer Service Specialist
Chapter 1: Introducধ on

Group #4: How would your co-workers rate the quality of service you provide to them 
in the performance of your job duties? (1 = poor, 5 = excellent)
If you were your supervisor, in what areas would you recommend improvement? 

What areas would you praise?

Explain your answers.

1. Co-workers would rate me because:

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. My supervisor would recommend the following areas for improvement:

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. My supervisor would praise me in the following areas:

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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CHAPTER 2 HOW DO WE COMMUNICATE?

LEARNING OUTCOMES
Upon compleধ on of this secধ on, you should be able to:

• Beħ er understand the ways in which people communicate

• Idenধ fy the various barriers to communicaধ on

• Develop strategies for working around the various barriers 
to communicaধ on

• Improve your communicaধ on skills overall

All PHA work is ulধ mately done on the individual level. Even policies, 
which are crađ ed by boards and directors, must be communicated by 
individual staff  to individual customers. This means that well-developed 
communicaধ on skills are vital to overall PHA success.

In the secধ on Customer Service Points of Contact, we will discuss our 
external communicaধ on skills (the choices we make in words, tone, etc.) 

In this secধ on, we will discuss our internal communicaধ on skills (how 
to analyze what we are hearing from customers as well as our own 
thoughts, preconcepধ ons, and biases). 

THE MENTAL PROCESS OF COMMUNICATION
The fi rst thing we must do is develop an understanding of the mental 
processes that take place in all people-PHA staff  and customers alike-
during the communicaধ on process. 

Communicaধ on can be understood as the process of taking an idea from 
one brain and puষ  ng it into another brain. We typically describe it as, 
“I think it, then I say it or write it down, and the other person 
understands it.” The problem with this descripধ on is that it ignores 
the hidden, but very powerful barriers that can prevent proper 
“understanding.” We will now explore some of these barriers.

Cogniࢼ ve Dissonance. Cogniধ ve dissonance is the stress we experience 
when the informaধ on we are receiving contradicts the way we believe 
things are or the way things ought to be. Put simply, cogniধ ve dissonance 
is what happens when we are trying to entertain two opposing ideas at 
the same ধ me.
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Example: Like most people, Bob believes himself to be a raধ onal 
person. He generally thinks that he will make the most logical, raধ onal 
decisions that lead to the best outcome for himself. Bob is also a smoker. 
When Bob is confronted with evidence that smoking is unhealthy, he 
experiences cogniধ ve dissonance. If he’s a raধ onal person who makes 
the best decisions for himself, then why is he engaging in an acধ vity 
(smoking) that his doctor is telling him is unhealthy? There are several 
approaches Bob can take to relieve this dissonance.

• Opࢼ on 1: Bob can quit smoking. This is the opধ on that many people 
think they would take. And indeed, many people have quit in the 
years since the scienধ fi c consensus has solidifi ed around the negaধ ve 
health impacts of smoking. And yet, it probably won’t take us very 
long to think of situaধ ons in which we, or someone we know has 
chosen one of the following alternaধ ve opধ ons.

• Opࢼ on 2: Bob can ignore the doctor and seek out opinions that 
contradict the doctor. This process is called confi rmaধ on bias. So, 
Bob fi nds some websites and online videos in which self-proclaimed 
“experts” contradict the “mainstream science” and tell Bob that 
smoking really is not harmful to his health. In doing this, Bob is going 
to have to ignore most of the evidence he comes across, and very 
selecধ vely pay aħ enধ on to the informaধ on he wants to see.

 – Ođ en, people will draw on personal experience, rather than 
staধ sধ cs and data. We can imagine Bob saying something like, 
“I don’t care what those charts say, my granddad smoked for 
70 years and lived to be 90.” That may be true, but it doesn’t 
necessarily follow that since Bob’s grandfather was an extreme 
outlier, Bob will be as well. 

 – It is also possible that confi rmaধ on bias will lead Bob to 
ignore or simply forget relevant details, like his grandfather’s 
diminished quality of life (shortness of breath, emphysema, 
smoking-related diabetes, etc.). Selecধ ve memory is an example of 
confi rmaধ on bias.

• Opࢼ on 3: Bob minimizes the dissonance by changing his self-image. 
He stops thinking of himself as “a smoker” and refers to himself as “a 
social smoker” or “an occasional smoker.” 
 – This can be viewed as a compromise approach that allows Bob to 

avoid the cogniধ ve dissonance without changing his behavior.
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• Opࢼ on 4: Bob can accept that he’s a smoker, accept that it’s unhealthy, 
and simply jusধ fy it by saying things like “we all goħ a go someধ me, 
might as well pick your poison.” 

So, we see that in order to change someone’s behavior, we need more 
than just to present them with “the facts.” 

It is important to understand this process is happening in us as well as 
our clients.

Investment Fallacy. We see that ođ en people base their decisions on 
emoধ onal weight rather than the data in front of them. Another example 
of this is what psychologists call the investment fallacy. This happens 
when we decide that we’ve put too much value into something to give 
up on it. 

• Example: Alex is a PHA employee who becomes suspicious that a 
client is violaধ ng PHA rules. Alex believes that the client is has an 
unreported occupant living in the unit. Alex decides to “do some 
digging.” Alex calls the property manager to ask if she has seen 
anything suspicious. The property manager replies that while there 
are guests over from ধ me to ধ me, and she thinks the client has a 
boyfriend, she’s not sure if he has moved in. Alex decides to ask more 
probing quesধ ons than usual the next ধ me the client comes in for her 
annual reexam. None of the client’s answers are the “slam dunk” that 
Alex is hoping for. Alex has heard from colleagues that someধ mes 
it takes months or even years of building a case before the PHA has 
enough evidence to act.

• Alex conধ nues the calls to the property manager, asks the inspectors 
and maintenance staff  to report anything that could be evidence of 
an unauthorized occupant, and conধ nues the aggressive quesধ oning. 
Over ধ me, this sours Alex’s relaধ onship with the client who doesn’t 
appreciate the accusaধ ons, the property manager who doesn’t like 
the constant phone calls, and even the inspector and maintenance 
staff  who have plenty of work of their own to do. 

• At this point, Alex is experiencing cogniধ ve dissonance. Alex believes 
there is an unauthorized occupant, but the facts seem to contradict 
that belief. Alex can either stop believing it, or double down.

• Alex decides that if she can fi nally prove the unauthorized occupant is 
there that she will be vindicated, and that all the annoyed coworkers 
and off ence the client has taken will be worth it. This is an example 
of the investment fallacy. Alex believes she has too much ধ me and 
energy invested in this case to just “let it go now.” 



Copyright © 2026 by Nan McKay & Associates 2-4

Customer Service Specialist
Chapter 2: How do we Communicate?

5/1/26

• What are the potenধ al outcomes from Alex’s decision? 

• In an earlier secধ on we discussed a PHA’s need to reevaluate its 
policies. We gave the example of birth cerধ fi cates not being required 
by HUD, yet many PHAs conধ nue to require them. Is this an example 
of a reasonable emphasis on security, or an example of the investment 
fallacy?
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CHAPTER 3  WORKING IN THE BUSINESS OF PROVIDING 
HOUSING SERVICES

LEARNING OUTCOMES
Upon compleধ on of this secধ on, you should be able to:

• Develop our understanding of the role that trauma plays in our 
interacধ ons with clients

• Recognize and idenধ fy basic customer needs

• Defi ne and explain “top-down customer service”

• Diff erenধ ate between self-directed and service-directed agencies

The answers to the preceding quesধ ons probably point to the degree to 
which your agency is seen as a well-run business, and the degree to which 
you are viewed by clients and peers as a service-directed professional.

Unfortunately, many housing agencies do not have accurate answers 
to most of these quesধ ons, because emphasis on the quality of service 
delivery is a recent phenomenon.

Working in the assisted housing services industry is both challenging and 
rewarding, but it is not always easy. 

It requires willingness and ability to adapt to constant change, posiধ ve 
regard for people, and a commitment to the product of your work.

There are three essenধ al elements to operaধ ng a successful housing 
authority. The fi rst is that all staff  must understand the powerful, negaধ ve 
impact that living in, or just above, poverty will have on our clients.

The second essenধ al element is understanding the ways in which serving 
traumaধ zed populaধ on can aff ect PHA staff .

Lastly, it is essenধ al that you understand how the funcধ ons and tasks 
you perform every day, and the aষ  tudes with which you perform them, 
relate specifi cally to your agency’s product:

• In HCV, the maximum uধ lizaধ on of funding resources to provide 
housing assistance for eligible families.

• In public housing, the creaধ on of safe neighborhoods in which families 
can work towards the aħ ainment of self-suffi  ciency
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THE BASIC ELEMENTS OF EXCELLENT SERVICE 
The average person will tell six to eight people when they receive 
excellent service, but they will tell at least 20 people when they receive 
poor service. Each of those 20 people will tell two or three more.

What is the essence of customer service? What does it mean? Here 
is a working defi niধ on: “The essence of customer service is how you 
communicate and establish a relaধ onship with those you serve.” When 
we use the term relaধ onship it refers to quality of the transacধ on 
between you and the customer at a point of contact. It may only be for 
30 seconds, or it may be over a one-hour period, as in a briefi ng.

The following are the basic elements of excellent customer service.

1. Expanding your Definition of Service
How you defi ne service eff ects your interacধ ons with your customers.

For example, you may be required to provide is the service of 
interviewing a family to determine their eligibility for the program.

Your defi niধ on of service may be to “get the informaধ on” and close 
the interview. However, you can choose to expand your defi niধ on of 
service by listening with empathy, or providing opধ ons, alternaধ ves, and 
suggesধ ons as to how the customer might obtain necessary documents 
to complete the applicaধ on process.

2. Reconsidering Who Your Customers Are
Your immediate external customers are program clients, owners (in 
HCV) and the general public. Without them there would be no housing 
program, no business reason to go to work, and no paycheck.

Your internal customers are the people who work inside your agency—
people who rely on you for the services and informaধ on that they need 
in order to get their jobs done.

The internal customer chain works both ways. Someধ mes you are the 
customer, relying on the performance of others to perform your work, 
and someধ mes you provide the services or informaধ on to others.
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3. Understanding Where Your Customers Are Coming From
As of 2020, the U.S. Census Bureau’s offi  cial poverty rate is 11.4 percent 
of the populaধ on, 37.2 million people.

There is a signifi cant correlaধ on between race and poverty.

• 8.2 percent for non-Hispanic Whites

• 17 percent for Hispanics

• 19.5 percent for Blacks

The poverty rate for children under fi ve was 19 percent 

The poverty rate for all children under 18 was 16.1 percent

The poverty rate for persons 18-64 was 10.4 percent

The poverty rate for persons 65+ was 9.0 percent

According to the Offi  ce of Disease Prevenধ on and Health Promoধ on 
(ODPHP), “residents of impoverished neighborhoods or communiধ es are 
at increased risk for mental illness, chronic disease, higher mortality, and 
lower life expectancy. 

Some populaধ on groups living in poverty may have more adverse health 
outcomes than others. For example, the risk for chronic condiধ ons such 
as heart disease, diabetes, and obesity is higher among those with the 
lowest income and educaধ on levels. In addiধ on, older adults who are 
poor experience higher rates of disability and mortality. Finally, people 
with disabiliধ es are more vulnerable to the eff ects of poverty than other 
groups. Racial and ethnic minoriধ es living in poverty may also have more 
adverse health outcomes.”

Poverty also plays a major role in mental health. A study conducted 
by the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and the Naধ onal Center 
for Health Staধ sধ cs (NCHS) between 2009 and 2013 found that 8.7 
percent of adults living below the federal poverty level experienced 
serious psychological distress. Even above the federal poverty level, 
5.1 percent of adults living between 100-200 percent of the poverty 
limit experienced similar psychological issues. Ađ er that, the numbers 
decrease signifi cantly. Only 2.7 percent of adults living between 200-
400 percent of the limit, and only 1.2 percent of adults living at more 
than 400 percent of the poverty line experienced the same distress.

The stresses of poverty cause issues with mental health, which in turn 
lead to behaviors and developmental problems which hinder families’ 
aħ empts to leave poverty. Poverty and mental health issues therefore 
consধ tute a vicious cycle.
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Mental health eff ects of poverty are seen in increased:

• Depression 

• Poor self-reported mental health

• Drug overdose deaths

• Incidences of schizophrenia

• Child mental health problems

• Juvenile homicides

• Adverse child educaধ onal outcomes

4. Understanding and Dealing with the Effects of 
Compassion Fatigue
Psychologists have for years studied the ways in which service providers 
working directly with, and caring for, traumaধ zed groups have been 
aff ected by that work. Psychologists ođ en use the technical term 
secondary traumaধ c stress disorder to refer to these outcomes. We will 
use the term compassion faধ gue.

Compassion faধ gue can aff ect diff erent individuals in diff erent ways. 
Common symptoms of compassion faধ gue are:

• Feeling exhausted physically and psychologically

• Feeling irritable, angry, sad, guilty, afraid, or numb

• Loss of empathy

• Feelings of persecuধ on

• A sense of being detached or having decreased pleasure in acধ viধ es

• Feeling helpless, hopeless, or powerless

 – Blaming yourself and having thoughts of not having done enough 
to help the people who are suff ering

• A decreased sense of personal and professional accomplishment

• Grandiosity

 – Aħ achment to feeling needed or useful

 – Minimizing the concerns or problems of others

• Diminished creaধ vity

• Changes in your worldview or spirituality

 – Becoming more dogmaধ c, cynical, or opinionated
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• Inability to listen and deliberate avoidance

• Inability to accept complexity

 – Seeing people as “good” vs. “bad” clients

• Physical symptoms, including sleep and appeধ te disturbances, nausea, 
dizziness, and chronic exhausধ on

• Addicধ ons

• Hypervigilance

 – Aħ empধ ng to restore safety and prevent any further vicধ mizaধ on 
by seeing everything as a potenধ al threat and acধ ng accordingly

 – Overemphasis on fraud 

 · Aggressive quesধ oning and requiring verifi caধ ons far beyond 
what is required by the laws and regulaধ ons

 · Starধ ng with “no” as a default reacধ on

• Disassociaধ on 

 – Realizing you haven’t been listening for several minutes

 – Mindlessly performing a task

 – Forgeষ  ng what you’re doing in the middle of the task
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LEARNING ACTIVITY: RELAXING AND DESTRESSING
List fi ve of your favorite methods for relaxing and destressing. Then list how ođ en you need to do them 
for them to be eff ecধ ve. Finally, state the last ধ me you did each one.

Acঞ vity How O[ en 
(daily, weekly, 
monthly, etc.)?

When was the last ঞ me you did it?
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Dealing With Compassion Fatigue
Now that we have idenধ fi ed some of the common symptoms, we need to 
idenধ fy some tools for combaধ ng compassion faধ gue. 

Useful tools for combaধ ng compassion faধ gue are:

• Psychological Therapy

 – Psychological therapy is the most successful weapon in our 
arsenal against compassion faধ gue. But many people are reluctant 
for a variety of reasons. Some are pracধ cal, like ধ me or cost. 
Some are emoধ onal, like anxiety about experiencing the sধ gma 
that is someধ mes aħ ached to those who seek treatment. It’s 
important that we examine our beliefs about self-care and fi nd 
funcধ onal soluধ ons.

 – There are a wide range of approaches to psychology. It is worth 
the ধ me to do some research on which may be best for you and 
your situaধ on. 

• Health Literacy

 – It’s important to avoid health fads that may be popular for a 
short period of ধ me. In the 19th century, snake oil was widely 
seen as a cure-all. Now it’s a euphemism for a scam. Our mental 
health is important enough that we should dedicate ধ me and reach 
out to professionals to determine the best approach for us based 
on science.

• Social Acধ vity

 – Maintaining healthy and rewarding social lives outside of the offi  ce 
space is crucial to our ability to handle stress within the offi  ce. 

 – Seষ  ng and maintaining reasonable boundaries for ourselves 
can also serve to limit stress. This is true both inside and outside 
the offi  ce. 

• Physical Acধ vity

 – Our bodies were designed to deal with stress in physical ways. 
Psychologists will talk about the “fi ght or fl ight response.”

