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Home environments pose a number of challenges for environmental justice. Healthy homes in 

healthy neighborhoods are often inaccessible due to socioeconomic factors, environmental 

racism, and/or environmental gentrification. Publicly funded home repair programs increasingly 

strive to both improve environmental health conditions and to reduce energy bills for low-

income homeowners. Such programs have been intended to stimulate reinvestment in 

neighborhoods experiencing blight and more recently to reduce gentrification pressure in 

neighborhoods experiencing rapid reinvestment. While such programs do not represent a silver-

bullet solution to the accessibility of healthy housing, the question remains: “What is the 

potential of low-income home repair programs to serve as a leverage point for environmental 

justice in urban home environments facing gentrification pressure?” This question is 

investigated through performance evaluation case studies of three municipally funded, low-

income home repair programs in Austin, Texas intended to ameliorate gentrification and 

advance outcomes related to environmental justice. The findings suggest that as a site of 

intervention, dialogue, community connection, and resource-mobilization, home repair 

programs have potential as leverage points in regenerative community development that 

advances environmental justice performance outcomes. Actors in home environments can 

increase their performance with the support of the home ecology paradigm (HEP), a synthetic 
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research paradigm that draws from sustainability science, environmental justice, and social 

learning literature to renew an action research paradigm established by Ellen Swallow Richards 

in the late 1800s to advance healthy community design and development. Guided by a vision of 

environmental justice, equipped with tools supporting holistic, multi-scalar systems-thinking and 

regenerative dialogue assessments, and engaged in a practice of resilient leadership, such actors 

can more deftly dance with the co-evolving systems of their home environments. In so doing, 

they increase their potential to directly enhance the material, social, and ecological conditions 

of life in the present, while also cultivating the capacity of these living systems to adapt 

resiliently to future disruptions. Furthermore, beyond producing life-enhancing performance 

outcomes, the HEP also appears to support actors in an engaged praxis that enhances their 

moment-by-moment experience of life and the vitality of living systems in the present.
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1 CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

 

"The quality of life depends upon the ability of society to teach its members 

how to live in harmony with their environment--defined first as family, then the 

community, then the world and its resources." - Ellen Swallow Richards, 1842–

1911, founder of "Home Ecology" 

 

In a world where stark social inequalities, ecological degradation, and disruptive change 

threaten the wellbeing of human beings and the living systems of which we are part, the 

challenges facing the design of healthy, just communities are daunting. How can we learn to live 

in healthy relationships with one another and our ecosystems, from the scale of the house to 

the planet, as Ellen Swallow Richards challenged us to do at the end of the 19th century? 

Richards, a pioneering chemist, sanitary engineer, and social reformer observed social and 

ecological crises during the rise of the industrial city that are similar to the ones we observe now 

in the age of the Anthropocene (Crutzen, 2002). In both cases, we human beings have inflicted 

these crises upon ourselves through our interactions in the social, ecological, and technological 

systems we call home. Consciously and unconsciously, we shape the conditions of our own 

survival, quality of life, and collective future. We, more than any other species, are endowed 

with the capacity to deliberate on the consequences of our actions, imagine alternative 

possibilities, and work collaboratively to produce more desirable outcomes. How can we learn 

and act together in ways that support collective flourishing? How can we use the agency we 

have to better support our own wellbeing, that of our diverse neighbors, and the ecosystems of 

which we are part? These urgent questions are the same ones Ellen Swallow Richards asked well 

over a century ago and that led her to establish a new field of scientific inquiry, Oekologie, or 

Home Ecology. Through it, she was able to use scientific reasoning and collaborative action to 

significantly improve living conditions in the industrial cities of her day. For her, the critical area 

for inquiry and action began with the home:  

[S]cience has to apply its knowledge to [improve] that unit of the community, 

the home; for upon the welfare of the home depends the welfare of the 
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commonwealth. Upon this common factor should be lavished whatever 

knowledge and science this century has. (Clarke, 1973, p. 142) 

Looking back today at her work, there is a compelling logic to this point of intervention. 

Households are typically considered fundamental units of consumption in economic models 

(Folbre, 1994; Friedmann, 1987). In this age of the Anthropocene, we might also recognize them 

as the fundamental unit of global ecosystems, too. If we start where we are, in the home 

environments we influence most directly, what potential do we have to affect greater change at 

broader scales? If we started by considering low-income households that have had less power to 

consume and have often been more affected by the environmental burdens generated by the 

consumption of others, how might we reconsider our economic relationships? How might we 

design even the smallest interventions in our home environments to more strategically leverage 

enhanced quality of life and the flourishing of living systems? If economics is true to its 

etymological roots as the “art of managing a household,” (“economics,” 2015) can we make 

repairs to our homes and manage our households together in ways that create a more just 

economy and healthier ecosystems?  

1.1 OVERVIEW 
The research presented in this dissertation attempts to contribute to these overarching 

questions and challenges through a bounded inquiry. It explores the central research question, 

“What is the performance potential of low-income home repair programs to advance 

environmental justice at the scale of the house, neighborhood, and city?” More specifically, the 

research investigates the potential of such home repair programs to advance environmental 

justice performance in the particular context of urban home environments experiencing 

gentrification. This chapter presents a map of the dissertation.  

