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VisualsSpeak Case Study: 
Housing Authority of Portland 

 
The Problem 
 
After a long string of difficult changes that a team has gamely absorbed again and again, it was 
time to shift direction. That’s yet another change, and it’s a biggie. So how do you get everyone on 
board? 
 
 
The Setting 
 
The Housing Authority of Portland, Oregon (HAP) is a 
public corporation founded in 1941 to provide 
affordable housing for individuals and families 
challenged by income, disability, or special need. From 
1991 to 2009, HAP grew from serving 8,500 
households and 20,000 residents to nearly 14,000 
households and more than 33,000 residents. 
 
Despite that expansion, the agency had been dealing with years of continual budget cuts resulting 
in five years of layoffs, reducing the staff by 25%.  Even with rising demand for services, the 
remaining staff had risen to the challenges over and over. But how many times can you ask for 
change without people getting discouraged? 
 
Federal budget cuts combined with regulations and a growing need for housing serving those with 
less than 30% of the median family income forced housing authorities across the country to get 
very creative. Federal funding provides just over 80% of what the agencies need to keep the doors 
open for the housing authorities across the country.  
 

Steve Rudman, HAP’s Executive Director, worked with his management 
team and board to form partnerships with over 100 organizations in the area, 
enabling HAP to become one of the most successful housing authorities in 
the country. But the need continues to grow while funding becomes scarcer. 
In a bold move, HAP began considering the opportunity to join forces with 
five other agencies to better serve the housing needs of Portland and 
surrounding counties.  
 

Joining agencies under different jurisdictions is not an easy task. It takes strong support from staff 
as well as the public. If this proposal became reality, it would mean significant changes for HAP 
and its staff. How to present this news to staff and get them onboard? 
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The Approach 
 
All Staff Meeting 
 
This was an important message, so a face-to-face meeting was the best choice for delivery. 
However, the agency needed to continue operating, so only half of the 250 staff members were 
able attend a meeting at one time.  
 
The staff meetings were to be held on consecutive days. The first one would start with lunch, and 
go through the afternoon. The second one would be the next morning, ending with lunch. The 
management team would be present at both sessions. When people arrived, they would be 
assigned to large tables, along with a member of the management team and people they don’t 
usually work with.  
 
James Stockard Jr, a leader in affordable housing from Harvard Design School was invited to be 
the opening speaker.  He would tell the story of the housing authorities across the nation, helping 
people to understand the history of challenges affecting them. The executive director would 
follow, announcing the intention to merge with other agencies. It was too early to know any of the 
specifics of what it would mean for jobs or anything else.  
 
What comes next? 
 
How do you engage 125 people at a meeting? How can you gather constructive feedback that you 
can use? The executive director issues a message on behalf of the management team, and no one 
knows what the implications are—including management. With managers sitting at each table, the 
ingredients for an explosive meeting are present.  
 
What about having a discussion? People don’t know each other. How do you get them to talk 
about something with so much potential to affect them? How do you engage the segment of the 
staff that doesn’t like to talk or sit in meetings.  
 
Are there alternatives? 
 
What is the alternative to management handing down decisions from on high? A collaborative 
discourse with an experiential process! 
 
Brenda Carpenter, Director of Human Resources, enlisted Patsy Nedrow, HAP’s Training 
Coordinator, to come up with ideas for an exercise to help people give feedback in a constructive 
manner. She immediately thought about using VisualsSpeak™. 
 
Patsy explained the product and how VisualsSpeak™ had worked in an earlier program exploring 
respect in the workplace. She shared the overwhelmingly positive evaluation results from the 
sessions in their diversity sessions. Still, it seemed a little risky to the team who needed to ensure 
that the staff meeting would be successful. They arranged a conference call to find out more about 
how the VisualsSpeak method could help them achieve the results they were looking for.  
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It’s about the question 
 
On the call, there was a lot of concern about creating a forum for a giant gripe session. After all, 
these changes could mean more layoffs and lots more work. To avoid this, the team focused on the 
question to ask people to respond to. If they steered people toward a supportive stance, they could 
offer attendees the opportunity to get behind the effort—rather than to worry about things that 
might never happen.  
 
The team settled on, “How can I contribute to the dreams of the agency?” 
 
On the day of the meeting 
 
The first day began with lunch at an off-site location. Attendees sat at tables with people they 
don’t normally work with, giving them the opportunity to have informal conversations with the 
executive and management staff.  
 
The keynote speaker, Jim Stockard, had a PowerPoint presentation, but didn’t show many slides. 
Instead he mostly told stories. His stories centered on the history of the affordable housing 
movement, how the industry was constructed to serve a client base far from what it currently 
served. He talked about his decades on the Cambridge Housing Authority board, and shared his 
frustrations of trying to make a difference on the local and national level for many years.  
 