 – During intensely stressful situaধ ons, our bodies release various 
chemicals that have eff ects on heart rate, breathing, and 
digesধ on, among others. Our bodies were designed to “burn off ” 
these eff ects through physically confronধ ng (“fi ght”) or running 
from (“fl ight”) the danger. In our modern lives, stressors ođ en 
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come in the form of abstract dangers-a mistake on a project, a 
miscalculaধ on of a rent porধ on, an unfavorable performance 
review-in which fi ghধ ng or running are not appropriate responses. 
Physical exercise gives our bodies a chance to work through that 
stress in a way that our bodies are designed for.

 – Physical acধ vity can also be a cornerstone for our other 
approaches. Joining a sports league or having a regular group to go 
to and support each other at the gym can lead to an increased and 
enriched social life. Healthy physical acধ vity can also lead to beħ er 
diet choices and deeper, more resĤ ul sleep.

• Diet

 – The eff ects of poor diet are well-known. But when we are under 
stress, our bodies will ođ en crave quick bursts of easy energy. 
Sugar is a prime example. There is a reason we ođ en crave sweets 
when we are under stress. But when the “sugar high” wears off , we 
are ođ en leđ  lethargic. And in the long-term, the eff ects of poor 
diet can become severe.

• Sleep

 – There’s absolutely no subsধ tute for deep, resĤ ul sleep. There are 
numerous science-based ধ ps for beħ er sleep. Below are just a few.

 · Blue light. Blue light is helpful for waking our brains up at the 
beginning of the day, but later in the day, it causes our brains 
to believe it’s sধ ll dayধ me and can make it diffi  cult to fall 
asleep. Many smartphones now have opধ ons to automaধ cally 
reduce blue light ađ er a certain ধ me of day.

 · Gradual waking. Many people prefer complete dark for 
sleeping. However, our bodies are designed to gradually wake 
up as the light increases (think of sleeping outside, as the sun 
slowly rises). Sleeping with the curtains open can give this 
gradual lightening eff ect. If that’s not an opধ on, there are 
various products that can help accomplish this, for example, 
alarm clocks that gradually light up so that your brain has 
already started to wake by the ধ me the alarm goes off .

 · Cut out screens before bed. 

 · Avoid caff eine ađ er work.

 · Exercise earlier in the day. Exercising close to bedধ me can 
make it diffi  cult to fall asleep. 
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• Self-Awareness

 – Self-Awareness can refer to both physical and mental maintenance.

 – Much of the everyday work of a housing authority requires clear, 
analyধ cal thinking: rent calculaধ on, applicaধ on of policies to real-
life situaধ ons, analysis of technical regulaধ ons, etc. Our ability to 
think logically is ođ en aff ected by our immediate surroundings. We 
should endeavor to make sure our work areas are free of dust and 
cluħ er. 

 – Many service providers in similar lines of work (e.g., case workers, 
social workers, etc.) fi nd themselves sacrifi cing their own physical 
needs. It is imperaধ ve that we all get regular doctor check-ups 
and visit the denধ st, as small health issues can become serious 
problems over ধ me. We are not helping our clients eff ecধ vely if we 
are sick or in pain.

 – Both meditaধ on and prayer can be powerful tools to avoid 
becoming overwhelmed during stressful situaধ ons.

• Moderaধ on

 – Not all acধ viধ es that make us feel good in the short term are 
healthy or sustainable in the long term. 

 – There is a high degree of correlaধ on between the most stressful 
professions and substance abuse. Lawyers, for example, have 
famously high rates of alcohol and drug abuse. This is the result 
of self-medicaধ ng to get through consistently stressful situaধ ons 
and environments. It’s criধ cal to fi nd healthy ways to engage 
in pleasurable acধ viধ es. Comfort foods can be very helpful in 
reducing stress in the short term, but many of our classic comfort 
foods (cheeseburgers, fried chicken, BBQ, beer, etc.) quickly 
become unhealthy if they are consumed every day, or even every 
ধ me we fi nd ourselves in stressful situaধ ons. 
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5. Developing a Customer-Friendly Attitude
This means viewing program clients as the most important part of your 
job. What would a video recording of you in a typical workday look like? 
Would it show a person who treats clients as the focus of their work, or a 
person who treats clients as an interrupধ on of their work?

The challenge in maintaining a customer friendly aষ  tude is the confl ict 
between the funcࢼ ons of the job and the essence of the job.

The funcধ ons of the job are ringing telephones, memos to read, 
paperwork to process, meeধ ngs to aħ end and fi res to be put out.

The essence of the job is communicaধ ng and establishing relaধ onships. 
Again, the term “relaধ onships” describes the quality of the transacধ on at 
a point of contact with a customer in order to get something accomplished.

Establishing successful relaধ onships requires us to have a realisধ c sense 
of the experiences and challenges that have impacted our clients.

Maintaining successful relaধ onships requires us to understand the eff ects 
our work is having on us, and the ways we as individuals will change as a 
result of our ধ me in a customer-oriented profession serving those living 
in or near poverty.
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BASIC CUSTOMER NEEDS

• Friendliness

• To be taken seriously

• To be listened to

• Understanding and empathy

• Fairness

• Opধ ons, alternaধ ves, or acধ on

TOP҃DOWN CUSTOMER SERVICE 
Customer service is a choice, it does not happen by accident. The 
quality of service in an agency fl ows from management’s values and 
good planning. The management philosophy towards service is usually 
refl ected in the aষ  tude and performance of staff .

Poorly treated employees usually treat customers poorly. The manner 
in which PHA management treats program staff  is ođ en refl ected in 
the manner in which staff  treats program clients. When management 
demonstrates high standards for the quality of service to staff , staff  will 
pass it on to program clients. 

Key quesধ ons to determine level of management commitment to 
service are:

• Are customer service expectaধ ons discussed with new employees?

• Does the PHA have a wriħ en customer service policy that includes 
procedures for handling complaints?

• Is customer service ধ ed to performance evaluaধ ons?

• Is customer service addressed in job descripধ ons?

• Are complaints tracked to idenধ fy paħ erns in the breakdown 
of service?
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TWO TYPES OF AGENCIES 
Self-directed vs. service-directed: the self-directed agency pleases itself 
and the service-directed agency seeks to please its customers. 

The Self-directed Agency
Here are some typical characterisধ cs of a self-directed agency:

• Recogniধ on is usually not given to the staff  who provide good service 
but to those who excel at accomplishing internal company goals.

• Staff  have to focus most of their eff orts on making their managers, 
rather than the customers, happy.

• Promoধ on is based on seniority and favoriধ sm rather than merit.

• Staff  is trained in the funcধ ons of the job, but never the essence of 
the job.

• Departments who do not deal directly with clients do not see 
themselves as responsible for customer saধ sfacধ on.

• Decisions that aff ect clients are made at the top, then pushed down 
without consulধ ng the front line. 

The Service-directed Agency
Here are characterisধ cs of a service-directed agency:

• Staff  members who balance job effi  ciency with customer saধ sfacধ on 
earn recogniধ on.

• Managers focus their aħ enধ on of supporধ ng staff  in doing their jobs 
well so that staff  can focus their aħ enধ on on providing quality service.

• Promoধ on is based on good service skills as well as on seniority.

• Training staff  is a high priority with a focus on both technical and 
interpersonal skills.

• All staff  members know who their external and internal customers are.

• Long-term thinking is the rule, rather than the excepধ on.
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CHAPTER 4 MISSION, VISION, AND CUSTOMER SERVICE

LEARNING OUTCOMES
Upon compleধ on of this secধ on, you should be able to:

• Defi ne your agency’s mission and vision, and explain how these 
concepts relate to the customer service planning process

• Idenধ fy key barriers to good customer service

• Recognize that good customer service is also important on an intra-
agency level

• Idenধ fy key customer service points of contact, and describe how 
good customer service can be achieved through each

• Explain some of the ways in which one’s choice of words can aid in 
good communicaধ on 

• Idenধ fy how to provide good customer service even when you can’t 
say “yes”

• Discuss some of the consequences of poor customer service

• Recognize the steps in dealing with upset customers

• Discuss best-pracধ ces in maintaining confi denধ ality in customer 
service interacধ ons

• Improve community relaধ onships to further advance the PHA’s 
housing goals in the context of the PHA plan

What is the mission of your agency? What is the vision of its leadership? 
These are important quesধ ons that ধ e into the quality of service delivery. 

Do you know the stated mission of your agency?

Defining Mission

• What business are we in?

• What services do we provide?

• Whom do we serve?

• What are our core competencies? What do we do well?

Defining Vision

• What does success mean to us?

• What does accomplishing our mission look like?
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SAMPLE PLANNING PROCESS FLOW CHART 
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BARRIERS TO CUSTOMER SERVICE
The most common quesধ ons people ask (and reasons for resistance) in 
the discussion of how agencies provide customer service are: 

• “What if my co-worker or manager does not value customer service?”

• “What if our agency has a negaধ ve history and relaধ onship with 
families and property owners?”

• “What if other agencies won’t cooperate with us?”

These are legiধ mate and relevant quesধ ons for some agencies. 
Remember, the present-day quality of service relaࢼ onships in a housing 
agency didn’t happen overnight and will not change overnight. 

In a perfect world there would not be a need for customer service 
training, and no one would ask the three quesধ ons above. There are no 
simple answers to these quesধ ons, but they are worthy of discussion here. 

The fact is that customer service in the public sector is a recent 
phenomenon. It has never been considered as an indicator of an agency’s 
overall performance.

Housing agencies have more or less had a capধ ve audience for decades. 

There are a number of reasons why that is changing:

• Changes in government policy and regulaধ ons

• growing community awareness and public scruধ ny

• The development of new and creaধ ve low-income housing 
alternaধ ves causing some agencies to compete 

EXAMPLES OF BARRIERS TO GOOD CUSTOMER SERVICE

• Lack of technical training

• Technical knowledge of HUD requirements is essenধ al to good service.

 – For example, if a manager did not know how to compute annual 
income in cases where there is training program income, a 
resident could be assessed with a higher rent payment than the 
regulaধ ons require.

• Lack of tolerance for the diff erences between people, races, cultures, 
religions, and lifestyles

• Lack of professionalism

 – A poor aষ  tude will acধ vely contribute to non-cooperaধ on, 
complaints, and unsaধ sfi ed residents.
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• Poor management of workload and workfl ow

 – If a manager cannot complete the necessary administraধ ve 
and clerical duধ es because of lack organizaধ onal skills, then 
residents will be perceived as a nuisance whenever they have a 
need for service.

Systems vs. Individual Performance
Historically there has been an almost societal acceptance of the “lack” 
of customer service in the public sector. Most people have heard war 
stories about the experience of others when for assistance at a welfare 
department, the social security administraধ on, the department of motor 
vehicles, and yes, at a public housing agency. 

• Personnel in these agencies are ođ en perceived as bureaucraধ c and 
non-responsive. “They just push paper, and don’t care.”

The problem with these generalizaধ ons is that we know for a fact that 
there are individuals within those organizaধ ons who stand out, who do, in 
fact, provide excellent customer service. These individuals seem almost to 
be immune or separate from the regimented system around them.

Clearly, such individuals do not set the policy for their organizaধ ons 
and are not in upper-level management. So how is it that they provide 
good service? 

The answer is that they made a decision to take charge of the things that 
they could control, and not worry about what others were doing. 

Every individual gets to choose their aষ  tude every single day. Every 
person gets to decide how he or she treats other people, and the interest 
with which they do their job. 

These personal choices do not require management or peer approval, in 
fact, they set an example for both.

So, in short, good customer service is fi rst an individual responsibility and 
choice. There are no acceptable jusধ fi caধ ons for poor service.
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SERVICE WITHIN AND BETWEEN DEPARTMENTS
Agencies do not cooperate with agencies, and departments do not 
cooperate with other departments; people cooperate with people. 

You rely upon the ধ meliness and quality of other peoples’ work in order 
to perform your own work; likewise, they rely upon you, whether they 
are within or outside of your department. 

Each program funcধ on involves mulধ ple tasks, and these tasks are ođ en 
divided among diff erent people. Using the following form:

1. List at least two posiধ ons in your agency that you rely on for support 
and service in order to complete your work. 

2. List at least two who rely upon you. 

3. What happens if they don’t deliver? Be specifi c. 

4. What is the result if you don’t deliver?
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I rely on the following positions (or departments) to successfully perform my job:
Posiধ on/Department 1:  ____________________________________________________________________________________________

• What service or informaধ on do you need from this posiধ on/department?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

• What are the specifi c consequences if they don’t deliver?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Posiধ on/Department 2:  ____________________________________________________________________________________________

• What service or informaধ on do you need from this posiধ on/department?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

• What are the specifi c consequences if they don’t deliver?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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The following positions rely on me to perform their job:
Posiধ on/Department 1:  ____________________________________________________________________________________________

• What service or informaধ on do I provide to this posiধ on/department?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

• What are the specifi c consequences if I don’t deliver?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Posiধ on/Department 2:  ____________________________________________________________________________________________

• What service or informaধ on do I provide to this posiধ on/department?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

• What are the specifi c consequences if I don’t deliver?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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CUSTOMER SERVICE POINTS OF CONTACT

The Telephone
In face-to-face communicaধ on, 55% of the messages sent and received 
are based on body language, 38% on the tone of the voice (emoধ onality), 
and 7% on the meaning of the words. 

In telephone communicaধ on body language disappears, and 86% is 
based on tone of the voice, and 14% on the meaning of the words.

There are three skills to acquire to improve eff ecধ veness on the 
telephone.

1. Inflection
The highs and lows in the tone of the voice tell the caller your level of 
interest in the call. It is easy to slip into a monotone when you have to 
repeat the same words over and over again. Smile when talking on the 
phone, breathe deep, long, and slow and vary your tone. 

It can also be helpful to change the stress on certain words, as in this 
sentence:

• “What would you like us to do about it?”

• “What would you like us to do about it?”

• “What would you like us to do about it?”

• “What would you like us to do about it?” (monotone, no interest)

2. Volume
Regulaধ ng the volume of your voice can communicate interest. Lowering 
the volume ođ en makes the caller pay more aħ enধ on.

3. Pacing the Caller
Pacing is approximately matching the caller’s rate of speech and intensity 
of feeling. It is the best tool to establish rapport. By pacing you meet the 
caller at their own level and put them at ease.
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Telephone Etiquette Guidelines
Pick up the phone within three rings.

Greet the caller appropriately.

Give your name.

Ask the caller if you can help.

Direct dial line 
“Good morning, this is John. How may I help you?”

Answering for the entire company
“Good morning, ABC Housing Authority, how may I help you?”

Answering for a department
“Good morning, Eligibility Department, how may I help you?”

Putting a caller on hold 
• Ask if you may put the caller on hold

• Wait for a response (caller can choose if they want to wait)

• Tell the caller why they are being put on hold

• Give a ধ me frame

• Thank caller for holding ađ er returning to line

Transferring a call 
• Explain why the caller is being transferred

• Ask the customer if he or she minds being transferred

• Make sure someone picks up the call before you hang up

• Tell the person to whom you are transferring the call the caller’s name 
and the nature of the call
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How to take a message 
• Explain your co-worker’s absence in a posiধ ve light

• Inform the caller of the availability of the person they want to talk to 
before asking their name

• Give an esধ mated ধ me of your co workers return

• Off er to help the person yourself, take a message, or transfer the 
caller to another party

Ending the call 
• Repeat any acধ on steps you are going to take to ensure that you and 

the caller agree on what is going to be done

• Ask the caller if you can do anything else

• Thank the caller for calling

• Let the caller hang up fi rst

• Write down any important informaধ on as soon as you hang up

Returning telephone calls 
People ođ en judge customer service on the ধ meliness of responses to 
their inquiries. An important cornerstone of good customer service is 
prompt response to telephone calls for which you were not available. 
Calls should be returned at the fi rst available opportunity and no later 
than the end of the business day that they were received. If a call comes 
late in the day, return it the following morning.

Occasionally, the use of “telephone appointments” is an eff ecধ ve method 
to provide good customer service to avoid playing telephone tag.

For example, let’s say that you have tried to return a call to someone 
from another agency for the second ধ me and they are not in; try this 
before hanging up:

• “Will __________________ be in tomorrow?