1.2 SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Chapter 2 presents the general problem statement of the dissertation, defines home repair as a 

specific solution currently being employed to address that problem, and provides an overview of 

theories and frameworks that may help design home repair programs with greater capacity to 

leverage change.  
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1.2.1 General problem statement 

Section 2.1 presents research on the challenges of healthy, resilient communities and 

environmental justice. It provides a discussion of how housing and neighborhood conditions 

affect environmental health disparities and how building and community design generate multi-

scalar environmental burdens. In this section I discuss how limited access to healthy home 

environments is a “wicked problem.” It provides a definition of “wicked problem” (Rittel & 

Webber, 1973) and the limits of the rational planning model to address such problems.  

1.2.2 Home repair as a specific solution 

Section 2.2 provides an overview of how publically funded home repair programs have been 

justified as a tool to support healthy communities and climate resilience. In reviewing the 

history and landscape of home repair programs, I consider the predominance of reductive 

approaches and emerging trends towards more integrative approaches. I also discuss how 

programs have tended to be designed to advance only household-level objectives. When 

neighborhood-level objectives have been considered, they have usually been to reduce 

processes of blight. The City of Austin is the first city in the United States to dedicate bond 

funding for home repair to mitigate processes of gentrification. 

1.2.3 Theories for Advancing Health in Complex Home Environments 

While few claim that home repair programs are a silver bullet solution for healthy communities, 

advocates assert they are part of the solution. To what extent can these programs serve as an 

intervention point that leverages higher performance in complex home environments? 

Following the 1973 framing of “wicked problems,” three interrelated areas of literature 

(research and practice) have emerged that provide insight into design of beneficial intervention 

in complex systems: Sustainability Science (SS); Environmental Justice (EJ), and Social Learning 

(SL). This section reviews strengths and weaknesses of these literatures, their influence on 

planning and design literature, and their potential to guide design of interventions that enhance 

the health and resilience of home environments. 

1.2.4 Foundations of Home Ecology Paradigm 

Drawing from the strengths of SS, EJ, and SL, this section will present a synthetic theoretical 

framework that builds upon a prescient-yet-forgotten paradigm for scientific, emancipatory, 

action inquiry: home ecology. Prior to the era of specialization and professionalization in which 
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the field of planning emerged, home ecology was an applied science that enhanced living 

conditions in industrial cities. In this section I will define the home ecology paradigm (HEP), 

review its history (including its demise), and present an argument for a renewed HEP that builds 

on its historic foundations and more recent contributions in SS, EJ, SL.  

1.3 SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY  
Chapter 3 presents the central research questions and research design used to structure the 

inquiry. In it, I justify the use of a renewed HEP as a research paradigm to guide the inquiry and 

present HEP’s key ontological, axiological, and epistemological assumptions. The chapter 

discusses the methodological implications of these assumptions, including the importance of 

engaged action research, rich case studies, systems-thinking, collaborative design processes, 

regenerative dialogue assessments, and generative listening practices. 

The chapter provides explicit delineation of phenomenon for which evidence is being 

collected. I establish “performance of home repair programs” as the unit of analysis and discuss 

implications of adopting “environmental justice” as a performance goal for home environments. 

I also offer a justification for the three Austin cases selected and describe my personal role as 

action researcher in each case. 

Chapter 3 also presents an overview and rationale for the strategic research methods 

used to collect and interpret data as they apply across all case studies, including third, second, 

and first person approaches employed to understand the performance context, performance 

outcomes, performance dynamics, and performance potential of each program. As each case 

study involved its own particularities, the chapter will also provide summaries of special aspects 

of research design for each case. The Appendix includes Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

documentation and interview guides. 

The chapter presents the approach to analysis of observations and experiences within 

and across the three case studies. I also review confounding issues that arose in the collection of 

data and discuss implications.  
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1.4 SUMMARY OF CHAPTERS IV, V, & VI: RESULTS OF THREE CASE STUDIES  
Three results chapters present the results of the performance studies of each home repair 

program.  

Chapter 4 presents the case study results of the City of Austin’s GO Repair Program, a 

city-wide low-income home repair program intended to support low-income homeowners 

contending with gentrification pressure.  

Chapter 5 presents the case study results of the Holly Good Neighbor Home Repair 

Program, a low-income home repair program designed specifically by the City of Austin for the 

Holly Neighborhood in response to allegations of environmental racism raised by neighborhood 

activists in the early 1990s related to the operation of a power plant in the neighborhood.  

Chapter 6 presents the case study results of the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors 

Initiative, a low-income home repair program initiated by neighbors in 2011 to address concerns 

about environmental gentrification in the neighborhood after the power plant was 

decommissioned.  

Although the cases are certainly different, they are similar enough to benefit from the 

same unit(s) of analysis-- performance context, outcomes, dynamics, and potential. These sub-

units provide the structure of analysis. The order or each kind of performance is, however, 

altered to tell the story of each case more effectively.  

