Revisiting Measuring
Agency & Voice:

SAHF members believe that in order to realize the full benefits of housing as a platform to create
healthier and more equitable communities, housing and services must be connected in a way that
recognizes and supports the agency of residents and gives them a real voice in how day-to-day life
is carried out in their community. Even in properties operated by actors with a deep commitment
to equity and well-being for their residents, residents may not experience the choices and sense of
control that support equitable communities.

Background & Overview of SAHF's Prior Work

In 2019, with support from the Kresge Foundation, SAHF launched a project to engage directly with
residents, frontline staff, and senior-level resident services staff to identify and better understand
strategies for engaging collaboratively with residents and fostering greater resident agency and
voice. This included a series of focus groups and interviews conducted over ten months at three
SAHF member properties located in Massachusetts, Ohio, and California. This resulted in areport,
“Resident Voice and Agency in Affordable Rental Housing: A Qualitative Analysis.” This report
detailed many ways that organizations can put in place practices that provide opportunities for
residents to exercise their agency and voice. In order to advance this work further, SAHF published a
subsequent report, “Measuring Agency and Voice in an Affordable Housing Setting: A Set of Guiding
Questions to Move Forward.” This guide outlines measures and data gathering practices that allow
practitioners to measure the outcomes of organizational policies and approaches that support
resident voice and agency. In 2023, with the support of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, SAHF
took the next steps of revisiting this body of work to bring it up-to-date. With the help with Success
Measures, SAHF arrived at four key or foundational measures and seven “deeper dive” questions

to measure agency and voice through examining other research, including the CLF Healthy
Communities Study, measures collected by other affordable housing networks and those collected
by the SAHF members, in current and past resident surveys. The four foundational measures are
now a component of SAHF's broader Outcomes Initiative Measures, which is a common framework
for affordable housing owners to examine outcomes and measures their impact on resident health,
well-being and economic mobility.
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WHAT IS AGENCY?
WHY ARE AGENCY AND VOICE
IMPORTANT?

We define agency as having a feeling of
control over our actions, or the “feeling of
beingin the driver's seat when it comes to
our actions.”! Having a sense of agency is
important to achieving a variety of goals. In
terms of health and well-being outcomes,
“Perceived control is associated with
emotional well-being... [and an] enhanced
ability to cope with stress."2

Supporting resident agency is a key
element of advancing racial equity, as
racial marginalization and oppression
hinders people's ability to exercise
adequate control over their own lives.?

Additionally, agency is a fundamental
component of economic mobility. Inits
report, “Boosting Upward Mobility,” the
U.S. Partnership on Mobility from Poverty
states that "Mobility from poverty also
requires autonomy and power—the ability
to exercise control over one's personal
circumstances and to influence policies
and practices that affect one’s life—and
a sense of belonging—being valued by
one's community.”


https://sahfnet.org/sites/default/files/documents/resdient-voice-agency-affordable-rental-housing-qa.pdf
https://sahfnet.org/sites/default/files/documents/measuringagency_andvoiceguide-final.pdf
https://sahfnet.org/sites/default/files/documents/measuringagency_andvoiceguide-final.pdf
https://successmeasures.org/
https://successmeasures.org/
https://www.clf.org/healthy-neighborhoods-study/
https://www.clf.org/healthy-neighborhoods-study/
https://sahfnet.org/resources/sahf-outcomes-initiative-overview
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/102342/boosting-upward-mobility-metrics-to-inform-local-action_1.pdf

RESIDENT AGENCY AND VOICE
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Updated Measurement Domains Related to Agency & Voice and Survey Questions

The following grid identifies four domains of measuring agency with recommended survey questions. The “key” questions are foundational and the “deeper
dive" questions are intended to be helpful for organizations who are seeking to better understand and capture more data in these areas.

DOMAINS

Resident Power
(Ownership of
change)

Resident
Satisfaction

DEFINITION

Resident power examines to what extent
residents feel they have agency to influ-
ence decisions about the community/
property. One way to capture thisinan
affordable housing setting is through the
concept “ownership of change.”

Residents who feel they are heard and can
influence positive change in their proper-

ty/community are more likely to be willing

to play a role in decision-making and work
with others for the common good.

Resident satisfaction examines people's
level of approval with conditions at their
community/ property.

Resident satisfaction can be a prerequi-
site to additional and deeper resident en-
gagement in the sense that residents are
unlikely to feel connected to a property if
there are aspects they do not like. Asking
about satisfaction is a form of eliciting
resident voice.

USE

Affordable housing providers can use data
about the degree to which residents feel
they can influence change in their com-
munities to promote resident leadership
and identify ways to ensure residents’
perspectives are included in property
decision-making.

Affordable housing providers can use
resident satisfaction feedback to improve
operations, staffing, programming or
other aspects of their properties.

We see a growing interest across the
affordable rental housing market in
measuring resident satisfaction. This is
based on a ‘client-centered’ approach that
views residents as customers with the
autonomy to choose homes that suit their
needs, rather than passive recipients of
subsidized housing. However, for mission-
driven organizations aiming to advance
resident empowerment more broadly,
measuring only satisfaction may be
insufficient. Residents may like a property/
community but still lack feelings of control
or power.