• “Yes”

• “Please give her this message. I will call her at 10:30 A M tomorrow 
morning.” If she is not available at that ধ me, she can reach me at 1:30 
tomorrow ađ ernoon at 555-5555.” Thank you.” 

At this point you have done everything within your power to provide 
prompt service.
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GROUP DISCUSSION ACTIVITY

Why does returning phone calls matter?
• Make a list of reasons that returning phone calls promptly is important.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

• What gets in the way of retuning calls?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

• Is there a standard at your agency for how soon calls should be returned? If so, is it realisধ c? If not, 
what should it be?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Written inquiries 
Wriħ en inquiries demand a wriħ en response.

Two working days is customary.

Work towards consistency in tone and quality of leħ ers.

Accepting Applications and Interviewing
Interviewing is prime-ধ me customer service.

Opening the interview:

• Punctuality

• Greeধ ng

• Explanaধ on of roles (Use of visuals)

• Explanaধ on of objecধ ves 

• Ground rules

Conducধ ng the business at hand:

• Informaধ on Gathering

• Evaluaধ ng informaধ on

• Obtain secondary informaধ on and clarifi caধ ons as needed

• Obtain signatures and explain documents

Closing

• Summarize what was accomplished

• Explain any addiধ onal requirements

• Explain what happens next

• Reward for punctuality and cooperaধ on

Briefings (HCV)
• HUD-required components

• PHA sets the tone, style, and interest

• Explain other PHA and community services

• Don’t forget reasonable accommodaধ ons

• Agree to meet individually, if requested

• Off er opধ ons for hard to house, if applicable

• Uধ lize briefi ng cerধ fi caধ on form

• Get feedback from aħ endees
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Orientations (Public Housing)
• Components

• PHA sets the tone and interest

• Explain PHA and other community services

• Reasonable accommodaধ ons

• Uধ lize orientaধ on cerধ fi caধ on form/checklist

• Get feedback from aħ endees

Lease Signing (Public Housing)
• Review terms of the lease

• PHA obligaধ ons

• Resident obligaধ ons

• Rent/other money due

• Billing/calling maintenance

• House rules

• Community service

Reexaminations
Evaluate policy on interims.

Minimize no-shows with eff ecধ ve leħ ers.

Use same guidelines and interest as for iniধ al interview.

Explain changes in rules and policies.

Incoming and Outgoing Portable Families (HCV)
Use a portability specialist (pre-portability counseling).

Use portability packet and orientaধ on.

Establish contact and communicate well with the iniধ al PHA (IHA) or 
receiving PHA (RHA).

Mail required portability documents promptly.

• Consider addiধ onal documents (sex off ender check, EID, etc.)

Noধ fy IHA promptly when family leases up or voucher expires.

Bill promptly and pay promptly.
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FSS Portability Issues (HCV)
Does RHA have an FSS program?

Will RHA accept incoming portables in FSS program?

Does RHA intend to switch forms of assistance?

Contact RHA FSS coordinator.

FSS Families (if applicable)
Be supporধ ve.

Explain program to non-FSS families.

Communicate with FSS coordinator.

PHA Correspondence (Letters and Forms)
Achieve standardizaধ on in appearance and tone of leħ ers.

Say it simply; avoid wordiness.

Review forms for clean type, content, and user friendliness.

Ensure that all staff  use the same forms and form leħ ers.
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GROUP DISCUSSION ACTIVITY

Sending out letters
• Why is it important that leħ ers be free of typos?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

• Why is it important that staff  use the same forms and leħ ers?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Newsletters
Use newsleħ er to demonstrate and promote service strategy.

Use newsleħ er to obtain feedback.

Use newsleħ er to communicate changes in rules and policies.

Use newsleħ er as public relaধ ons tool in community.

Expand mailing list to include other agencies.

Inspections
Emphasize interpersonal skills with inspectors.

Schedule limited-window appointments.

Use inspecধ ons to educate families and owners.

Work towards consistency on inspecধ on standards from inspectors.

Email
Email is public and it’s all saved. When wriধ ng an email, think about 
whether you would write this on the PHA leħ erhead or post it on a 
bulleধ n board around the offi  ce. While email is quick, it’s sধ ll an offi  cial 
wriħ en communicaধ on from the PHA.

It’s important to know your audience and adjust your tone just like you 
do when talking.

Be careful when forwarding internal communicaধ ons to clients. There 
may be confi denধ al informaধ on contained in the email. Think about: 

• What’s in that chain of emails?

• Who am I sending this to?

• Do they need to see the enধ re process?

• Review the enধ re email thread for sensiধ ve informaধ on before 
forwarding

• It’s ođ en beħ er to extract the perধ nent informaধ on and create a new 
email thread

Keep it concise:

• Don’t lose the point by being too wordy

• Save ধ me by linking to resources rather than leaving everyone to fi nd 
them individually
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If the email is a direcধ ve, provide perধ nent informaধ on:

• What needs to be done

• Who is responsible

• Requirements of task

• When it is due

• Who needs to be informed as follow-up

Be conscious of the reply opধ ons:

• Don’t Reply All for agency-wide communicaধ ons

• Don’t Reply All when providing criধ cism or individual performance 
feedback

• Verify that everyone that is relevant to the communicaধ on is included 
on the email

• Copy those who need to be aware of the communicaধ on, but do not 
need to act

Some general ধ ps when wriধ ng emails include:

• Use exclamaধ on points sparingly!!!!!!!!!!!

• Don’t “email angry”

• Use one-liners like “Thanks” only when absolutely necessary

• Add the email address last

• Avoid shortcuts to real words, emojis, jargon, or slang 

• Use “reply all” sparingly

• Include an appropriate signature

• AVOID ALL CAPS

• Proofread

• Verify you are emailing the person you intend to email

• Only use High Importance if the email truly needs urgent aħ enধ on
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LEARNING ACTIVITY: PROFESSIONAL EMAIL COMMUNICATIONS
Direcধ ons: In groups of two, idenধ fy issues in these emails. Discuss how they could be made beħ er.

From: Buddy the Elf [buddy@elf.com] 

Sent: Thursday December 5, 2017 

To: Rudolph Reindeer [rudy@thenorthpole.com] 

Subject: Your Very Excellent Proposal 

Dear Rudolph Reindeer, We herewith acknowledge receipt of your excellent 
proposal. Our project management team shall review each proposal in 
accordance with the regulations stated forth in the attached document and with 
our internal process and procedures. Should you have any additional questions, 
it is imperative that you direct them to our Human Resources department.  

Respectfully Submitted,  
*****Buddy****** 

****“Buddy the Elf, what’s your favorite color?”**** 
****“I love to smile. Smiling is my favorite.”***** 
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From: Ron Burgundy [ron@news.com] 

Sent: Thursday December 5, 2017 
To: Veronica Corningstone [veronica@news.com] 
Subject: Thank you!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 

Thank you so much for applying for housing at ABC Housing Authority!!!!! We 
have received and entered your application!!!!! Have a wonderful 
day!!!!!!!!!!!!

From: Ricky Bobby [rbobby@gofast.com] 
Sent: Thursday December 5, 2017 
To: Cal Naughton Jr; Jean Girard; Reese Bobby; Walker Bobby, Texas Ranger 
Bobby
CC: Lucius Washington; Lucy Bobby; Susan; Gregory; Mr. Dennit 
Subject: Can someone please confirm that an inspection was conducted on 123 Main 
Street?
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From: Allen Gamble [accountant@police.com] 
Sent: Thursday December 25, 2016 
To: Terry Hoitz [terry@police.com] 
Subject: Hey 

can u tell me how to calculate the rent for that one lady. i no u went over it in training 

but i have had a VERY LONG week lol work ha ha ha and i lost my notes. pleeease help. 

Terry. 

From: Brennan Huff [bhuff@awesome.com] 

Sent: Thursday December 25, 2016 
To: Dale Dobak [ddobak@awesome.com] 
Subject: ??????? 

In reviewing our project on looking at that file.  We have came to the conclusion we 
still need more information on this subject to be allowed funding for this project.  Can 
you give me more information on wh will be doing work?  These are some of the 
questions raised in our meeting last week with the boss.  Also will we need to send 
employees there for work?  Will we need to fund the airfare and expenses if travel is 
involved?  How many other companies are involved?"    We will need to set up a 
meeting shortly to discuss this further.  I am sure I have more questions, I just can't 
think of them now. 



Copyright © 2026 by Nan McKay & Associates 4-21

Customer Service Specialist
Chapter 4: Mission, Vision, and Customer Service

5/1/26

WHEN TO USE EMAIL VS. OTHER 
COMMUNICATION STYLES
Emails are fast communicaধ ons meant to be read quickly and acted 
on. They are perfect for short requests, replies, updates, reminders, 
or check-ins. However, since emails are a more casual form of 
communicaধ on, they are not suitable for all occasions.

If your communicaধ on is detailed, signifi cant, a technical explanaধ on 
of something like a new regulaধ on, includes a new policy for something 
like the administraধ on plan or ACOP or internal policy, or something 
else that readers will consult more than once, then a memo may be more 
appropriate. Your readers will be able to save the document, read it, and 
fi nd it when they need the informaধ on again.

Memos are more formal than email. They allow you to include the PHA’s 
name and logo as well as the ধ tles of senders and receivers. This helps 
the message convey more signifi cance. Like a leħ er, memos should 
include a header, opening, summary and closing.

Aħ ach your memo to an email that gives your readers a brief summary 
of the memo’s contents. For some readers, that summary will be enough. 
Those who need the informaধ on will read and save the memo.

A few examples of when memos should be sent are:

• Policy changes: This includes both when PHA policy in the 
administraধ ve plan or ACOP change in addiধ on to internal policy 
changes that eff ect all employees, such as a change to the agency’s 
human resources policies. A memo provides formality and authority in 
these situaধ ons. 

• Acࢼ on request: Memos are appropriate when management makes a 
request of all employees. For example, during an open enrollment 
period for health insurance, the human resource manager can use a 
memo to inform and request that workers turn in policy changes by a 
specifi c date.
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While email is the most frequent form of communicaধ on we use, 
someধ mes a phone call is the more appropriate. Phone calls should 
be used:

• When you need to apologize. Part of good customer service both 
internally and externally is providing a sincere apology when needed 
and apologies over the phone carry more weight. 

• When informaধ on is ধ me sensiধ ve. While people check email 
frequently, they don’t always respond immediately. If informaধ on is 
ধ me sensiধ ve, you may get beħ er results with a phone call. 

• When you anধ cipate there will be a lot of quesধ ons or when you 
are explaining something that is complicated. Quesধ ons are ođ en 
answered more quickly and easily over the phone, and this helps to 
avoid a long chain of emails.

• When you’ve taken too long to respond. An issue can ođ en be 
resolved in one phone call rather than mulধ ple emails.

• When you need to discuss something personal

• When it’s really important. You can follow up a phone conversaধ on 
with an email in this case, but to be certain that you are communicaধ ng 
as clearly as possible, a phone call may be a beħ er opধ on. 

You should not use email in the following situaধ ons:

• Giving criধ cal feedback. Follow-up emails ađ er your conversaধ on may 
be appropriate, parধ cularly in the case of performance reviews, but 
the iniধ al conversaধ on should not occur via email.

• Talking about complex projects or tasks with lots of details or many 
people involved.

• Delivering a diffi  cult or sensiধ ve message such as turning someone 
down for a raise or promoধ on. If you are dreading having a 
conversaধ on with someone about a parধ cular topic, that’s probably a 
sign that an email is not the appropriate format.

• Anything that is likely to cause confl ict could be misinterpreted. Tone 
is ođ en lost in email.

You should also consider that someধ mes you want a wriħ en record of 
what was said to refer back to later or provide documentaধ on. In that 
case, email is an excellent tool. You can always have a conversaধ on and 
then follow-up via email with a summary of what was said.
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LEARNING ACTIVITY: INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS 
Direcধ ons: For the following situaধ ons, idenধ fy whether an email, memo or conversaঞ on would be most 
appropriate.

1. It’s 9:30 am and you want to let everyone on the staff  know that today at 12:00 there will be a special 
food truck parked outside the offi  ce.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. HUD has issued a detailed new noধ ce on rent calculaধ on that eff ects the way assets are calculated.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. You are a supervisor and one of the people you supervise has been leaving client fi les laying on their 
desk overnight for several days. 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. You want to confi rm with your supervisor that a special project you’re working on is to be completed by 
next Thursday. 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. Your agency’s policy on when employees can take sick ধ me has changed. 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

 



Copyright © 2026 by Nan McKay & Associates 4-24

Customer Service Specialist
Chapter 4: Mission, Vision, and Customer Service

5/1/26

VERBAL COMMUNICATION SKILLS AND 
CUSTOMER SERVICE
The words you choose can ođ en make a diff erence in the percepধ on of 
the quality of customer service. 

Words can build bridges for trust and cooperaধ on or can create bad will 
and non-cooperaধ on with your internal and external customers. 

They can help the communicaধ on, or they can start an argument.

Following are some suggesধ ons on communicaধ on helpers.

ARGUMENT STARTER COMMUNICATION HELPER

You didn’t do this right. There are a few areas on this form 
that we need to complete.

You’re wrong. I can see there’s been 
a miscommunicaধ on.

You’re confusing me. I’m confused.

You have to. Will you… please?

You should have done it 
this way.

We want your next appointment to 
go as smoothly as possible; this will 
assist you.

Wait here. Would you mind waiধ ng here while I 
speak to my supervisor?

I can’t. I don’t have the authority. However, 
Ms. Smith should be able to help 
you. Let me get her for you.

It’s not my job. Let me see what I can do to help. 
John is a specialist in that area. Let 
me get him for you.

You never do it right. This is ođ en not done correctly.

What is your problem? Please tell me what happened.

Boy, you’re sure mad. I can see how you’d be upset.

I know how you feel. I can understand how that could 
be annoying.

That doesn’t make any sense; 
you’re way off  base.

What it sounds like you’re 
saying is...

You sure have a problem. Let’s see what we can work 
out together.
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The Ben Franklin Eff ect. In his autobiography, Benjamin Franklin told a 
story about requesধ ng a favor from a rival legislator. He writes: “Having 
heard that he had in his library a certain very scarce and curious book, 
I wrote a note to him, expressing my desire of perusing that book, and 
requesধ ng he would do me the favor of lending it to me for a few days. 
He sent it immediately, and I returned it in about a week with another 
note, expressing strongly my sense of the favor. When we next met in 
the house, he spoke to me (which he had never done before), and with 
great civility; and he ever ađ er manifested a readiness to serve me on all 
occasions, so that we became great friends, and our friendship conধ nued 
to his death.”

This “Ben Franklin Eff ect” has subsequently been studied and confi rmed 
by psychologists. If we want people to like us, we can ask them for a 
favor. This works especially well with people who generally feel like they 
don’t have much power in their interacধ ons with us.
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GIVING GOOD CUSTOMER SERVICE WHEN YOU 
CAN’T SAY “YES” 
No maħ er how you say it, co-workers, families, and owners do not want 
to hear the word “No.” People want what they want, when they want it, 
and how they want it. 

But someধ mes circumstances force you to say no, and there is nothing 
you can do. 

Remember that saying yes doesn’t always ensure a happy customer and 
saying no doesn’t mean you will end up with an unhappy customer.

Circumstances that make it impossible to say yes: 

• The law

• Federal regulaধ ons

• Agency policy restricধ ons

• No resources available

• Just not possible

• Not enough ধ me

The Hard No Vs. the Service No
You can, as a customer, end up not geষ  ng what you want and sধ ll feel 
like you received good customer service. There is a diff erence between a 
hard no and a service no. 

Giving customers a hard no doesn’t work, but we are not suggesধ ng that 
you somehow try and make a no sound like a yes. 

What we are recommending is that you learn how to use the service no 
in situaধ ons when no is the only answer.

This technique uses two phrases, one that you begin with and one that 
you end with. In between these phrases are a recommended set of 
acধ ons that you will do, and that the customer can do. 