1.4.1 Performance Context 

Each of the three results chapters begins with an overview of the home repair program, the 

design process from which the program emerged, and the social, ecological, and technological 

conditions that shaped the program’s evolution. Particular attention is afforded the nature of 

social dynamics among the actors engaged with the programs, including the micro politics of 

interpersonal interactions and the broader political interactions at the neighborhood and city 

levels.  

1.4.2 Performance Outcomes 

In Chapters IV and V, the second section presented summarizes the results of homeowner 

interviews about the environmental justice impacts of home repair services. Tables summarize 
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impacts by performance category, coupled with ethnographic quotes to humanize the 

quantitative data and capture nuances of the lived experiences of households. In Chapter 6, 

performance outcomes are presented in the third section, following a performance dynamics 

section.  

1.4.3 Performance Dynamics 

In Chapters IV and V, the third section presented reviews particular home repair cases that 

reveal insights about dynamics of EJ performance, including health performance, energy and 

water use, experiences with regard to neighborhood change. High- and low- performing cases 

are compared. Each case presented includes the homeowner’s story of their home (including 

how they came to live there and their relationship with it) and their particular story of the home 

repair process.  

Chapter 6 provides case studies of the three home repair demonstration projects for the 

Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors Initiative. Each case explores the collaborative design 

process through which each individual home repair project was created and documents the way 

participants collaboratively adapted the project after each prototype trial.  

1.4.4 Performance Potential 

The final section of each results chapter explores the future potential of the home repair 

program studied. Results presented draw primarily from specific recommendations made by 

homeowners interviewed or other actors involved with different aspects of the home repair 

programs.  

1.5 SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 7: SYNTHETIC FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION  
This chapter discusses synthetic findings drawn from the three cases regarding the potential of 

home repair programs to enhance environmental justice in urban neighborhoods experiencing 

gentrification pressure. For each key finding, discussion considers evidence from the cases, 

theories from relevant literature, and implications for practice.  

1.5.1 Multi-Scalar EJ Performance  

In each of the three case studies, many homeowners reported that the home repairs they 

received generated significant environmental justice performance outcomes at the household 
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scale. These outcomes are presented at a summary level across individual household cases. At 

the neighborhood scale, the GO Repair and Holly Good Neighbor programs largely failed to 

advance neighborhood-level EJ impacts beyond the sum of the individual-level impacts in a 

geographic area, while the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors program was more successful in 

advancing neighborhood-level EJ performance. At the city-scale, the AHRC as a high-performing 

social learning network succeeded in leveraging the GO Repair funds to significantly expand and 

enhance environmental justice performance across the city.  

1.5.2 Neighborhood Change: Resistance & Resilience  

Interviews revealed a range of experiences of neighborhood change and different perspectives 

about the role of home repair in these dynamic home environments. When speaking of the past, 

present and future of their changing neighborhoods, two general types of narratives appeared, 

which I have characterized as stories of resistance and of resilience. Although the specifics of 

each of these narrative categories varied extensively, the underlying frame of resistance or 

resilience shaped the storyline and the experience of life. The chapter reviews the differences of 

these stories and their significance for understanding (and enhancing) urban home 

environments.  

1.5.3 Household-Level Dynamics: Frames & Adaptive Capacity  

The results suggest that the underlying frames of mind through which households interpret their 

home environments are an often overlooked driver of home performance and quality of life. 

Households operating from a “capabilities” context (even if physically disabled) tended to have 

greater adaptive capacity and higher performance than those operating from a “disabilities” 

context. The chapter defines these contexts and their implications for design of home repair 

programs.  

1.5.4 Household-Level Dynamics: Frames & Fragmentation 

The results suggest that home repair performance is significantly influenced by the way 

providers shape the problems of home environments. The results suggest that although Return 

On Investment (ROI) and energy savings are important performance indicators, they are 

insufficient and at times counterproductive as bottom-line program goals. The cases suggest 

that higher performance can be achieved by engaging the homeowners in the design process.  
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The case studies also revealed that despite the Austin Housing Repair Coalition’s focus 

on an integrated approach to home repair through the GO Repair Program and the Holly Good 

Neighbor Program’s capacity to invest $50,000 per home, exemplars of holistic design were 

exceptions to the rule for both of these programs. However, the success stories in these 

programs and those of the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors Initiative along with cases in 

which unintended synergistic outcomes were achieved signal the potential for higher 

performance through an integrated approach. The chapter presents a review of barriers to 

holistic home repair and implications of these barriers. 

1.5.5 Organization-Level Dynamics: Regenerative Social Fields & Resilient Leadership 

Analysis of program histories revealed that the quality of social dynamics among actors involved 

in the design and management of the home repair programs influenced the capacity of these 

actors to achieve environmental justice performance outcomes. The cases also reflected 

different models of individual and collective leadership. Resilient leaders helped build the 

capacity of others and the larger organizational whole. Key practices and processes appear to 

have expanded adaptive capacity. The collaborative processes of AHRC and Holly Neighbors 

Helping Neighbors supported adaptive management and innovation. 