HAP’s executive director, Steve Rudman, continued in the next segment, telling stories about how 
the larger industry picture had affected the work in Oregon. He talked about how hard it has 
become to effectively serve all the people who desperately need service. Given the level of 
challenge, he started offering possibilities for solving them by aligning resources with other city, 
state, and county agencies. At the end, he answered a few questions and sent everyone on a break. 
 

 
 
Time for action 
 
After the keynote, executive director’s message and a break, each table received a VisualsSpeak 
ImageSet. The ImageSet is a collection of 200 tested photographs used for facilitating significant 
conversations to build teams and solve strategic challenges. Individuals were asked to quickly 
select photographs and assemble them on a piece of construction paper in response to the question, 
“how can I contribute to the dreams of the agency?” 
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People in turn described their images to the table. The energy in the room was very high, and 
everyone was engaged. The executive director kept saying, “I can’t believe they are talking. My 
staff never talks like this.”  
 
After each person told their individual story, the table was challenged to come up with a group 
image. Each person had to contribute something. They could choose to use the images from the 
individual selections or use new ones. One person at each table was assigned to take notes for 
future reference.  
 
When all the groups were finished, each table selected someone to give an overview of the group 
image to everyone in the room. The stories were upbeat. There were lots of creative ideas about 
how everyone could align to do what was best for the clients, and yet the stories were consistent 
across the groups. Each had awareness that there would be lots of hard work, but focused on a 
willingness to do whatever it would take. The theme was largely on how to serve more clients 
more effectively.  
 

 
 
The next morning 
 
The other half of the staff arrived the next morning to go through the same process. Once again, 
the group was engaged and excited. The stories from the groups were not only consistent across 
the room, but they were very similar to the groups from the day before.  
 
The following months 
 
The executive team was very pleased at how smoothly the two meetings went. What could have 
been very disruptive to team morale was instead a galvanizing force for rising to the challenges 
that lay ahead. Each member of the executive and management team had the opportunity to hear 
from twenty-two staff members over the two days. They participated alongside them, and shared 
their stories with them.  
 
The staff meeting experience stuck in the minds of the participants. People still talked about it 
many months later. The photographs from the day’s events were uploaded to the HAP intranet to 
further reinforce the good memories.  
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Patsy, who was responsible for the idea to use VisualsSpeak, had this to say.  
 

Thanks to the VisualsSpeak Image Set, I was the hero of the day!  It was imperative that 
this large group exercise went well.  The message from our Executive Director was an 
important one and it all hinged on the success of this exercise.  I wasn’t nervous because I 
knew this was the perfect tool, and we convinced members of the Executive Team to give 
this non-traditional tool a try—needless to say, they were not disappointed.  The exercise 
created amazing energy throughout the room and everyone participated.  Staff was able to 
express their contribution to the agency in a creative way and see how their work tied into 
"big picture"  – and I got quite a few “pats on the back.”  

 

 
 
Lessons Learned 
 
What made this session successful? 
 
It is never easy to deliver news to an organization that will result in major changes and an 
unknown future.  The Housing Authority of Portland events were successful for a number of 
reasons: 
 

• The keynote helped everyone see the big picture and how HAP is not alone struggling to 
provide affordable housing. In fact, the agency is one of the most successful in the country.  

• The executive director talked about the successes, but also acknowledged the challenges of 
recent years and how hard it has been.  

• Both speakers were authentic in their passion for serving those who needed assistance with 
housing and other services.  

• Both speakers used personal stories to talk about the changes. This helped create the sense 
that everyone is all in this together. 

• Asking the question in the form of, “how can I contribute,” created a shared goal for 
everyone in the room.  

• Creating individual images gave everyone a voice in the conversation and a chance to be 
heard by a member of the management team. 

• Creating group images reinforced what the individuals said, and provided a platform to 
bring diverse ideas together to form a large whole.  

• Having each group tell their stories demonstrated how aligned the staff was, particularly in 
their passion for serving their clients.  

• The visual process was fun, generating laughter and engaging conversations which people 
remembered long after the event.  
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Final thoughts 
 

• Strategic change initiatives are a team building opportunity 
• Giving people a voice in their future facilitates buy-in (even if they don’t have the 

ultimate say) 
• Giving people a voice builds morale and trust 
• With the right set-up, change initiatives can be a celebratory event 

 
For more information about the VisualsSpeak ImageSet, VisualsSpeak’s team-building tools, 
icebreakers, or other products, visit the VisualsSpeak web site at www.VisualsSpeak.com. 