The fi rst phrase is:

• “What I will do is…” 

 – This phrase tells customers that you want to help them, along with 
the specifi c acধ ons you will take to get their problem resolved. The 
alternaধ ve acধ ons you off er may not be exactly what the customer 
wants but will usually help create an acceptable resoluধ on and 
reduce the feelings of frustraধ on.
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The second phrase is:

• “And what you can do is…”

 – This phrase tells customers that they have some control over the 
outcome of the situaধ on and that you consider them your partner 
in geষ  ng the problem resolved (even if it’s not resolvable). 

 – Possible suggesধ ons may involve recommendaধ ons for a 
temporary fi x, or acধ ons that the customer can take in the future 
to prevent a recurrence. 

Example of a Service-no (HCV)
A landlord calls to complain that the amount of his HAP check is less than 
it should be. The fi nancial accountant is on vacaধ on and will not be back 
for two more days. The owner wants to come by the offi  ce later in the 
day to pick up a check for the balance he thinks is due, and no one in the 
offi  ce has the authority to issue a check. 

Ađ er sincerely apologizing for any inconvenience, you say:

• “What I can do is bring this to the aħ enধ on of the accountant fi rst 
thing on Monday morning and she will contact you before noon.” 

• “What you can do is fax me a copy of the check, and as soon as I 
receive it, I’ll put it on her desk. If we’ve made an error, she’ll issue a 
check for you to pick up on Monday.” 

Even though the owner didn’t get what he wanted (a check), he did get 
good service.
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Example of a Service-no (Public Housing)
A public housing vendor calls to complain that the amount of the check 
they received from the accounধ ng department is less than it should be. 
The fi nancial accountant is on vacaধ on and will not be back for two more 
days. The vendor wants to come by the offi  ce later in the day to pick up 
a check for the balance he thinks is due, and no one in the offi  ce has the 
authority to issue a check.

Ađ er sincerely apologizing for any inconvenience, you say:

• “What I can do is bring this to the aħ enধ on of the accountant fi rst 
thing on Monday morning and she will contact you before noon.”

• “What you can do is fax me a copy of the check, and as soon as I 
receive it I’ll put it on her desk. If we’ve made an error, she will issue a 
check for you to pick up on Monday.”

Even though the vendor didn’t get what he wanted (a check), he did get 
good service.
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POOR SERVICE LEADS TO UPSET CUSTOMERS
This applies to both internal and external customers.

The saying “what goes around, comes around” could not be more true 
than in the case of poor customer service. One thing that all agencies 
have in common is a “grapevine” of word-of-mouth communicaধ on 
among recipients and owners. 

In an agency that gives poor service, this negaধ ve message ođ en 
predisposes families and owners to bring a negaধ ve aষ  tude with them 
when they come in to conduct business. This also holds true when the 
customer is you or a co-worker who has received poor service from a 
peer or another department.

Upset customers fall into two categories; one is those who are upset 
because of something that we (the agency) could have controlled or 
avoided, and the other is those who are upset because of something that 
has nothing at all to do with the agency.
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What are the reasons that a customer may be upset?

• Expectaধ ons that have not been met

• Already upset at someone or something else outside of PHA

• Feels like a vicধ m – not much power in his/her life

• Feel that no one will listen unless s/he yells or screams

• Staff  person was rude, indiff erent, or discourteous

• Was told one thing by one staff  person and something diff erent 
by another

• Doesn’t feel is being listened to

• Using “being upset” as a mechanism to manipulate you

• Given a smart or fl ippant reply

• Embarrassed at doing something incorrectly

• Perceived incompetence of housing representaধ ve

• Was told they don’t have the right to be angry

• Was transferred on the telephone without being told or giving 
his/her consent

• His/her integrity or honesty has been quesধ oned

You cannot control another person’s behavior, but you can change your 
behavior to avoid causing further annoyance. Even though you may not 
be personally responsible for the problem, you may be the one who has 
to deal with it. Remember that you work in a service industry.
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The Consequences of Poor Service
The price that an organizaধ on pays for poor service, both internally and 
externally, is a steep one. When people learn to expect poor service, 
they respond in a number of ways:

• Avoidance

• Non-cooperaধ on

• Lack of moধ vaধ on

• Poor performance

• Taking the off ensive

• Rudeness

• Expecধ ng the worst

DEALING WITH UPSET PEOPLE

Staying Effective During Unpleasant Situations
Learning to deal with people who are upset is as essenধ al to service 
providers as learning the technical rules of the program. 

The nature of the job requires that you will someধ mes work with clients 
who are frustrated, confused, rude or irate. 

There are things that you can do to prevent these minor clashes from 
escalaধ ng into major crises.

“Upset” people are diff erent than “diffi  cult” people. When a reasonable 
person gets upset, they may become momentarily unreasonable, but 
they are sধ ll basically raধ onal and reachable. 

Diffi  cult people have a psychological need to get aħ enধ on by disrupধ ve 
and negaধ ve means. They are chronically hard to communicate with. This 
is most ođ en a psychological adaptaধ on to trauma.

Regardless, the process for responding to and resolving confl icts with 
persons who are upset is exactly the same.
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Step 1: Let the difficult person vent
When people are upset, they want two things: First they want to express 
their feelings, and then they want their problem solved. They will usually 
vent to the fi rst person they encounter, so trying to resolve the situaধ on 
without fi rst listening seldom works. Avoid these phrases:

• You don’t seem to understand…

• You must be confused…

• You have to…

• We won’t….we can’t….we never…

• You’re wrong…

• It’s our policy…

Instead:

• Nod your head frequently

• Say uh-huh from ধ me to ধ me

• Maintain eye contact

• Don’t take it personally

Step 2: Avoid getting trapped in a negative filter
The fricধ on between you and a diffi  cult person can be worsened by how 
you interpret his or her behaviors. What results is that you begin to view 
the person in terms of whatever label you assign to the behaviors. 

Here is an example of how a negaধ ve fi lter can happen.

• Client: I brought in the form you asked for.

• Recepࢼ onist: Well, you didn’t sign it!

• Client: Sorry about that, do you have a pen?

• Recepࢼ onist: (sighing) Yes, here.

• Client: By the way, could you tell me the status of my applicaধ on?

• Recepࢼ onist: Well, when did you apply?

• Client: I don’t remember the date; it was about a year ago.

• Recepࢼ onist: Well, most people remember when they applied.

• Client: (feeling scolded) I know and I’m sorry, but I just don’t remember 
the date.

• Recepࢼ onist: Well, maybe you should write it down and put it in your 
wallet. Have a seat and I’ll try to look it up when I get a chance. 
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The service provider is speaking to the client as if she is stupid. Even 
though the recepধ onist doesn’t come right out and say it, the “negaধ ve 
fi lter” comes out loud and clear. 

The way out of a negaধ ve fi lter is to ask yourself this quesধ on:

• “What does this person need and how can I provide it?” 

When you ask yourself this quesধ on, your focus changes because it 
provides you with an alternaধ ve fi lter, a service fi lter. The key is to 
complete the transacধ on and meet the person’s need. Remember, when 
you start to assign labels to a person’s behavior, you begin seeing them in 
the context of the label and start treaধ ng them accordingly. The result of 
negaধ ve fi lters is poor service.

Step 3. Express empathy to the customer
When you allow a person to vent, they will eventually run out of steam. 
Then you can begin to parধ cipate in the conversaধ on. Giving a brief and 
sincere expression of empathy can help to neutralize the person’s anger 
or frustraধ on. 

Empathy means appreciaধ ng and understanding someone else’s 
feelings, but not necessarily agreeing with them. Showing empathy 
helps to build rapport.

Empatheধ c phrases include:

• I can see why you feel that way

• I see what you mean

• That must be very upseষ  ng

• I understand how frustraধ ng this must be

• I’m sorry about this

Service providers someধ mes have a hard ধ me saying “I’m sorry” because 
they see it as an admission of guilt. 

Saying “I’m sorry” to a client does not imply you did anything wrong; 
it simply conveys that you are genuinely sorry the client has had a 
bad experience. Try saying it that way, “I’m sorry that you have had a 
bad experience.”
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Step 4: Begin active problem solving
When you begin acধ ve problem solving, you are no longer on the 
receiving end. You are asking quesধ ons that get to the cause of the 
person’s problem. Listen to everything the person says, and don’t jump 
to conclusions.

Gather any addiধ onal informaধ on you may need by asking good 
quesধ ons, then double check the facts by mirroring them to the person. 
Then you’ll be ready to work on a soluধ on.

Step 5:   Offer a solution and get agreement

Step 6: Follow up 
Here is an example of the process:

• Client: (angry) Your offi  ce sent me a leħ er that my apartment was going 
to be inspected last Tuesday between 8:00 AM and 3:00 PM. I took 
off  work and nobody ever showed up. Now I get another leħ er saying 
that it has been rescheduled and if I’m not there I will lose my housing 
assistance. It’s hard for me to get off  work on short noধ ce and my boss 
is mad at me now. I waited all day, and nobody showed up! 

• Recepࢼ onist: I can certainly understand why you are so upset, and I’m 
sorry for any inconvenience the inspector may have caused.

• Client: (frustrated) Well, what am I supposed to do if my boss won’t let 
me off  from work for this next appointment? And why do they make 
you stay home all day without knowing what ধ me they’ll be there 
to inspect the apartment, anyway? It seems like you’re trying to fi nd 
ways to terminate my housing…

• Recepࢼ onist: Do you have the leħ er rescheduling the appointment 
with you now?

• Client: Yes, here it is.

• Recepࢼ onist: Let me pull up your record and see if I can fi gure out 
what happened.    

• Recepࢼ onist: Oh, I see that you live on Parkway drive. That’s less than 
a mile from here, isn’t it?

• Client: Yes, it only takes 5 minutes to get there.

• Recepࢼ onist: What are your regular working hours?
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• Client: Well, I work from 8:00 to 5:00 Monday through Thursday, and 
10:00 to 6:00 on Fridays, but it’s going to be tough to get another day 
off  work for this.

• Recepࢼ onist: Would it help if we could schedule your inspecধ on early 
on Friday morning so you wouldn’t have to take off  work? 

• Client: Can you do that?

• Recepࢼ onist: Let me call the inspecধ on department and make sure 
that they can have someone there on Friday. 
 – Don’t promise what you can’t deliver. The recepধ onist calls 

inspecধ on department and confi rms availability of an inspector.
• Recepࢼ onist: How long does it take for you to get to work in 

the mornings?

• Client: About 15 minutes.

• Recepࢼ onist: Great! We can have an inspector there at 8:30 on Friday 
morning. Will that work for you?

• Client: Sure, thanks for your help.

Using Plain Language
We use a lot of jargon in our day-to-day communicaধ ons. Jargon refers 
to special words or expressions used by a parধ cular profession or group 
that are diffi  cult for others to understand.

Consider the following sentence:

Before we do a recert with the new HOH, we should check and see if they 
qualify for EID since they are enrolled in FSS. 

Would you have known what HOH, FSS, EID, or a recert was prior to 
working in housing?

The problem with jargon is that excludes all of those who don’t 
understand the terms being used. For example, teenagers make up their 
own slang and jargon terms to exclude their parents and teachers.

While jargon is fi ne to use with your coworkers who understand the 
terms you are using, we have an obligaধ on to communicate with 
applicants and parধ cipants using plain language to ensure that they 
understand their obligaধ ons under the program and the rules that govern 
their parধ cipaধ on. 
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The best way to avoid using jargon is to keep your audience in mind 
when you are communicaধ ng.

• Pay aħ enধ on to how you are speaking

• Use ordinary terms when they are eff ecধ ve 

• Think about if there is a beħ er way to say something

• Use examples

• When only a technical term will work, be sure to explain the term you 
are using

Remember, using jargon doesn’t make you sound smarter, it makes it 
harder for the client you are communicaধ ng with to understand what 
you are trying to tell them.

Acronyms are another common way we someধ mes insert jargon into 
out communicaধ ons with our clients. An acronym is an abbreviaধ on 
using leħ ers. For example, EID, FSS, EIV, HAP, and RFTA are all common 
acronyms in housing. In order to avoid misunderstanding, and to 
communicate as clearly as possible, it’s best to use the full term the fi rst 
few ধ mes you use it.
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LEARNING ACTIVITY: USING PLAIN LANGUAGE
Direcধ ons: A parধ cipant on the program has asked you quesধ ons about certain program requirements 
they don’t understand. With a partner, alternate explaining the following using plain language.

HCV
1. When you say that I have to pick a unit that’s aff ordable, what does that mean?

2. What’s a payment standard?

3. What’s portability?

4. How do you calculate how much rent I pay?

Public Housing
1. How do you fi gure out what the fl at rent is for my unit?

2. What’s the earned income disallowance (EID)?

3. How do you calculate how much rent I pay?

4. What am I required to do under community service? What if I don’t do what I’m supposed to?
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CUSTOMER SERVICE AND CONFIDENTIALITY
Applicants and parধ cipants provide personal and confi denধ al 
informaধ on (and documents) for a business reason; to establish their 
iniধ al and conধ nued eligibility to parধ cipate in the program. 

A well-run housing agency maintains the confi denধ ality of this 
informaধ on within the requirements of Federal and State law and within 
acceptable ethical boundaries as well. 

The lax treatment of privileged informaধ on and documents is a poor 
customer service pracধ ce and creates a major legal vulnerability to 
the PHA. 

PHAs should evaluate their system for maintaining the security of 
documents, records, and fi les to ensure that they are accessible only to 
those who have a business purpose. 

Best pracধ ces include:

• Train interviewers to advise families that everyone who applies is 
required to provide the same type of personal informaধ on

• Inform families that personal informaধ on is used only for the purpose 
of determining eligibility for and parধ cipaধ on in the program.

• Inform families that informaধ on is kept in a secure locaধ on

• Inform families of any limits on the confi denধ ality of records or 
informaধ on. (Local law, policy on disclosure of informaধ on to 
prospecধ ve owners, HUD)

• Incorporate the treatment of confi denধ al informaধ on into the PHA’s 
personnel policy and orientaধ on process for new employees

• Disallow gossip or other inappropriate discussions about program 
clients among staff 

• Implement a system to ensure accountability for removal of fi les. 
Files should be stored in an area that is not accessible by the public or 
other unauthorized personnel

• Ensure that the physical fi le set-up includes eff ecধ ve fasteners to 
keep documents secure
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COMMUNITY RELATIONS

Handling Inquiries and Complaints
Establish procedures. There should be clearly defi ned procedures for the 
handling of inquiries and complaints from the community, and all staff  
should understand these procedures.

This includes:

• Inquiries from applicants or potenধ al applicants

• Inquiries from program parধ cipants

• Inquiries from owners

• Refer to appropriate specialist

• Document to fi le 

• Keep log of complaints

• Respond quickly

The Social Service Community 
Your agency is an integral part of the social service community. The more 
your representaধ ves know about the services and requirements of other 
agencies, the beħ er the quality of referrals you can make for your clients. 
Likewise, your service partners need to understand about the housing 
services you provide. 

Volunteer informaধ on to other agencies about your agency’s services 
and requirements. Include them on your newsleħ er mailing list.
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Legal Services and Advocacy Groups
Many housing agencies have a long-standing adversarial relaধ onship with 
legal services and other advocacy groups. These relaধ onships will take 
ধ me and careful planning to repair, but it can be done. 

Following are some ideas for a long-term strategy:

• Get a consensus from the board and management to undertake an 
ongoing plan to improve relaধ ons and minimize legal vulnerability.

• Assign a liaison person to interact with legal services, rather than a 
diff erent staff  person each ধ me.

• Orient staff  that they are expected to be objecধ ve and professional 
in all verbal and wriħ en communicaধ ons with families, owners, and 
the public.

• Minimize incidents that result in challenges from legal services by:

 – Idenধ fying and eliminaধ ng arbitrary pracধ ces and overly 
restricধ ve policies

 – Resolving more incidents sooner. Some PHAs propose the most 
serious remedy fi rst and, as a result, conduct more hearings.

 – Appoinধ ng a staff  arbitrator to resolve issues at the lowest 
possible level.