1.6 SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSIONS AND PROPOSITIONS  
This concluding chapter presents how the findings contribute to theory and practice. 

1.6.1 Implications for Theory 

The chapter reviews how the findings contribute to a Home Ecology Paradigm for action 

research that advances environmental justice in complex home environments through 

regenerative design and resilient leadership. This section will review how the renewed HEP 

draws from (and informs) sustainability science, social learning, environmental justice, and 

urban planning literatures.  

1.6.2 Propositions for Praxis 

In this section, I offer propositions for home repair programs derived from the findings and 

renewed HEP. These propositions might, under certain conditions, be generalized through the 

practices of other city-funded, private, non-profit, and citizen-led home repair programs who 

learn from the experiences of the three cases presented.   
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2 CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The challenge of designing healthy home environments from the scale of the household to the 

scale of the planet is one that requires contributions from diverse fields and sustained, action-

oriented, interdisciplinary research. This literature review chapter is divided into four primary 

sections.  

Section 2.1 presents a review of literature used to frame1 the general problem statement of the 

dissertation research. The field of urban planning increasingly aims to advance healthy, resilient 

communities. Research has demonstrated that the design of our built environment generates multi-scalar 

environmental and public health problems and that housing and neighborhood conditions affect 

environmental health disparities (Blanco et al., 2009; Frumkin, 2006; Frumkin, Frank, & Jackson, 

2004; Heidegger, 1971; Kawachi & Berkman, 2003). These dwelling disparities have been shaped 

by neighborhood dynamics including blight and gentrification that have been shaped by public 

policy, social norms, and market forces. Research shows that the challenge of creating healthy, 

resilient, and just home environments is a “wicked problem,” as defined by Horst Rittel and 

Melvin Webber in 1973. Unlike tame problems that are clearly defined, understandable, and 

capable of being solved through the scientific reasoning of experts, wicked problems are 

complex ones that defy definitive formulation, involve significant ethical dilemmas and 

competing conceptions of public interest, and cannot be solved through the scientific rationality 

of independent experts (Rittel & Webber, 1973). Traditional models of rational planning are 

insufficient to address wicked problems. 

Section 2.2 presents a literature review on the use of publicly supported home repair 

programs as a specific intervention intended to support healthy communities and climate 

resilience. The history of such programs shows that the challenge of home repair has generally 

been framed as a tame problem, not a wicked problem. Generally, programs have been 

designed with reductive approaches, with the exception of a recent push for more integrative 

                                                           
1 I use “frame” to refer to the specific way I have conceived of and bounded a problem definition. I draw 
on Goffman’s use of the word to mean a “schemata of interpretation” (e.g., concepts and theoretical 
perspectives) that enable individuals to “locate, perceive, identify, and label” occurrences within their 
home environments and given them meaning (Goffman, 1974, p. 21). Frames and framing are discussed in 
the review of the social learning literature in Section 2.3.3.2, “Framing: An Adaptive Asset and Liability.” 
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approaches. Typically, these programs tend to be designed to advance household-level 

objectives. When neighborhood-level objectives have been considered, they have usually been 

to reduce processes of blight. The City of Austin is the first city to dedicate bond funding for 

home repair to mitigate processes of gentrification. 

Section 2.3 presents a literature review on theories and frameworks that have emerged 

to respond to wicked problems and that are helpful in designing interventions to advance health 

in complex, multi-scalar environments. Although few proponents claim that home repair 

programs are a singular solution for healthy communities, many assert these programs are part 

of the solution. To what extent can these programs serve as an intervention point that leverages 

higher performance in complex home environments? Following the 1973 framing of “wicked 

problems,” three interrelated areas of literature have emerged that provide insight into the 

design of beneficial intervention in complex systems: sustainability science (SS); environmental 

justice (EJ), and social learning (SL). This section reviews the influence of literature in these 

three areas on the planning and design fields and the potential of this literature to guide the 

design of interventions that enhance the health and resilience of home environments. 

Section 2.4 presents the historic foundations of the home ecology paradigm, a synthetic 

theoretical framework for scientific, emancipatory, action inquiry. Prior to the era of specialization in 

which the field of planning emerged, home ecology was an applied science that enhanced living 

conditions in industrial cities. This section defines the Home Ecology Paradigm (HEP), reviews its history 

(including its demise), and presents an argument for HEP’s renewal based on SS, EJ, SL.  

2.1 CHALLENGES IN THE DESIGN OF HEALTHY HOME ENVIRONMENTS 
In the United States, where health disparities between socioeconomic groups are increasing, 

low-income communities of color experience a disproportionate share of environmental 

burdens, and our building practices generate adverse environmental impacts contributing to 

global climate change and threatening ecosystems, we as a society must contend with 

important questions of environmental justice2 and sustainable development. How can we create 

                                                           
2 I define environmental justice as the ideal wherein: 1) “we speak for ourselves” (L. W. Cole & Foster, 
2001, p. 1) and 2) every human being now and in the future gets to live, work, learn, play, and worship in 
a healthy environment that enables them to reach their full human potential. This term, the movement it 
reflects, and the scholarship behind it will be reviewed further in Section 2.3.2 of this Literature Review. 
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a world in which everyone and their children (and their grandchildren, etc.) gets to live, learn, 

work, play, and worship in a healthy environment that enables them to reach their full human 

potential and self-expression? How can home environments – from the scale of the household, 

to the neighborhood and beyond – be sites of regeneration,3 creativity, and love and care for 

human and non-human life? Further research and action are needed to respond to these 

questions and to improve housing-related health disparities and reduce the environmental 

burdens generated by our housing stock.  