RECOMMENDED SURVEY QUESTIONS*

KEY QUESTION

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement:
“My input or feedback influences what happens at this
property.”

DEEPER DIVE QUESTIONS

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement:
“l have opportunities to provide input on decisions
related to this community/property.”

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement:
“I can influence what happens at this property.”

[Answer options for all: Agree - Disagree]*

KEY QUESTION

Based on your overall living experience, how likely are
you to recommend this apartment community to a
friend or family member?

[Definitely would recommend; Probably would recommend;
Probably would not recommend; Definitely would not recommend]

DEEPER DIVE QUESTION

How satisfied are you with the following aspects of life
in our community?

 Apartment

« Common areas

« Safety

« Maintenance

+  Property services & Staff

[Very satisfied; Somewhat satisfied; Somewhat dissatisfied; Very
dissatisfied]



DOMAINS

DEFINITION

Social Cohesion | Social cohesion examines social relation-

& Belonging®

Civic
Engagement

ships and degrees of trust among resi-
dents/neighbors. Belonging examines to
what extent residents feel they are valued
by their community.

Residents who feel close to and have faith
in their neighbors are more likely to engage
with them and work collectively to improve
or provide input on their property/ commu-
nity. Residents who feel welcomed, treated
equally and included in their community are
more likely to work with others in their com-
munity, be comfortable expressing their
thoughts and opinions, and have greater
commitment to working for the common
good.®

Civic engagement expands resident
agency and voice to the wider community
to examine the extent to which residents
exercise their voice in political governance.

USE

Affordable housing providers can use
information about residents’ feelings of
social connection and belonging to inform
development of programs and activities.
Where low levels of individual connec-
tion and sense of belonging are reported,
resident services staff can create oppor-
tunities for residents to get to know one
another socially and to discuss community
issues of importance to them; they can
also ensure that common spaces at prop-
erties are available for resident use.

Deeper dive questions gather perspec-
tives about the community of residents
and can provide additional insights about
specific aspects of social connectedness
and belonging. This can help to target
engagement efforts.

Affordable housing providers can use
data about civic engagement to identify
programs and activities that bolster voter
engagement, such as nonpartisan voter
registration drives or candidate/issue
education.

RECOMMENDED SURVEY QUESTIONS*

KEY QUESTION

Do you agree or disagree with the following
statement: | feel valued and welcome in this
community. [Agree - Disagree]*

DEEPER DIVE QUESTIONS

If you needed help with something important, is
there a neighbor in your building you could rely on for
help? [Yes, No]

Please indicate the degree to which each of the fol-
lowing statements describes people in your commu-
nity:

«  Generally get along with each other

o Arerespectful to each other

« Cancounton each other

» Arewilling to work together to make this commu-

nity a better place to live

[A great deal, A fairamount; A little; Not at all]

KEY QUESTION

Are you registered to vote?
[Yes, No, Not Eligible]

DEEPER DIVE QUESTIONS

Did you vote in the last election?
[Yes, No, Not Eligible]

In the last 12 months, have you: [Yes/No]

« Volunteered in the community?

e Ledaprogram in your community/property?

« Contacted a public official to let them know your
views and concerns?

e Attended a public hearing to learn more about an
issue or express your views or concerns?

*Surveys are not the only method to gather information about resident outcomes and we encourage housing providers to also consider qualitative information gathering
methods, such as focus groups, community meetings, and resident interviews. For all survey questions, SAHF recommends providing the answer options “Unsure” and
“Prefer not to respond,” in addition to the answer options suggested in this grid. For the ‘Agree - Disagree’ scale, we recommend providing the options Strongly Agree, Agree,
Disagree, Strongly Disagree.
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In their Healthy Neighborhoods Study (HNS), the Conservation Law
Foundation found positive associations between residents’ sense of
empowerment over changes affecting them and health. Their survey tool
incorporates questions around Ownership of Change; examines seven
measures of change from the perspective of whether they are happening,
whether community members have a voice in them, whether changes are

for respondent, whether respondent is personally involved. The study also
references the shorter, simpler survey questions in PACER study: whether
residents feel as though changes in the community were meant for people like
them and whether they feel they have a say over changes in their community.
Binet et al. "Ownership of change: Participatory development of a novel latent
construct for neighborhoods and health equity research.” Soc Sci Med. 2022
Sep:309:115234. doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2022.115234. Epub 2022 Aug 5.

This domain is different from the 2022 report in its addition of “Belonging”
to the title. We feel that the concept of belonging and feeling welcome

is an important layer/addition to the idea of social cohesion. We are

also purposively using the term social cohesion instead of community
engagement, as measuring participation at events or programs offered by
the owner or services provider is important but can fail to capture the ways
in which resident informally network or connect with each other, without the
involvement of services staff or management.

Sense of belonging is connected to better physical and mental health. It

is also a key component of ReThink Health's approach to community
engagement that includes: Power, Belonging, and Trust. Belonging questions
appear in several tools, including Success Measures Health Tools and the
CLF Healthy Neighborhoods Study Survey. A summary of key concepts can
be found in Belonging Barometer which also includes 10-question survey
(page 9) yielding one composite 10-point measure of belonging (Exclusion
and Belonging at each end). The Barometer looks at social connection,
psychological safety and co-creation.
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