 – Evaluaধ ng past cases to determine if they could have been 
prevented, or if they could have been dealt with more eff ecধ vely

 – Meeধ ng with legal services and ask for feedback

 – Communicaধ ng with legal services. Noধ fy them of changes in 
policies and procedures. Put them on the mailing list for your 
newsleħ er. Invite them to parধ cipate on your FSS program 
coordinaধ ng commiħ ee.
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CHAPTER 5 NON҃DISCRIMINATION IN CUSTOMER SERVICE

LEARNING OUTCOMES
Upon compleধ on of this secধ on, you should be able to:

• Idenধ fy key issues regarding nondiscriminaধ on in customer service

• Recognize acধ ons to be taken against private landlords who have 
illegally discriminated

• Correctly apply program requirements and implement pracধ cal 
strategies for working with applicants and parধ cipants with 
disabiliধ es

Although there are mulধ ple laws and government direcধ ves that 
prohibit discriminaধ on against any person because of their race, age, 
naধ onal origin, family status, disability, and gender, it is sধ ll pervasive 
across the country. 

LANGUAGE BARRIERS 
In addiধ on to cultural diff erences, managers and staff  ođ en face 
language barriers. Larger agencies can aff ord to hire people who 
speak a wide variety of languages and can off er translated materials to 
parধ cipants. 
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Who is a LEP Individual?
LEP individuals include persons who do not speak English as their 
primary language and have a limited ability to read, write, speak, or 
understand English. This includes PHA applicants and parধ cipants as well 
as family members. 

In March 2025, Execuধ ve Order 14224 revoked Execuধ ve Order 13166 
which had directed agencies to enhance access to federal programs 
for persons with limited English profi ciency (LEP) and required tailored 
guidance for recipients of federal funding under Title VI of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964. Execuধ ve Order 14224 also declared English as the 
offi  cial language of the United States. 

In response, on July 14, 2025, the Offi  ce of the Aħ orney General (OAG) 
issued a memo on the implementaধ on of EO 14224, which rescinded all 
prior guidance to federal agencies regarding Title VI of the Civil Rights 
Act’s prohibiধ on against naধ onal origin discriminaধ on aff ecধ ng LEP 
persons. The memo:

• Presents a legal analysis concluding that language is not an immutable 
characterisধ c enধ tled to Title VI protecধ on and decoupling LEP 
persons from naধ onal origin discriminaধ on. 

• States that, where allowed by law, agencies should determine which 
of their programs and policies might serve the public at large beħ er if 
operated exclusively in English. 

• States that agencies are not required to amend, remove, or otherwise 
stop producধ on of all mulধ lingual documents, products, or other 
services prepared or off ered. Further, many states and localiধ es have 
laws regarding language services to be provided to non-English–
speaking persons, which may apply to the PHA. 

For LEP persons, language can be a barrier to accessing important 
benefi ts or services, understanding and exercising important rights, 
complying with applicable responsibiliধ es, or understanding other 
informaধ on.

PHAs should make decisions as they deem necessary to fulfi ll their 
mission and effi  ciently provide services.
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LEP – Practical Implementation

• Get community input 

 – Invite community partners who provide services to low-income 
persons who are LEP to a planning meeধ ng to assist your agency 
in developing a plan that works within your community and to gain 
their input in meeধ ng your goals.

• Train community partners

 – Use this planning meeধ ng to provide training to community 
partners regarding how housing programs work, how to apply 
for housing, how preferences are established, what income-limits 
apply, etc.

 – Remember, these are partners who may be the fi rst point of 
contact with LEP persons and can answer iniধ al quesধ ons about 
the basics of how your program works.

What steps can you take?

• Contact your university or other resources to idenধ fy your LEP 
populaধ on as they may have the most current staধ sধ cs vs. 
census data.

• Idenধ fy skilled staff  who can parধ cipate on a planning team and assist 
in translaধ ng documents.

• Translate forms idenধ fi ed as vital documents.

• Consider contracধ ng with a professional translator to edit and cerধ fy 
documents ađ er staff  translaধ ons to ensure accuracy.
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Samples of “vital” documents:

• Applicaধ ons for admissions

• Personal declaraধ on form

• Zero income cerধ fi caধ on form

• Lease

• Conধ nued occupancy forms

• Fraud noধ ce

• Verifi caধ on forms (including HUD 9886-A form)

• Reasonable accommodaধ on request forms

• Voucher

• FSS contract and outreach materials

• Repayment agreements

• Grievance policy

• Fair housing and LEP posters in the lobby
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PROHIBITION AGAINST DIFFERENTIAL TREATMENT 
AND DISCRIMINATORY EFFECTS 
Managers must ensure consistent applicaধ on of program rules, services 
and procedures for all applicants and parধ cipants. 

A fair housing claim against the housing agency may arise the moment a 
family is treated diff erent from a similar family. 

Policies must apply equally to all Housing Choice Voucher families, and 
procedures must be followed the same for everyone. 

You should also make sure program policies and procedures do not 
discriminate against a parধ cular populaধ on. 

• One manager was dismayed to fi nd among her staff  an informal belief 
that families of a parধ cular naধ onal origin were more likely to engage 
in fraud. 

• Special aħ enধ on was paid to the verifi caধ on forms submiħ ed by 
families of this naধ onal origin. 

• Staff  ođ en requested addiধ onal informaধ on and proof from these 
families. The housing agency was wide open for a fair housing lawsuit 
for this, even though it was not sancধ oned by any policy or procedure 
of the housing agency. 

You should make sure the enধ re staff  knows their responsibility to 
ensure equal administraধ on of the program. 

As manager, you should make clear that discriminatory pracধ ces will not 
be tolerated at any level. 

Staff  should know that comments that unfairly stereotype a client based 
on their background, or mimic an accent, or jokingly discuss a client’s 
perceived mental state are inappropriate in the workplace.

One way to promote ongoing awareness and sensiধ vity to cultural 
diff erence is to sponsor monthly brown bag lunches with speakers from 
various cultures and backgrounds in the staff  break room. 

You might also organize more formal training for staff , focused on 
the need to be sensiধ ve and understanding of the many diff erent 
backgrounds and abiliধ es of the people they serve. 

If a staff  member is involved with a parধ cular community, you 
might occasionally allow ধ me off  or pay that person to aħ end a 
funcধ on on behalf of the PHA to inform people about the program 
and get their feedback. 
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ACTIONS AGAINST PRIVATE LANDLORDS WHO HAVE 
ILLEGALLY DISCRIMINATED IN HCV
Once a landlord has been found to have violated fair housing laws, HUD 
regulaধ ons prohibit the housing agency from dealing with them unless 
there has been proof of that landlord’s present and future compliance 
with all fair housing laws. 

Therefore, an HCV manager should understand both landlord-tenant law 
and fair housing law as it relates to private landlords. 

The manager should also have a good working relaধ onship with the local 
fair housing agency. 

The fair housing agency should know to contact the agency when an 
HCV tenant has fi led a fair housing grievance against an HCV landlord 
in their jurisdicধ on, so the HCV manager can also monitor and assess 
the situaধ on. 

Fair housing protecধ on is one of the criধ cal pieces of civil rights 
legislaধ on that sধ ll has strong enforcement capabiliধ es.

A parধ cipant has one set of rights and responsibiliধ es in relaধ on to 
the PHA. Another independent set of rights and responsibiliধ es fl ow 
between the private landlord and the HCV tenant. 

• These come from the lease and from federal, state, and local landlord-
tenant law.

Though the housing agency is not directly involved with the lease, it 
is ođ en called upon to mediate and/or act as a resource for resolving 
confl icts that arise between a landlord and a tenant.

The housing agency is encouraged to help, when possible, to ensure 
family compliance with their lease responsibiliধ es and to keep landlords 
saধ sfi ed with the HCV program.

Since HUD regulaধ ons list “serious or repeated violaধ ons of the lease” 
as grounds for terminaধ on of HCV assistance, the housing agency must 
become more aware and involved with lease violaধ ons.

If the lease violaধ ons relate to a tenant’s disability, the housing agency 
may have a duty to provide mediaধ on assistance with the landlord if 
requested as a reasonable accommodaধ on. 
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It may also need to consider the disability as a miধ gaধ ng factor for 
the violaধ on and provide the tenant an opportunity to show how a 
reasonable accommodaধ on will prevent future lease violaধ ons before 
terminaধ ng HCV assistance for the violaধ on.

In the HCV program, the PHA is not the parধ cipant’s landlord, nor is the 
PHA responsible for screening an applicant’s suitability for housing. 

Instead, in a delicate balance among the parধ es: 

• The housing agency provides a rental subsidy and enforces the 
parধ cipant’s family obligaধ ons. 

• It also enforces specifi c regulatory provisions incorporated into the 
Housing Assistance Payments Contract with the private landlords of 
HCV tenants.
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EQUAL ACCESS RULE 
The Equal Access to Housing in HUD Programs Regardless of Sexual 
Orientaধ on or Gender Idenধ ty Final Rule, eff ecধ ve March 5, 2012, also 
requires that HUD-assisted housing be made available without regard to 
actual or perceived sexual orientaধ on, gender idenধ ty, or marital status. 
As part of this rule, administrators and owners of HUD-assisted housing, 
and private owners parধ cipaধ ng in mulধ family programs may not 
inquire about the sexual orientaধ on or gender idenধ ty of an applicant 
or occupant for the purposes of making eligibility determinaধ ons or 
otherwise making housing available. Private owners parধ cipaধ ng in the 
HCV program become subject to the rule at the point when the owner 
p(HAP) contract with the PHA. [Federal Register Noধ ce 02/03/12, 
Noধ ce PIH 2014-20]

EXECUTIVE ORDER 13988 
On January 20, 2021, the White House issued Execuধ ve Order 13988, 
Prevenধ ng and Combaধ ng Discriminaধ on on the Basis of Gender 
Idenধ ty and Sexual Orientaধ on. The order states that federal laws 
prohibiধ ng discriminaধ on on the basis of sex, including the Fair Housing 
Act, also cover discriminaধ on on the basis of sexual orientaধ on and 
gender idenধ ty under the same category.

The order requires federal agencies, including HUD, to review any 
regulaঞ ons, guidance documents, policies, programs, or other agency 
acঞ ons that were put into eff ect under any statute or regulaঞ on 
prohibiঞ ng sex discriminaঞ on and to develop a plan to ensure their 
consistency with the order.

OTHER STATE AND LOCAL FAIR HOUSING LAWS 
In addiধ on to the classes protected under federal law, PHAs must be 
aware of protecধ ons that may be provided by state or local ordinance. 

These laws could have implicaধ ons for the agency’s defi niধ on of family 
in the administraধ ve plan, to ensure all families are treated equally 
according to that jurisdicধ on’s fair housing laws. 
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PARTICIPANTS WITH DISABILITIES 
Following is an overview of a manager’s federal rights and responsibiliধ es 
toward applicants and parধ cipants with disabiliধ es designed to give you:

• A good understanding of the major federal laws protecধ ng people 
with disabiliধ es

• A format for addressing general program and structural accessibility 

• The correct approach to a request for a reasonable accommodaধ on

• Pracধ cal strategies for implemenধ ng the requirements in each 
funcধ on area of the program.

• Proper protocol for assisধ ng parধ cular disabiliধ es 

You should also be aware of any addiধ onal state and local laws that 
may also be applicable to your program. These tend to be similar to the 
federal laws.

This material has been wriħ en for non-lawyers and does not include 
citaধ ons to case law. It will cover the major areas a manager must be 
aware of and provide guidance on appropriate acধ ons to take to comply 
with the HUD requirements. 

Some areas of disability law are very clearly defi ned in the HUD 
regulaধ ons and fair housing laws, but other areas are quite uncertain. 
Unধ l these areas have been defi niধ vely decided, there are not clearly 
right or wrong answers, and you must use your best judgment to 
interpret what the regulaধ ons seem to suggest.

Due to the potenধ al for errors, omissions, or inaccuracies that may exist 
in the materials and informaধ on provided, there is some risk associated 
with reliance on such informaধ on. It would be prudent to consult an 
aħ orney regarding any pending legal maħ er related to the informaধ on 
contained in this secধ on.  
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THE UNIQUE ROLE OF THE PHA 
As a federally funded program, your department has an affi  rmaধ ve 
duty to ensure that people with disabiliধ es have equal access to the 
housing program. 

Legal protecধ on for people with disabiliধ es has greatly expanded in 
recent years, and managers must know how to comply with federal, 
state, and local laws. 

Most resource manuals dealing with PHA responsibiliধ es to their 
parধ cipants with disabiliধ es focus on the PHA’s role as a direct 
housing provider. 

In both programs, the housing agency is accountable to HUD (through 
the Annual Contribuধ ons Contract) for being accessible to people with 
disabiliধ es and to provide them an equal opportunity to parধ cipate in 
the program.
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AN OVERVIEW OF FEDERAL DISABILITY 
DISCRIMINATION LAWS 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 
Before 1988, the defi niধ ve law that protected people with disabiliধ es 
was Secধ on 504 of the Rehabilitaধ on Act of 1973: 

• No otherwise qualifi ed individual with handicaps in the United 
States...shall, solely by reason of her or his handicap, be excluded 
from the parধ cipaধ on in, be denied the benefi ts of, or be subjected 
to discriminaধ on under any program or acধ vity receiving federal 
fi nancial assistance... 

Subsequent laws have either taken their wording directly from Secধ on 
504 or adopted language similar to it.

Courts have adopted decisions from 504 law to interpret the meaning of 
more recently enacted disability laws.

Secধ on 504 requires PHAs to affi  rmaধ vely ensure that people with 
disabiliধ es are given an equal opportunity to parধ cipate in the public 
housing or HCV program. HUD’s Secধ on 504 regulaধ ons provide a more 
detailed explanaধ on of PHA responsibiliধ es. 

A “qualifi ed” person with a handicap:

• Must be aff orded an opportunity equal to that aff orded to others, 
and/or

• Must be provided housing or benefi ts as eff ecࢼ ve as those aff orded to 
others, and/or 

• May not be provided diff erent or separate housing or benefi ts unless 
necessary to provide the person with a handicap with housing or 
benefi ts that are as eff ecধ ve as those provided to others. 

These regulaধ ons make clear that it is not necessary to produce an 
“idenࢼ cal” result. Instead, the law aff ords people with handicaps an “equal 
opportunity to obtain the same result, to gain the same benefi t, or to 
reach the same level of achievement.” 
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In addiধ on, there is an obligaধ on to administer the program in the 
most integrated seষ  ng appropriate to the needs of qualifi ed individuals 
with handicaps. 

• For example, it is beħ er that a hearing-impaired person should 
parধ cipate in the general tenant briefi ngs, with perhaps a sign language 
interpreter, than to segregate the applicant in an individual briefi ng. 

• However, in the case of a tenant with severe Aħ enধ on Defi cit 
Disorder (ADD), it may be appropriate to work one-on-one with them 
to make sure they understand the briefi ng material. 

In each case, a parধ cipant with a disability must ask for an 
accommodaধ on of their disability before the housing agency treats 
them diff erently. 
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The Fair Housing Amendments Act
The Fair Housing Act prohibits housing discriminaধ on based on race, 
color, religion, sex, and naধ onal origin, regardless of whether federal 
funds are involved. 

The Fair Housing Amendments Act (FHAA) of 1988 extended this law 
to prohibit discriminaধ on against people with disabiliধ es and family 
status, otherwise known as discriminaধ on against families with children, 
in almost every kind of housing-related acধ vity, including adverধ sing, 
renধ ng, selling, and lending. 

The FHAA’s prohibiধ ons are substanধ ally similar to 504’s, but you 
must be aware of both laws. The framework for addressing reasonable 
accommodaধ ons is most clearly spelled out in the FHAA regulaধ ons and 
subsequent case law.

The non-discriminaধ on provisions also apply to most private landlords in 
the HCV program (there are minor exempধ ons for certain dwellings). 

The PHA offi  ce will likely be contacted by both landlords and disabled 
tenants regarding each party’s rights and responsibiliধ es under the FHAA. 

In the HCV program, ođ en the issue will arise regarding a requested 
modifi caধ on or accommodaধ on. Other than providing the family or 
owner with literature on FHAA (available from HUD) and HUD Form 
903, and referring them to the appropriate agency, you should stay out 
of landlord-tenant fair housing disputes. 