2.1.1 Basic Principles of Healthy Community Design 

Often when the field of urban planning engages in these key challenges of environmental justice 

and sustainable development, scholars and practitioners call for affordable, sustainable, healthy, 

urban neighborhoods. Although there are many definitions of a sustainable, healthy urban 

neighborhood, there is a general consensus among planners4 that these neighborhoods are:  

 Diverse – neighborhoods include a mix of incomes and backgrounds, land uses, housing 

types, and transportation options; 

 Well-serviced – neighborhoods offer easy access to transportation, goods, and services; 

 Economically thriving – neighborhoods offer jobs and economic vitality; 

 Compact and ecologically responsible –neighborhoods include resource-efficient 

homes, sustainably maintained lawns and open spaces, freedom to choose from a range 

of transportation options, etc.; 

                                                           
 
3 “Sites of regeneration” are contrasted with “sites of production,” which are associated with conceptions 
of capitalist economies, especially frameworks developed by Marxists and critical political economists. 
Conceptions of the production-based economy tend to emphasize efficiency, instrumental rationality, and 
one-way flows of resources (production is the primary goal). In contrast, “sites of regeneration” is 
intended to evoke notions of an economy that builds on the core capacities of a place to support resilient 
settlements with integrated, cyclical flows of resources, where services produced support flourishing 
social and ecological systems.  

4 Although there are certainly contentious debates in the field of planning about normative frameworks, 
there appears to be a general consensus about the ideal characteristics of urban neighborhoods, 
especially in Western, liberal democratic contexts. Urban design movement leaders of the Smart Growth, 
New Urbanism, and Sustainable Urbanism (as represented by Douglass Farr (2007) generally make the 
same prescriptions for physical design conducive to community health. Just City planners such as Susan 
Fainstein (2010), healthy city planners such as Jason Coburn (2009), and environmental justice planners 
such as Julian Agyeman (2005) and Robert Bullard (2007) all generally agree on key aspects of what 
healthy neighborhoods look like, though they may disagree about how to make such neighborhoods 
accessible to all from policy, process, and power perspectives.  
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 Equitable –neighborhoods are accessible to people from all socioeconomic 

backgrounds;  

 Democratic – all residents can participate in decision-making about their neighborhood;  

 Resilient – neighbors are related through strong networks, enabling the community to 

respond to challenges; 5 

 Vibrant – sustainable neighborhoods also have an element of change and vitality, 

defying the staleness sometimes associated with planning6; and 

 Centrally located – central locations with higher levels of residential density tend to 

support the other attributes listed. 7  

Most planners maintain some variation of this vision in their normative framework, and 

planning research is increasingly documenting health benefits that can result from compact, 

mixed-use developments, especially resulting from the increased capacity of residents to walk, 

bike, or use transit to easily access jobs, errands, and recreation (Cutts, Darby, Boone, & Brewis, 

2009; Duncan et al., 2006; Frumkin, 2006; Frumkin et al., 2004). The community design that 

lends itself to such health benefits also reduces auto-dependency and can decrease related 

                                                           
5 My use of “resilient” here is admittedly skewed toward acknowledging the social dimensions of 
resilience and the capacity of social networks for self-organization, learning, and adaptation. Resilience, 
like sustainability, is a contested term with varied meanings and varied interpretations, used both 
colloquially (often to describe attributes of people who flourish in the face of adversity) and scientifically 
(typically to describe the capacity of a system to adapt to changes). Different definitions of resilience will 
be presented as they are framed by sustainability scientists, designers, and planners (see Section 2.3.1), 
environmental justice scholars (see Section 2.3.2), and social learning scholars (see Section 2.3.3). 

6 This may not show up as frequently as a requirement for sustainable cities and neighborhoods, but it is a 
common normative goal among planners generally committed to principles of sustainability. This is likely 
in large part a legacy of Jane Jacobs work, which celebrated the organic, dynamic life of city streets and 
neighborhoods and the deleterious effects of attempts to control and over-plan cities. The vitality of city 
streets, districts, and neighborhoods is a goal of SMART Growth, New Urbanism, Livable Cities, and other 
planning movements.  

7 When used to describe neighborhoods, “centrally located” and “core” have a range of meanings in 
urban planning literature. These terms can be defined spatially and historically, referring to the original 
center of development in the city, around which subsequent settlement grew (e.g., Peter Ward’s spatial 
and chronological typology for neighborhoods based on The Brooking Institute’s Redefining Urban and 
Suburban America (Katz & Lang, 2003). They can also be defined in relation to key attributes of interest, 
such as access and capacity of infrastructure (transportation, water, electricity, schools, etc.), higher than 
average density of settlement, and proximity to city services and commerce (e.g., as framed by advocates 
of SMART growth and New Urbanism).  

When I used “centrally located” to describe neighborhoods, I refer to a hybrid of these approaches: 
centrally located neighborhoods are located in areas with significant urban infrastructure, transit routes, 
goods, and services, and in which homes were predominantly built before 1950.  
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greenhouse gas emissions at the city level (de Nazelle, Rodríguez, & Crawford-Brown, 2009; L. D. 

Frank, 2005; Schweitzer & Zhou, 2010). This is the general design of neighborhoods currently 

advanced by the CDC’s Healthy Community Design program and HUD’s Choice Neighborhoods. 

While there is a general consensus for compact, diverse, and mixed-use neighborhoods, there is 

much less agreement on how such ideal neighborhoods can be created and sustained.  

2.1.2 Implementation and Equity Challenges Related to Healthy Community Design 

Healthy, sustainable, compact, diverse, equitable, centrally located urban neighborhoods might 

be considered the Holy Grail of community planning in Western, democratic, developed 

contexts,8 both in the power of the vision of such neighborhoods and in the elusiveness of the 

goal. Of the many challenges involved in creating and maintaining such neighborhoods, I 

highlight three general challenges: 1) aging housing stock in central urban neighborhoods, 2) 

environmental health risks related to disinvestment in central urban neighborhoods, and 3) 

environmental health risks related to rapid reinvestment in central urban neighborhoods. 

2.1.2.1 Aging Housing Stock in Central Urban Neighborhoods 

First, just, healthy, sustainable, centrally located urban neighborhoods are challenged by aging 

housing stock, which is often both unhealthy for occupants and for urban ecosystems. For 

instance, where affordable housing is present, the housing may be in substandard condition and 

include health challenges such as lead-based paint, mold-moisture problems, and pest problems 

(Hood, 2005). Even worse in the case of substandard housing, American children spend more 

than 90% of their time indoors (Leech, Nelson, Burnett, Aaron, & Raizenne, 2002). Elderly and 

disabled homeowners are also likely to spend most of their time indoors. Children and the 

elderly are particularly vulnerable to poor indoor environmental quality, especially with regard 

to respiratory problems (M. Almeida-Silva, 2014). As Ernie Hood notes in his 2005 article in 

Environmental Health Perspectives “Dwelling Disparities: How Poor Housing Leads to Poor 

Health,” instead of being a “haven, where people are protected and nurtured,” for many 

Americans “home is a health hazard when factors such as poverty, environmental 

contamination, and poor design combine to cause or exacerbate disease” (2005, p. A312). The 

                                                           
8 In The Just City, Susan Fainstein essentially argues this point, acknowledging that this is generally the 
ideal for Western democracies, but some notions of form and justice may not be appropriate in other 
contexts (2010).  
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definition of “home” framed by Hood recognizes the multi-scalar nature of home environments 

and the cumulative and compounding effects of health threats in those environments. In 

centrally located urban neighborhoods the problems of poor housing stock are often coupled 

with neighborhood-level health problems. As public health scholar Melody Goodman notes, 

“Your ZIP code is a better predictor of your health than your genetic code” (Goodman, 2014). 

This catchy trend summary belies the complexity behind it: 1) in increasingly economically and 

racially segregated cities, ZIP codes often predict socio-economic status (SES), and SES is a 

strong predictor of health outcomes, and 2) the physical, social, and ecological form of 

neighborhoods vary significantly and have significant implications for health. These factors, too, 

are interrelated (Kawachi & Berkman, 2003).  

2.1.2.2 Neighborhood-level Environmental Health Risks in Central Urban Neighborhoods 

Centrally located urban neighborhoods have had more than their fair share of environmental 

health problems, many of which are closely tied to past social patterns and policies that have 

advanced and reinforced the segregation of cities.  

The early history of zoning has complex and often racist social origins (Silver, 1997). 

Although social reformers such as Benjamin Marsh championed zoning as a way to combat 

urban congestion and improve the lives of the working poor, zoning policies were ultimately 

shaped by political forces less inclined to such an inclusive public interest and more concerned 

about protecting their economic interests. As Yale Rabin writes, zoning became a “mechanism 

for protecting property values and excluding the undesirables” where undesirables included 

immigrants and African Americans. In the South early zoning was more explicitly designed to 

support racial segregation. In these cities, the first public housing projects were also designed on 

a segregated basis, sometimes even segregating neighborhoods that had previously been fairly 

integrated (Rothstein, 2014). Although explicit racial segregation through zoning and public 

housing was brought to an end by the 1950s, other less-explicit tools emerged.  