In the HCV program, however, if a landlord is found guilty of 
discriminatory conduct, the HCV manager may need to terminate the 
landlord from the program or do something to make sure it will not 
happen again. 
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Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
Signed into law in 1990, the ADA is the most comprehensive civil rights 
law for disabled people. Title II of the ADA and the regulaধ ons that 
implement it extended 504’s non-discriminaধ on policy to apply to all 
acধ viধ es of “public enধ ধ es”—specifi cally state and local governments—
regardless of whether they receive federal funds. 

Title II did not add many addiধ onal obligaধ ons to the PHA that were 
not already there under the HUD 504 regulaধ ons. It mostly extended 
to all levels of government acধ vity the anধ -discriminaধ on requirements 
already in eff ect for federal agencies. 

However, if your housing agency employs more than 50 people, Title II 
requires the housing agency to adopt grievance procedures for anyone 
denied a reasonable accommodaধ on, including applicants. 

The grievance procedures can be the same as the regular informal 
hearing procedures, as long as they provide due process. ADA case law 
will aff ect the PHA, so you should stay aware of legal developments. 
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Title III of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
Title III applies to any privately owned public accommodaধ on, such as: 

• Homeless shelters

• Restaurants

• Public transportaধ on terminals

• Banks

• Offi  ces

• Senior ciধ zen centers

• Day care faciliধ es 

It does not apply to strictly residenধ al faciliধ es, but it does cover a 
private landlord’s public space within a residenধ al facility, such as:

• Rental offi  ce

• Community room

• Pool 

• Any other amenity that is rented out or off ered for use to the public. 

Title III requires public accommodaধ ons to:

• Remove physical barriers that are readily fi xable

• Provide auxiliary aids if it will not result in an undue burden

• Make changes in rules, policies, and procedures, if it will not 
fundamentally alter the nature of the program.

It also contains specifi c requirements regarding new construcধ on and 
altering an exisধ ng facility. 
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FEDERAL LAWS PROHIBITING HOUSING DISCRIMINATION AGAINST 
PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

Rehabilitaঞ on Act 
(29 USC 504 & 29 USC 794)

Fair Housing Amendments Act 
(42 USC 3601)

Title II of the Americans with 
Disabiliঞ es Act (ADA)

Prohibited or Required Pracঞ ces

Cannot discriminate, exclude, 
or deny benefi ts solely because 
of disability.
Must provide reasonable 
modifi caধ ons in all rules, 
policies, and procedures.
Program must be readily 
accessible and usable by 
individuals with disabiliধ es.

Cannot discriminate.
Provide reasonable 
accommodaধ on in rules, policies, 
and procedures.
Allow tenant to make reasonable 
physical accommodaধ ons.

Cannot discriminate, exclude, 
or deny benefi ts solely because 
of disability.
Must provide reasonable 
modifi caধ ons in all rules, 
policies, and procedures.
Program must be readily 
accessible and usable by 
individuals with disabiliধ es.

Housing Covered

Any housing that receives 
federal funds, including public 
housing agencies and assisted-
housing providers.

All housing except owner-occupied 
4-, 3-, or 2-family housing

Housing provided by state and 
local governments and their 
enধ ধ es, including public 
housing agencies.

Defi niঞ on of a Person with a Disability

A person who has a physical 
or mental impairment that 
substanধ ally limits a major 
life acধ vity, such as walking, 
thinking, speaking, breathing, 
hearing, learning, or working.
A record or history of an 
impairment that limits a major 
life acধ vity, even if the person 
no longer has the disability or if 
the disability no longer limits a 
major life acধ vity.
Is regarded as having an 
impairment that limits a major 
life acধ vity.

A person who has a physical 
or mental impairment that 
substanধ ally limits a major 
life acধ vity, such as walking, 
thinking, speaking, breathing, 
hearing, learning, or working.
A record or history of an 
impairment that limits a major 
life acধ vity, even if the person 
no longer has the disability or if 
the disability no longer limits a 
major life acধ vity.
Is regarded as having an 
impairment that limits a major 
life acধ vity.

A person who has a physical 
or mental impairment that 
substanধ ally limits a major 
life acধ vity, such as walking, 
thinking, speaking, breathing, 
hearing, learning, or working.
A record or history of an 
impairment that limits a major 
life acধ vity, even if the person 
no longer has the disability or if 
the disability no longer limits a 
major life acধ vity.
Is regarded as having an 
impairment that limits a major 
life acধ vity.



Copyright © 2026 by Nan McKay & Associates 5-17

Customer Service Specialist
Chapter 5: Non-discriminaধ on in Customer Service

5/1/26

Rehabilitaঞ on Act 
(29 USC 504 & 29 USC 794)

Fair Housing Amendments Act 
(42 USC 3601)

Title II of the Americans with 
Disabiliঞ es Act (ADA)

Are people with psychiatric disabiliঞ es covered?

Yes
If the psychiatric disability 
substanধ ally limits a major 
life acধ vity;
or if a housing provider thinks the 
person’s psychiatric disability or 
perceived psychiatric disability 
limits a major life acধ vity;
or if the person has a history of 
psychiatric disability that limits a 
major life acধ vity, and the housing 
provider discriminates against the 
person because of the history.

Yes
If the psychiatric disability 
substanধ ally limits a major 
life acধ vity;
or if a housing provider thinks the 
person’s psychiatric disability or 
perceived psychiatric disability 
limits a major life acধ vity;
or if the person has a history of 
psychiatric disability that limits a 
major life acধ vity, and the housing 
provider discriminates against the 
person because of the history.

Yes
If the psychiatric disability 
substanধ ally limits a major 
life acধ vity;
or if a housing provider thinks the 
person’s psychiatric disability or 
perceived psychiatric disability 
limits a major life acধ vity;
or if the person has a history of 
psychiatric disability that limits a 
major life acধ vity, and the housing 
provider discriminates against the 
person because of the history.

Is current illegal drug use covered?

No
If the illegal use of controlled 
substances occurred recently 
enough to jusধ fy a reasonable 
belief that a person’s drug use is 
current or that conধ nuing use is 
a real and ongoing problem.

No No

Is a history of illegal drug use covered?

Yes
if recovered from addicধ on, 
i.e., successfully completed a 
rehabilitaধ on program and 
not using;
or if parধ cipaধ ng in a treatment 
program or self-help group and not 
currently using drugs.

Yes
if recovered from addicধ on, 
i.e., successfully completed a 
rehabilitaধ on program and 
not using;
or if parধ cipaধ ng in a treatment 
program or self-help group and not 
currently using drugs.

Yes
if recovered from addicধ on, 
i.e., successfully completed a 
rehabilitaধ on program and 
not using;
or if parধ cipaধ ng in a treatment 
program or self-help group and not 
currently using drugs.

Are people who have alcoholism covered?

Yes Yes Yes

Are people with AIDS or who are HIV+ covered?

Yes Yes Yes
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PRINCIPLES OF HCV ASSISTANCE TO PEOPLE 
WITH DISABILITIES 
It is possible to crađ  accommodaধ on policies and procedures that saধ sfy 
the intent of the laws without imposing unintended burdens on either 
people with disabiliধ es or housing agencies. 

PRINCIPLES OF PUBLIC HOUSING ASSISTANCE TO 
PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES
It is possible to crađ  accommodaধ on policies and procedures that saধ sfy 
the intent of the laws without imposing unintended burdens on either 
people with disabiliধ es or housing agencies.

Make Reasonable Adjustments
The housing agency has an affi  rmaধ ve obligaধ on to make reasonable 
adjustments to the rules, policies, pracধ ces, procedures, and 
physical premises so people with disabiliধ es have equal access to 
the housing program.

The housing agency should fi rst modify the general program through a 
self-evaluaধ on and transiধ onal plan. Then it should adopt policies and 
procedures to process requests for accommodaধ on. 

This holds throughout the program: 

• Applicaধ ons

• Admissions

• Determinaধ ons of eligibility

• Physical inspecধ ons

• Leasing

• Annual acধ viধ es

• Portability in HCV

• Terminaধ on of parধ cipaধ on 
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Treat each case individually
The essenধ al commandment of federal anধ -discriminaধ on laws is that 
everyone should be treated on their individual merits. 

You must go through the proper procedures when considering a person’s 
request for an accommodaধ on. 

The housing agency’s legal protecধ on from a disability discriminaধ on 
claim lies in having wriħ en proof that good-faith, individual consideraধ on 
was given to that parধ cular person. 

Rejecধ ng a request for a parধ cular accommodaধ on without making an 
individual assessment is asking for legal trouble. 

What may be reasonable for one person may not be reasonable for 
another in a similar situaধ on. 

Each person with a disability deserves objecধ ve individual consideraধ on 
free from stereotypes, assumpধ ons, and subjecধ ve fears and prejudice. 

Instead of blanket rules and infl exible policies, the housing agency should 
work creaধ vely with parধ cipants to create soluধ ons that will allow 
disabled family members to meet their program obligaধ ons. 
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Essential Program Requirements Need Not Be Waived
A reasonable accommodaধ on allows a person with a disability to meet 
essenধ al requirements of family parধ cipaধ on, but it does not require 
reducing or waiving essenধ al requirements. 

Parধ cipants and staff  are responsible for working together to idenধ fy an 
accommodaধ on each fi nds reasonable. 

The manager must ensure that the accommodaধ on will enable the 
parধ cipant to meet the full family obligaধ ons. 

If the family member is sধ ll unable to completely meet the essenধ al 
requirements even with the accommodaধ on, the manager is jusধ fi ed 
in terminaধ ng the family member’s parধ cipaধ on in the program and 
possibly referring them to another form of housing assistance with social 
services that are beyond the scope of the regular program. 

Consider the Participant’s Choice of Accommodation
Special consideraধ on should be given to the parধ cipant’s choice of 
accommodaধ on. Accommodaধ ons are not reasonable if they require 
fundamental alteraধ ons in the nature of the program or impose undue 
fi nancial burdens on the department. 

Staff  may not be required to make specifi c accommodaধ ons or 
physical modifi caধ ons if equally eff ecধ ve alternaধ ves permit full 
program parধ cipaধ on. 
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It May be Costly
Reasonable accommodaধ ons are someধ mes costly. Congress anধ cipated 
this addiধ onal fi nancial commitment and made clear that they intended 
the federal programs to lay out resources where necessary to ensure 
equal access to people with disabiliধ es. 

In determining whether a parধ cular accommodaধ on is an undue fi nancial 
burden, the budget as a whole is considered.

Verification is Permitted
Staff  may confi rm a parধ cipant’s disability as a condiধ on of statutory 
eligibility in the context of rent computaধ on, qualifying for specifi c units, 
or reasonable accommodaধ ons. 

However, the staff  may not unduly infringe on a parধ cipant’s right 
to privacy. 

The staff  may inquire and seek verifi caধ on of a disability only to the 
extent needed to determine:

• If a reasonable accommodaধ on is needed

• If an individual qualifi es as disabled under the HUD defi niধ on 

Informaধ on received is confi denধ al, and its use should be limited to 
specifi c necessary program funcধ ons. 

Information Must Be Accessible
Informaধ on must be provided in an accessible format, when requested. 
People must be informed of their right to ask for a reasonable 
accommodaধ on, but a staff  person should never off er assistance that has 
not been asked for by the parধ cipant. 

Everyone should be treated the same unধ l they request to be treated 
diff erently. The idea is to get away from the staff  person’s assumpধ ons 
and stereotypes and allow each person with a disability to decide for 
themselves what kind of assistance they require. 

This does not preclude staff  from prompধ ng a person to arধ culate a 
need if it becomes obvious that the person is having diffi  culty with the 
process, but to be safe, it is best to prompt everyone equally. 
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ETIQUETTE FOR INTERVIEWING PEOPLE 
WITH DISABILITIES

Scheduling
Some interviewees with visual or mobility impairments will phone in, 
prior to the appointment date, specifi cally for travel informaধ on. 

The scheduler should be familiar with the travel path in order to provide 
interviewees with detailed direcধ ons.

Make sure the place where you plan to conduct the interview is 
accessible by checking the following:

• Is disabled parking located nearby?

• Is there a ramped or step-free entrance?

• Are there accessible restrooms?

• If the interview is not on the fi rst fl oor, does the building have 
an elevator?

• Are there any water fountains, and telephones at the proper height 
for a person in a wheelchair to use?

• If an interview site is inaccessible (e.g. steps without a ramp, or a 
building without an elevator) inform the person about the barrier and 
off er to make arrangements for an alternaধ ve interview site.

Affi  rmaধ ve steps must need to be taken to permanently remove the 
physical barriers and/or add accessibility features.

When scheduling interviews for people with disabiliধ es, consider their 
needs ahead of ধ me.
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When giving direcধ ons to a person in a wheelchair, consider 

• Distance

• Weather condiধ ons

• Physical obstacles such as stairs, curbs, diffi  cult to open doors, and 
steep hills.

Use specifi cs such as “leđ  one hundred feet” or “right two yards” when 
direcধ ng a person with a visual impairment.

Be considerate of the addiধ onal travel ধ me that may be required by a 
person with a disability. 

When scheduling an interview, be aware that the person may be required 
to make a transportaধ on reservaধ on 24 hours or more in advance. 

When arranging the interview ধ me, give the interviewee an esধ mated 
fi nish ধ me so they can schedule their return trip.

If a person requests a home visit as a reasonable accommodaধ on, it may 
be appropriate for the housing offi  cer to travel to the person’s home. 

However, do not assume that a person with a disability would prefer the 
home visit. There are many people who will prefer to come to the offi  ce. 

Grant each person the ability to make their own individual choice of the 
parধ cular accommodaধ on, if any, they require.
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Courtesies
Give people with disabiliধ es the same professional, competent interviews 
that others receive.

Think of disabiliধ es as challenges that can be overcome with ingenuity 
and open communicaধ on.

Make normal eye contact with the person you are interviewing.

Speak directly to the person you are interviewing. If the person has 
brought another person to assist them, ask who will be providing the 
primary informaধ on for the interview; don’t automaধ cally assume that a 
person with a disability is not able to speak or communicate 
for themselves.

Even if the primary informaধ on is provided by the aħ endant, be sure 
include the disabled person in the conversaধ on with body language and 
eye contact.

Avoid speaking to the interviewee in a simplisধ c way, unless they make 
clear to you that they would like you to convey the informaধ on in a 
diff erent form than you usually do.

Don’t run the person over with off ers of assistance. Let the person 
instruct you as to what they may or may not require. If assistance is 
declined, respect that decision and do not insist on providing it anyway. 
This may make you feel more comfortable, but it is likely to irritate and 
alienate the person.

Don’t convey sympathy or pity. A disability is a diffi  culty that the disabled 
person has learned to manage. In many cases, this management of a 
disability means the individual has developed rare degrees of strength in 
other areas.

Do not panic if you use a phrase of speech like “See you later” or “Let’s 
go for a walk” with a person with an impairment that prevents them from 
literally doing the acধ vity. people with disabiliধ es understand that it is a 
fi gure of speech and understand the message you meant to say.

People with disabiliধ es may communicate in a way that is diff erent 
than you may be used to. However, if the person infringes upon your 
personal space in a way that makes you uncomfortable, or communicates 
something to you that is inappropriate, it is acceptable to state your 
needs and boundaries to that person.
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Interviewing People with Visual Impairments
When greeধ ng a person with a visual impairment, always idenধ fy 
yourself and introduce anyone else who may be present.

If the person does not extend their hand (to shake hands), orally extend a 
welcome. 

• Example: It is nice to meet you. Please have a seat.

A person may prefer oral direcধ ons of where the interview is to be 
conducted and the physical locaধ on of a chair, or they may prefer to take 
your arm and be escorted to the chair. Always allow the person to take 
your arm, do not grab the person. When you have reached the chair, put 
the person’s hand in contact with the back of the chair. A verbal cue is 
also helpful.

Point out obvious obstacles to avoid in a calm and respecĤ ul manner.

Do not raise your voice. A person with a visual impairment does not 
necessarily have a hearing impairment. 

Let the person know if you move or need to end the conversaধ on. Also 
tell them when someone else has entered the room.

Inform the person of the possibility of providing auxiliary aids to facilitate 
their equal access to the required program informaধ on. Have tapes and/
or materials in Braille available.
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Interviewing People with Speech Impairments
Give your undivided aħ enধ on when communicaধ ng with a person who 
has a speech impairment. Do not panic; ođ en the more ধ me you spend 
with the person, the more you are able to understand what they are 
saying. Conধ nue to concentrate.

Ask short quesধ ons that require short answers, such as a nod of the head.

Do not pretend to understand if you do not. Try to rephrase what you wish 
to communicate or ask the person to repeat what you do not understand. 

Do not raise your voice. Most speech impaired people have 
normal hearing.

Sধ fl e any urge to complete a sentence for the interviewee. Be paধ ent 
and give reassuring eye contact and approving body language.

Interviewing People Who Are Deaf or Hearing Impaired
If you need to aħ ract the aħ enধ on of a person who is deaf or hearing 
impaired, touch them lightly on the shoulder.

If the interviewee reads lips, look directly at them. Speak clearly at a 
normal pace. Do not exaggerate your lip movements or shout. Speak 
expressively because the person will rely on your facial expressions, 
gestures, and body movements to understand you. Maintain eye contact. 

Shouধ ng does not help and can be detrimental. Raise your voice only 
when requested. 

Brief wriħ en notes may be helpful.

In the US, most deaf people use American Sign Language (ASL). ASL 
is not a universal language. It is a language with its own syntax and 
grammaধ cal structure. When scheduling an interpreter for a non-
English speaking person, be certain to retain an interpreter that speaks 
and interprets in the language of that person. Asking that person for a 
referral is a good idea.

If an interpreter is present, it is common for the interpreter to be seated 
beside the interviewer, across from the interviewee.

Interpreters facilitate communicaধ on. They should not be consulted or 
regarded as a reference for the interviewee.
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Interviewing People with Mobility Aids
Enable people who use crutches, canes, or wheelchairs to keep them 
within reach.

Be aware that some wheelchair users may choose to transfer themselves 
into an offi  ce chair for the duraধ on of the interview.

When speaking to a person in a wheelchair or on crutches for more than 
a few minutes, sit in a chair. Place yourself at that person’s eye level to 
facilitate conversaধ on.

If there is no chair around, do not bend over at the waist with your hands 
on your knees like you would speak to a child. Squat or kneel down at 
that person’s eye level. 

Do not touch the head of a person in a wheelchair or otherwise treat 
them in a manner you would not use with other adults.

Interviewing People with Mental, Developmental, or 
Psychiatric Disabilities
This is a tremendously diverse populaধ on of people with a wide range of 
ability levels. It is important to treat each person as an individual and fi nd 
what will work best for each one. 

Again, let the person with a disability take the lead in explaining what, if 
any, accommodaধ ons or changes in the regular format of the interview 
they would like to make.

It may be necessary to speak clearly and slowly and use shorter 
sentences and smaller words. You may be asked to repeat yourself.

The person may prefer to have you orally explain the contents of the 
materials instead of simply giving them the materials to read.

The person is not required to disclose that they have a disability. Nor 
should the housing offi  cer ask any quesধ ons about the nature or extent 
of that disability unless it is solely for the purpose of fi nding what 
accommodaধ on will work best for that person once an accommodaধ on 
is requested.

If a part of a person’s disability is to say potenধ ally off ensive things, or to 
make unwarranted accusaধ ons, it is important to stay calm. 

If a person is raising their voice or making gestures that give you cause 
to fear them, you should calmly but fi rmly state that the person needs to 
calm down so that you can beħ er understand what their needs are.
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Don’t further escalate the confl ict by raising your voice or conveying any 
aggressive body language. It is acceptable for you to terminate an interview 
if the person’s conduct is prevenধ ng the interview from proceeding. 

It is appropriate to try to accommodate the person, so they have equal 
access to the program. However, if no accommodaধ on is found to 
prevent abusive or threatening behavior, the person may not be eligible 
for the program. 

A person qualifi ed for a program is one who can, with or without an 
accommodaধ on, fulfi ll the essenধ al requirements of the program. 
The annual recerধ fi caধ on interview is one of the essenধ al program 
requirements.

However, disqualifying or terminaধ ng a disabled person is the very last 
step ađ er all aħ empts to accommodate the person fail.
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WHAT YOU CANNOT ASK AN APPLICANT 
A housing agency can ask only for informaধ on that is relevant to whether 
the applicant qualifi es for the program. 

The general rule is that you cannot ask: 

• If a person has a disability

• The nature or extent of the disability

• Any quesধ on that would require the disabled person to waive or 
disclose a medical condiধ on or history

• Whether any family member has a disability. 

It is always the right of a person with disabiliধ es to not say anything 
about their disabiliধ es. That is the person’s choice and should be 
respected; however, the housing agency does not have to provide any 
accommodaধ on or special preference for that person and may terminate 
their assistance for family violaধ ons without violaধ ng fair housing laws.

There are some excepধ ons to this rule for the administraধ on of the 
HCV program. 
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WHAT YOU CAN ASK
If a person is applying for housing designated for individuals with disabiliࢼ es 
or a certain type of disability, you may ask if the applicant has a qualifying 
disability and for verifi caধ on of that disability. 

If the person is trying to qualify for allowances that reduce their rent on 
the basis of a disability (such as the $400 allowance for elderly and 
disabled families, the allowance for unreimbursed medical expenses, or 
the handicap assistance allowance) you may ask the person to verify a 
disability (and disability related expenses when relevant). 

Federal regulaধ ons prohibit the PHA from admiষ  ng a household 
member whose illegal drug use or paħ ern of alcohol abuse indicates the 
person will interfere with the health and safety of other residents. 

If the quesধ on is asked of all parধ cipants and applicants, staff  may 
inquire as to whether any household member is currently using illegal 
drugs or abusing alcohol in such a way as to interfere with the health and 
safety of other residents. 

However, it is impermissible to ask if any household members have 
a history of such acধ vity, because it is inquiring into the nature and 
severity of a possible disability. 

• The excepধ on is asking whether a family member has been evicted 
from assisted housing in the last three years for illegal drug acধ vity. 

If the parধ cipant requests an accommodaধ on due to a parধ cular 
disability, you may ask the person to verify they have a disability and the 
need for the requested accommodaধ on.

If, during the terminaধ on process, the person asserts the family violaধ on 
was caused by the disability and that a reasonable accommodaধ on would 
prevent future violaধ ons, the family may be asked to verify that:

• The person has a disability

• The violaধ on was a result of that disability

• The requested accommodaধ on is reasonable and likely to cure 
the violaধ on.
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CHAPTER 6 INDIVIDUAL WORKING STYLES

LEARNING OUTCOMES
Upon compleধ on of this secধ on, you should be able to:

• Recognize the importance of four basic individual working styles and 
how these style interact in being able to provide good customer service

All customers (internal and external) fall into two categories: ones who 
think and behave similarly to you, and ones who don’t. 

In your work environment there are probably persons who understand 
your needs and respond to them quickly, and likewise, you know what it 
will take to saধ sfy them in your working relaধ onship. 

There are probably also those who ođ en surprise you by what they say, 
puzzle you with their reacধ ons and leave you uncertain how to react or 
to saধ sfy their work needs.

The most successful service providers learn how to work with both 
groups, especially the ones who think and act diff erently than they do. 
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Working styles measure two aspects of a person’s behavior:

1. How emoধ onally expressive they are. The degree to which a 
person shows or holds back emoধ ons helps determine their style.

 – Verbal expression (Type of language, colorful, understated)

 – Vocal expression: (Fast, slow talker, intensity, or calmness in voice)

 – Body language: (Talk with hands? Stay sধ ll and placid?)

 – Environment: (Work area)

2. The degree to which they assert themselves. The degree by which 
a person tries to infl uence and control the acধ ons and opinions of 
others. (forceful, easygoing)
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FOUR WORKING STYLES

Analyঞ c
Less Asserধ ve & Less Responsive

Driver
More Asserধ ve & Less Responsive

Responsive
Well-organized
Serious
Systemaধ c

Logical
Factual
Reserved

Decisive
Independent
Effi  cient

Intense
Deliberate
Achieving

Behaviors:
Liħ le facial expression
Controlled body movement
Liħ le infl ecধ on
Precise language

Behaviors:
Direct eye contact
Move quickly with purpose
Speak forcefully/directly

Amiable
Less Asserধ ve & More Responsive

Expressive
More Asserধ ve & More Responsive

Cooperaধ ve
Friendly
Supporধ ve

Paধ ent
Relaxed

Outgoing
Enthusiasধ c
Persuasive

Humorous
Gregarious
Lively

Behaviors:
Friendly facial expression
Frequent eye contact
Speak slowly/sođ  tones
Supporধ ve language

Behaviors:
Rapid hand/arm gestures
Speak with animaধ on/infl ecধ on
Wide range of facial expressions
Persuasive language
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How do the four styles interact? Here are some examples.

1. Amiable and Driver
In this scenario, the housing specialist has an amiable working style, and 
the applicant has the driver working style.

• Housing Specialist: (with a pleasant tone) Good ađ ernoon, 
how are you today?

• Applicant: Fine, I want to apply for housing assistance. Do you 
have an applicaধ on?

• Housing Specialist: I sure do. By the way, how long have you lived in 
the area?

• Applicant: (impaࢼ ently) A long ধ me. Can I have the applicaধ on form?

• Housing Specialist: (Looking in fi ling cabinet) You know, somebody’s 
always taking the applicaধ on folder. Why don’t you have a seat 
and look at one of our brochures and let me see if I can fi nd you an 
applicaধ on? It shouldn’t take long.

• Applicant: I don’t have ধ me to read a brochure, do you have it or not?

• Housing Specialist: Oh, here it is! Would you like a clipboard, or do you 
want to fi ll it out at the counter, or do you want to mail it in?

• Applicant: I just want the applicaধ on.

“DRIVERS WANT SPEEDY RESULTS…NOT SMALL TALK”
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2. Analytical and Amiable
In this example, the housing specialist is an analyধ cal and the owner is 
an amiable. 

• Housing specialist: Can I help you?

• Owner: Well, I’ve got some forms to turn in here so I can get an 
inspecধ on done. Do you do the inspecধ ons?

• Housing specialist: (ma� er-of-factly) Let me see the forms. 
(Reviews them.) These forms are not complete. What is the exact 
spelling of your last name and your street address as well as your 
mailing address? 

• Owner: (smiling) I’m really sorry. Hey, look I’ll be glad to sit over here 
and fi ll them out. I’m not in a hurry. In fact, if you’re busy I can bring 
them back later.

• Housing Specialist: What ধ me will you be back?

“THE DETAILS THAT ARE SO IMPORTANT TO THE 
ANALYTIC ARE NOT IMPORTANT TO THE AMIABLE”
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3. Expressive and Analytical
In this example the housing specialist has the expressive working style, 
and the owner has the analyধ cal working style.

• Housing specialist: Good morning. What a great day! Can I help you?

• Owner: I want to schedule an inspecধ on. Here are the papers. My 
name is Wynkler. That’s W Y N K L E R, with a Y, not an I. Do you 
want to write it down?

• Housing specialist: I know what you mean, people misspell my name 
all the ধ me and my name is simple. It’s Elston, with one L but people 
always spell it with 2 L’s.

• Owner: Can we get this scheduled for Thursday, and how long will the 
inspecধ on take?

• Housing Specialist: Well, it depends on the availability of inspectors 
for that day. As for the inspecধ on itself it will depend on how 
many bedrooms and the over-all condiধ on of the unit. Is it in preħ y 
good shape?

• Owner: (impaࢼ ently) Look, I’ve got another appointment. Can you 
schedule the inspecধ on?

“ANALYTICALS WANT THE FACTS, THE DETAILS”
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4. Driver and expressive
In this example the housing specialist has the driver working style and 
the owner has the expressive working style.

• Housing specialist: Can I help you?

• Owner: (enthusiasࢼ cally) Hi! How are you? I’m Bob Wynkler, what was 
your name?

• Housing specialist: It’s Merkyl Fernbaugh. How can I help you?

• Owner: Great name! I’ve got some papers to schedule an inspecধ on. 
It’s a really nice mobile home and I’ve put a lot of TLC into it. It’ll 
probably pass, don’t you think?

• Housing specialist: (looking at his watch) That’s up to the inspectors. 
Give me the papers, and I’ll log it in.

• Owner: I’ll bet you people do a ton of inspecধ ons, don’t you? 
Look, I’m going to make a phone call while you do that. I’ll be back in a 
few minutes.

• Housing specialist: No, don’t do that. It won’t take that long to log it in, 
then you can go.

“EXPRESSIVES ARE GREGARIOUS AND FOCUS ON 
GENERALITIES”
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CHAPTER 7 CUSTOMER SERVICE POLICY/PLAN

LEARNING OUTCOMES
Upon compleধ on of this secধ on, you should be able to:

• Apply knowledge of customer service to develop wriħ en customer 
service policies and procedures

Talking about customer service does not make it happen. As stated 
earlier, customer service is a choice that involves planning and acধ on. 

We are suggesধ ng here that you transform the desire to perform quality 
customer service into a wriħ en policies and procedures.

Then there will be no misunderstanding about management’s 
commitment to good customer service or the expectaধ on that it 
be provided.
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EXHIBIT

ANYWHERE PHA CUSTOMER SERVICE POLICY
The Anywhere PHA management and staff  are commiħ ed to deliver high quality customer service to the 
community. We consider our customers to be all persons who have an interest in or uধ lize our services 
including all other service agencies, the general public, local government, and the Department of Housing 
and Urban Development. 

This policy sets forth the standards for the delivery of service and includes quality assurance pracধ ces for 
the ongoing evaluaধ on of total agency performance.

IDENTIFYING SERVICE VULNERABILITIES
The PHA will perform periodic (defi ne) saধ sfacধ on surveys of parধ cipaধ ng owners and families to 
idenধ fy areas where services can be improved. 

Saধ sfacধ on surveys will be sent to families and owners who terminate their parধ cipaধ on in the program. 

Coordinaধ on and cooperaধ on between diff erent (departments) (funcঞ ons) will be a standing item on the 
PHA meeধ ng agenda.

The (posiঞ on) will be responsible to idenধ fy communicaধ on and cooperaধ on problems between the 
various (departments) (funcঞ ons).

Any staff  person receiving an oral or wriħ en complaint must document the complaint and the manner in 
which it was resolved and forward a copy to the appropriate supervisor.

All leħ ers received by the PHA that comment on the quality of service will be forwarded to (posiঞ on).

All requests for reasonable accommodaধ on will be referred to (posiঞ on).

SERVICE PERFORMANCE STANDARDS
Telephone standards

Calls should be answered within (number) rings.

When accepধ ng outside calls:

• Greet the caller, (Good morning, ađ ernoon) 

• State the name of the PHA

• State your name, and

• Ask how you may assist the caller 

Direct line internal calls:

• Hello, this is ____________________ speaking, how may I help you? 

If you are answering for a department, state the name of the department ađ er your greeধ ng
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Puম  ng a caller on hold 

Ask if you may put the caller on hold.

• Wait for a response (allow the caller to choose if they want to wait)

• Tell the caller why they are being put on hold

• Give the caller a ধ me frame

• Thank caller for holding ađ er returning to line

Transferring a call 

Explain why the caller is being transferred.

Ask the caller if he or she minds being transferred.

Make sure someone picks up the call before you hang up.

Tell the person to whom you are transferring the call the caller’s name and 
the nature of the call (if known).

Taking a message 

Inform the caller of the availability of the person they want to talk to before asking their name.

• Give an esধ mated ধ me of your co-workers return

• Off er to help the person yourself if you are able or transfer to another party if available

• If taking a wriħ en message, print name, number, and extension and message clearly

Returning telephone calls 

Calls received before noon should be returned at the fi rst available opportunity and not later than the end 
of the business day that they were received. If a call is received ađ er 12:00 and cannot be returned by the 
end of the business day, it should be returned by 12:00 noon the following working day. 

Walk-ins

The (posiঞ on) is responsible to greet all persons entering the agency in a friendly and professional 
manner. Any person in the lobby or common area should also greet persons entering the building or 
common areas. 

If the (posiঞ on) is not available any staff  person in the area should greet persons in the lobby or common 
area and ask if they have been assisted. 