Beginning in the late 1950s, central city neighborhoods throughout the U.S. were 

actively segregated through private and governmental practices including redlining by banks, 

government mortgage programs, and insurance companies in a vicious cycle of white flight, 

devaluation, and decline. As public tax dollars were invested to build segregated suburban 
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developments, highways, and urban renewal programs, these neighborhoods typically lost jobs, 

government services, access to financing for homeownership, and infrastructure support. These 

inner-city neighborhoods were often treated as outsider communities, “separate, unequal, and 

disposable” (Medoff, 1994). 

Through both land use design and disciplined neglect, these neighborhoods typically 

bore more than their proportional share of locally unwanted land uses (LULUs) and 

environmental hazards. In Austin, St. Louis, and other cities, the aforementioned racist zoning 

policies segregated land use and people such that white neighborhoods were classified as 

residential and those home to people of color were classified permissively to allow commercial 

and industrial development (Rothstein, 2014; Rutledge et al., 2003). With disinvestment 

following white flight and arson acts driven by property owners trying to recoup their 

investments from insurance as property values declined, the number of vacant lots increased in 

the 1970s (Weinhaus, 2015). These problems intensified as vacant lots became sites for illegal 

dumping and illicit activity (Medoff, 1994). When industries left the central city, they often left 

contaminated land in their place that stayed vacant as “brownfields” both because of the 

expense of remediating to bring the lots to safe conditions and because of liability concerns. 

These blighted neighborhoods lacked access to many basic human necessities such as decent 

affordable housing, healthy food, maintained infrastructure, jobs, and educational opportunity. 

With fewer eyes on the street and less economic opportunity, crime increased and threatened 

safety and mental health. In high-crime areas where public spaces are unsafe, obesity rates are 

higher, in part because people stay in the relative safety of their own homes. Neglected 

neighborhoods typically have high social determinants of disease as well as unsafe conditions. 

(Kawachi & Berkman, 2003).  

In such environments of blight and disinvestment, public and nonprofit home repair 

programs were sometimes established to help encourage reinvestment and advance public 

health. In blighted neighborhoods where some property owners lacked motivation to repair 

homes where their investment seemed insecure, improvement of the housing stock could 

provide a visible indicator that the area was safe for reinvestment. Home rehabilitation 

programs were initially designed in the late 1970s to address the challenges of blighted 
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neighborhoods (Whalley, 1988). Patterns of disinvestment were so severe that property owners 

burned their properties to get a better return on investment by collecting insurance. By 1979, 

the Federal Emergency Management Agency declared arson a national epidemic (US Fire 

Administration, 1979). Reversing this pattern of disinvestment was a critical public policy 

challenge. 

2.1.2.3 Environmental Health Risks Posed by Disruptive Reinvestment 

Unfortunately, market-driven reinvestment does not necessarily enhance the health and well-

being of low-income communities of color living in these central urban neighborhoods (nor is it 

intentionally designed to do so). Thanks in part to the New Urbanism and Smart Growth 

movements helping many Americans discover the shortcomings of suburban living, the real 

estate market is increasingly recognizing urban neighborhoods as areas ripe for re-investment. 

Unfortunately, the discourse often characterizes these neighborhoods as new “frontiers” 

perfect for redevelopment by creative “pioneers.” This conversation implies that no one 

currently lives in these areas, at least no one worthy of notice (Smith, 1996). As such, these so-

called urban pioneers rarely acknowledge the communities that still call the place home or 

address how redevelopment can build on the strengths of the existing community.  

Although these neighborhoods certainly have had their share of problems, their 

communities also had their own social support networks and neighborhood assets. Likewise, 

these communities were still in areas where infrastructure existed and public transportation 

access was possible, even if it was aging or insufficient. In some of these neighborhoods, 

community leaders rallied their neighbors and allies to stop illegal dumping, reclaim vacant lots, 

remediate and redevelop brownfield sites, and establish community gardens (Wiland & Bell, 

2006). They sometimes formed community development corporations and worked with 

advocates to create more community-based approaches to development such as asset-based 

community development (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993; Medoff, 1994).  

Unfortunately, as these well-serviced, centrally located, urban neighborhoods become 

clean, healthy, and safe environments, they also become more attractive to outside developers 

recognizing the value of the land, but not necessarily the value of the community there. 

Especially when this reinvestment happens quickly, it escalates property values and property 
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taxes, which in turn diminishes affordable housing and pressures long-time residents to relocate 

to more affordable neighborhoods (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2013).  

This pattern of neighborhood change is known as gentrification. As the word suggests, it 

describes a pattern wherein people belonging to a higher class (e.g., the gentry) take over a 

home environment once inhabited by people of a lower class. The term was originally coined in 

1964 by sociologist Ruth Glass who wrote about processes of neighborhood change in London 

wherein stately Victorian houses that had fallen into disrepair and use as lodging houses for the 

working class were up-graded and taken over by the middle classes (upper and lower). The 

working class was displaced by higher rents and higher costs of living. In The New Urban 