All staff  should greet visitors to the PHA premises in a friendly and professional manner
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Wri� en correspondence

All wriħ en correspondence to the PHA, including leħ ers, forms, and verifi caধ on documents, should be 
date and ধ me stamped. A wriħ en response should be made within (number) working days of receipt of 
the correspondence if the correspondence is a leħ er that requires informaধ on or service from the PHA. 

Copies of all wriħ en responses to correspondence should be placed in the appropriate family or 
administraধ ve fi le. 

Interviews and other appointments

All staff  who schedule appointments with program clients should keep a desk calendar on which 
appointments are logged at the ধ me they are scheduled.

Staff  should go to the lobby or common area to greet clients and escort them to interview 
area punctually.

When interviews are being conducted, all staff  will make every eff ort to minimize noise and 
other distracধ ons. 

Staff  will not be interrupted by telephone calls during interviews but check for and return calls promptly 
at the end of each interview.

Voice mail should be cleaned out daily.

Staff  will ensure that the interview area is neat and professional, and that there are not family fi les, data, 
or documents in plain view. 

Inspecঞ ons 

Wriħ en noধ fi caধ on of inspecধ ons will be mailed at least (number of days) prior to the inspecধ on to both 
the owner and the family.

The PHA will make every aħ empt to accommodate working families to minimize ধ me missed at work

In HCV, iniধ al inspecধ ons will be scheduled and performed within (number) days of the receipt of a 
Request For Tenancy Approval and proposed lease. 

In HCV, for all inspecধ ons, if repairs are not made at the ধ me of the reinspecধ on, (posiঞ on) will contact 
the owner by telephone immediately in order to determine the owner’s intenধ ons. 

Program Rule-Violaঞ ons (HCV)

In cases when the PHA discovers fraud or any other program violaধ on on the part of a family or 
an owner, the staff  will maintain the same high standards of professionalism accorded to all families
and owners. 

Families will be contacted and given an opportunity to explain their acধ ons before a decision is made to 
terminate assistance. 

Families will be provided an opportunity to disagree with any PHA decision to terminate and given the 
opportunity for an informal hearing.
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Program Rules and Lease Violaঞ ons (Public Housing)

When the PHA discovers fraud or any other program violaধ on on the part of a resident, the staff  
will maintain the same high standards of professionalism accorded to all families when dealing with that 
resident.

Families will be contacted and given an opportunity to explain their acধ ons before a decision is made to 
terminate tenancy.

Families will be provided an opportunity to disagree with any PHA decision to terminate tenancy and 
given the opportunity to request a hearing.

Internal Customers

All PHA personnel are expected to provide prompt and professional service to co-workers both 
inside and outside of their department. The fl ow chart below depicts the funcধ onal relaধ onships (and 
accountabiliধ es) within and between departments. 

Funcঞ onal Flow Chart of Internal Customers
Insert Organizaࢼ on Chart here

Confl ict arbitraঞ on and resoluঞ on

In the event that there is a confl ict between co-workers that cannot be resolved, the confl ict will be 
arbitrated by (posiঞ on).

Reports and producঞ on due dates

The following reports are due promptly on the dates indicated.

(Name) Report ________________________________________________________________________

From To Due Date

Posiধ on Posiধ on

Posiধ on Posiধ on

Posiধ on Posiধ on

Posiধ on Posiধ on

Posiধ on Posiধ on
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New Employee Orientaঞ ons

• All new employees must aħ end a customer service orientaধ on to be provided by (posiঞ on).

Performance Evaluaঞ ons

• In addiধ on to job producধ on standards, the quality of customer service demonstrated by employees 
will be a material consideraধ on as a part of performance evaluaধ ons. 

Security of fi les and family data

• All family data and fi les are to be kept (locaঞ on).

• Files can only be removed from the fi le storage area ađ er being signed for by a staff  person. The sign 
out log must include the business reason that the fi le was removed.

• Files must be returned to the fi le storage area immediately ađ er each use.

• If fi les must be kept in a locaধ on other than the fi le storage area, they must be secured in a locked fi le 
cabinet in that locaধ on when not being used.

• Criminal background reports will be destroyed within (number of days) of the date of admission or the 
date of the informal review, if admission is denied based upon a criminal report. 

• Credit bureau inquiries will be destroyed within (number of days) ađ er they have served the purpose 
for which they were obtained.

• All discussion of family fi le data among staff  is limited to business reasons.

Procedures for dealing with abusive or threatening behavior

• If any person on the premises demonstrates behavior that is abusive or threatening, the staff  person 
who is the subject of the behavior should contact (posiঞ on) immediately. 

HCV Owners

• PHA obligaধ ons to inform owners. 
• The PHA will conduct (annual, semi-annual) owner workshops to inform owners of program rules and 

to problem-solve relevant owner issues.
• The PHA will promptly inform all parধ cipaধ ng owners of changes in HUD requirements or local 

policies that aff ect them. 
• The PHA will publish a (monthly, quarterly) newsleħ er to be included with the HAP payment to all 

HCV owners who parধ cipate in the program. 
• Complaints and quesধ ons from owners will be kept in a log by (posiঞ on)
• The most common complaints and problems experienced by owners will be published in the PHA 

(quarterly, monthly) newsleħ er to owners.
• The PHA will consult with the owner advisory commiħ ee to discuss changes in regulaধ ons or 

procedures pertaining to owners. 
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Performance Standards (Public Housing)

• Work orders and performance of maintenance:

 – The systems for the reporধ ng and performance of maintenance and repairs vary among PHAs, 
and we are making no assumpধ ons about your system. What we are suggesধ ng here is the 
specifi c standards be developed to ensure ধ mely communicaধ on and cooperaধ on between the 
maintenance funcধ on and the housing management funcধ on.

• The performance standard for non-emergency repairs is (ধ me period) from the date of noধ fi caধ on.

• Maintenance must noধ fy the housing manager of the compleধ on of a work order 
within/no later than (_____________________ ).

Safety and Security (Public Housing)

• Any condiধ on found anywhere on the PHA property that could potenধ ally result in harm or injury to a 
person must be reported to the (posiধ on) immediately.

• Any suspicious persons or persons parধ cipaধ ng in disrupধ ve or criminal behavior must be reported to 
(posiঞ on) immediately.
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CHAPTER 8 LEARNING ACTIVITIES

STYLE SELF҃EVALUATION QUESTIONNAIRE 
There are no correct or incorrect answers to these quesধ ons. Base your answers on how you are today, 
not how you think you should be or would like to be in the future. Select one answer for each quesধ on.

1. When talking to a client or co worker…
a.  I maintain eye contact the whole ধ me
b.  I alternate between looking at the person and looking down
c.  I look around the room a good deal of the ধ me
d.  I try to maintain eye contact but look away from ধ me to ধ me

2. If I have an important decision to make…
a.  I think it through completely before deciding
b.  I go with my gut insধ ncts
c.  I consider the impact it will have on other people before deciding
d.  I run it by someone whose opinion I respect before deciding

3. My offi  ce or work area mostly has…
a.  Family photos and senধ mental items displayed
b.  Inspiraধ onal posters, awards, and art displayed
c.  Graphs and charts displayed
d.  Calendars and project outlines displayed

4. If I am having a confl ict with an owner, a client, or a co-worker…
a.  I try to help the situaধ on along by focusing on the posiধ ve
b.  I stay calm and try to understand the cause of the confl ict
c.  I try to avoid discussing the issue causing the confl ict
d.  I confront it right away so that it can get resolved as soon as possible

5. When I talk on the phone at work…
a.  I keep the conversaধ on focused on the purpose of the call
b.  I will spend a few minutes chaষ  ng before geষ  ng down to business
c.   I am in no hurry to get off  the phone and don’t mind chaষ  ng about personal things, the weather, 

and so on.
d.  I try to keep the conversaধ on as brief as possible

6. If a co-worker is upset…
a.  I ask if I can do anything to help
b.  I leave him alone because I don’t want to intrude on his privacy
c.  I try to cheer him up and help him to see the bright side
d.  I feel uncomfortable and hope he gets over it soon
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7. When I aħ end meeধ ngs at work…
a.  I sit back and think about what is being said before off ering my opinion
b.  I put all my cards on the table, so my opinion is well known
c.  I express my opinion enthusiasধ cally, but listen to other’s ideas as well
d.  I try to support the ideas of the other people in the meeধ ng

8. When I make a presentaধ on in front of a group…
a.  I am entertaining and ođ en humorous
b.  I am clear and concise
c.  I speak relaধ vely quietly
d.  I am direct, specifi c, and someধ mes loud

9. When a client is explaining a problem to me….
a.  I try to understand and empathize with how she is feeling
b.  I look for the specifi c facts pertaining to the situaধ on
c.  Listen carefully for the main issue so that I can fi nd a soluধ on
d.  I use my body language and tone of voice to show her that I understand

10. When I aħ end training programs or presentaধ ons…
a.  I get bored if the person moves too slowly
b.  I try to be supporধ ve of the speaker, knowing how hard the job is
c.  I want it to be entertaining as well as informaধ ve
d.  I look for the logic behind what the speaker is saying

11. When I want to get my point across to a client or a co-worker…
a.  I listen to their point of view fi rst and then express my ideas gently
b.  I strongly state my opinion so that they know where I stand
c.  I try to persuade them without being too forceful
d.  I explain the thinking and logic behind what I’m saying

12. When I am late for a meeধ ng or appointment…
a.  I don’t panic but call ahead to say that I will be a few minutes late
b.  I feel bad about keeping the other person waiধ ng
c.  I get very upset and rush to get there as soon as possible
d.  I apologize profusely once I arrive
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13. I set goals and objecধ ves at work that…
a.  I think I can realisধ cally aħ ain
b.  I feel are challenging and would be exciধ ng to achieve
c.  I need to achieve as part of a bigger objecধ ve
d.  will make me feel good when I achieve them

14. When explaining a problem to a co-worker whom I need help from…
a.  I explain the problem in as much detail as possible
b.  I someধ mes exaggerate to make my point
c.  I try to explain how the problem makes me feel
d.  I explain how I would like the problem to be solved

15. If clients or co-workers are late for a meeধ ng with me in my offi  ce….
a.  I keep myself busy by making phone calls or working unধ l they arrive
b.  I assume they were delayed a bit and don’t get upset
c.  I call to make sure that I have the correct informaধ on (date and ধ me)
d.  I get upset that the person is wasধ ng my ধ me

16. When I am behind on a project and feel pressure to get it done…
a.  I make a list of everything I need to do, in what order, by when
b.  I block out everything else and focus 100 percent on the work I need to do
c.  I become anxious and have a hard ধ me focusing on my work
d.  I set a date to get the project done and go for it

17. When I feel verbally aħ acked by a client or a co-worker…
a.  I tell her to stop
b.  I feel hurt but usually don’t say anything about it to her
c.  I ignore her anger and try to focus on the facts of the situaধ on
d.  I let her know in strong terms that I don’t like her behavior

18. When I see a client or co-worker whom I like and haven’t seen recently…
a.  I give them a friendly hug
b.  I greet them but don’t shake hands
c.  I give them a fi rm but quick handshake
d.  I give them an enthusiasধ c handshake that lasts a few moments
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SCORING
You will be scoring yourself in four specifi c working style categories:

• Driver

• Expressive

• Amiable 

• Analyধ cal

Circle your answers to the quesধ ons in the table below and add up the number of ধ mes you circled each 
style. The style with the most points is your primary working style. 

1. a. Driver
b. Amiable
c. Analyধ cal
d. Expressive

7. a. Analyধ cal
b. Driver
c. Expressive
d. Amiable

13. a. Analyধ cal
b. Expressive
c. Driver
d. Amiable

2. a. Analyধ cal
b. Driver
c. Amiable
d. Expressive

8. a. Expressive
b. Analyধ cal
c. Amiable
d. Driver

14. a. Analyধ cal
b. Expressive
c. Amiable
d. Driver

3. a. Amiable
b. Expressive
c. Analyধ cal
d. Driver

9. a. Amiable
b. Analyধ cal
c. Driver
d. Expressive

15. a. Expressive
b. Amiable
c. Analyধ cal
d. Driver

4. a. Expressive
b. Amiable
c. Analyধ cal
d. Driver

10. a. Driver
b. Amiable
c. Expressive
d. Analyধ cal

16. a. Analyধ cal
b. Driver
c. Amiable
d. Expressive

5. a. Driver
b. Expressive
c. Amiable
d. Analyধ cal

11. a. Amiable
b. Driver
c. Expressive
d. Analyধ cal

17. a. Driver
b. Amiable
c. Analyধ cal
d. Expressive

6. a. Amiable
b. Analyধ cal
c. Expressive
d. Driver

12. a. Analyধ cal
b. Amiable
c. Driver
d. Expressive

18. a. Amiable
b. Analyধ cal
c. Driver
d. Expressive

Total Driver Score ____________________

Total Analyঞ cal Score ____________________

Total Amiable Score ____________________

Total Expressive Score ____________________
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CUSTOMER SERVICE SELF EVALUATION
Instrucধ ons:

1. Make a list below of all the funcধ ons you perform that directly aff ect families, owners, or co-workers.

2. On a scale of 1 to 5, rate yourself on the quality of service you provide. (1 is poor, 5 is excellent). 
Be brutally honest.

3. Review all funcধ ons that you rated a 5. 

4. Congratulate yourself on your strengths!

5. Make a list of all of the 1’s and 2’s. These are your vulnerabiliধ es

6. Use the Acধ on Plan worksheet to list these funcধ ons in the order of priority, starধ ng with the ones 
that most aff ect your internal and external customers.

Job Funcঞ on
Raঞ ng

1 2 3 4 5
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CUSTOMER SERVICE ACTION PLAN 
List all funcধ ons for which your raধ ng is 1 or 2 in their order of importance. 
(Which ones do you want to get to fi rst?)

Areas to work on:

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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ACTION WORKSHEET

Job Funcঞ on - Goal #1:

Acঞ on Steps:
(List and describe the steps you will take to improve your customer performance for this job funcধ on, 

and the date by which you will accomplish it).

STEP 1: Date

STEP 2: Date

STEP 3: Date

STEP 4: Date
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HOUSING AGENCY EVALUATION
Use the following numbers to evaluate each quesধ on:

0 = Not at all 1 = To a small degree 2 = To a moderate degree 3 = To a large degree

__________   Do we survey program clients and owners to fi nd out how saধ sfi ed they are with our service 
and ask for suggesধ ons for improvements?

__________   Do we survey our staff  to fi nd out how saধ sfi ed they are with the work-ing environment and ask 
for their suggesধ ons for improvements?

__________   Do we have a wriħ en mission statement or specifi c long range goals that focus on our 
commitment to providing our clients with quality services?

__________   Do we collect informaধ on on what poor quality and service costs our agencies in terms of bad 
will, wasted ধ me and reduced morale?

__________   Do we train our front-line staff  in telephone and face-to-face customer relaধ ons skills?

__________   Do we train managers in the skills needed to support staff  in providing excellent service? 
(Team building, delegaধ on, coaching, etc.)

__________   Do we put newly hired staff  through an orientaধ on process that stresses the importance of 
client service in their specifi c job?

__________   Do we have a computer system that supports our staff  in providing fast and effi  cient 
performance?

__________   Do we have a process in place that allows us to make specifi c changes in our policies and 
procedures based on customer feedback?

__________   Do we go out of our way to reward and recognize staff  for their eff orts on behalf of program 
customers and the community?

  Total

Scoring:
25 to 30 points: Plaধ num level You’ve got it going on!

18 to 24 points: Gold level You’re hiষ  ng on all cylinders!

10 to 17 points: Bronze level Time for a tune-up

0 to 9 points: Copper level Get a grip before you crash!



Copyright © 2026 by Nan McKay & Associates

Customer Service Specialist
Chapter 8: Learning Acধ viধ es

5/1/268-9

SAMPLE OWNER SURVEY
Rate the PHA from 1 to 5 in the following areas, with one (1) being poor and fi ve (5) excellent.
(If you desire, you may make comments below)

_______   Friendliness of personnel

_______   Competence of personnel

_______   Timely response to telephone calls

_______   Timely response to leħ ers

_______   Explanaধ on of HUD and housing agen-cy rules

_______   Timeliness of HAP payments

_______   Quality and consistency of housing quali-ty inspecধ ons

_______   Willingness to answer quesধ ons
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NOTES