Frontier: Gentrification and the Revanchist City, Neil Smith (1996) shows how the basic pattern 

of gentrification described by Glass has a much longer history. He also shows that 

gentrification’s more recent patterns are the consequences of a deliberately designed strategy, 

rather than a self-organizing, neutral pattern of housing stock renewal. Social scientists have 

researched and published extensively on gentrification, offering many case studies and theories 

about the underlying causes and effects of gentrification, as well as the mechanisms used to 

advance it (Freeman, 2006; Lees et al., 2013). Some scholars have particularly examined 

patterns of “environmental gentrification” or “ecological gentrification,” where increases in 

provision of environmental amenities stimulate reinvestment and gentrification (Banzhaf & 

McCormick, 2006; Banzhaf & Walsh, 2006; Dooling, 2009).9  

Unfortunately, when such gentrification occurs, displaced households move from 

healthy environments with environmental amenities to areas that are more affordable. These 

more affordable neighborhoods tend to be farther from the city center, resulting in diminished 

access to many services and public transportation and all of the negative impacts of sprawl that 

New Urbanists and Smart Growth leaders have documented. In the same period of time that 

sprawl is being recognized as a public health threat (Frumkin, 2006), researchers are 

documenting the suburbanization of poverty (Howell & Timberlake, 2014). In this scenario, the 

                                                           
9 Theories vary on whether environmental gentrification occurs intentionally by policy design, 
intentionally through private markets, or through happenstance. Other research challenges the theory 
that such environmental cleanup necessarily leads to increased gentrification pressure (Eckerd, 2010). 
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possibility of healthy, sustainable neighborhoods is impeded by uneven reinvestment and 

displacement. Patterns of segregation are reversed, not eliminated.10  

The patterns and processes of gentrification pose significant challenges for planners and 

policy makers committed to the Holy Grail of healthy, sustainable, and just communities 

described previously. They suggest that when diverse, mixed-income, mixed-background urban 

neighborhoods do exist, they are often in the transition of gentrification. With such diversity, 

integration is theoretically possible, but at best improbable, given the patterns of change 

described. Typically in these environments, there is little social capital spanning across 

socioeconomic sectors, and social difference contributes to social tension (Butler, 2003; 

Davidson, 2010). Without integration of social networks, the existing residents are unlikely to be 

able to leverage the assets of the existing neighborhood with those of the newer residents to 

support a diverse, healthy, sustainable, and just neighborhood in the future. Without these 

networks, the existing neighborhood is unlikely to be resilient in the face of the disruption of 

rapid reinvestment or in the face of other threats such as climate change.11  

In these environments, low-income homeowners who lack the resources to repair their 

older houses end up facing rising property taxes as well as rising energy bills. The poor housing 

conditions contribute to physical and psychological health risks and may create another 

motivation for leaving the neighborhood. My review of the literature revealed one city home 

repair program that was specifically intended to provide relief to low-income homeowners 

contending with gentrification. This program was established in 2009 in Austin, Texas, and 

funded with a general obligation bond package for affordable housing passed by voters in 2006. 

Somewhat paradoxically, then, home repair programs have been used in efforts to 

mitigate patterns of blight as well as patterns of gentrification in central urban neighborhoods. 

                                                           
10 For the purposes of this research, I have chosen to focus on discussion of gentrification related to 
central urban neighborhoods that have become attractive to new investment in recent decades. 
Gentrification patterns are not limited to urban conditions. Rural areas that become attractive to outside 
investment can also be subject to economic displacement. Central urban neighborhoods and coastal 
towns are particularly vulnerable to short-term commercial rentals which can reduce the availability of 
affordable housing for families. This interesting issue is outside of the scope of this research.  
  
11 Gentrification is also likely to drive the suburbanization of poverty, thereby reducing both the social and 
ecological resilience of metropolitan regions, especially for their most vulnerable populations. 
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Before further exploring the range of home repair programs in operation and their potential to 

advance healthy home environments in the context of gentrification, it is worth taking a second 

look at this apparent paradox. How could home repair reasonably be used to advance healthy, 

sustainable neighborhood development both by accelerating and mitigating private market 

investment in centrally located neighborhoods. Understanding the challenge of advancing 

healthy, sustainable community design and the problem of home disrepair as wicked problems 

as opposed to tame ones helps make sense of this apparent paradox.  

2.1.3 Wicked Problems of Home Environments  

The theory of wicked problems was introduced to the planning and design fields in 1973 by 

Melvin Webber and Horst Rittel, largely in response to public protests over the ineffectiveness 

of social professionals in addressing the central societal problems of the day (e.g., urban 

renewal projects, highway placements, welfare administration and other social programs had 

failed to resolve many of the social problems they sought to address). The planning and design 

professions had once been celebrated for their skill in devising efficient solutions to clearly 

defined problems based on a consensus of the public interest, but they had come under attack 

for their failures with regard to equitable and ecologically responsible solutions to politically 

contentions problems. In their article, “Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning,” they 

suggested that the central problem was that “the social professions were misled somewhere 

along the line into assuming they could be applied scientists – that they could solve problems in 

the ways scientists can solve their sorts of problems” (p.160). Advances in systems-thinking and 

computer modeling around that time helped fuel a sense that the professions could understand 

the roots of problems and devise more strategic interventions. Unfortunately, the results being 

produced by such interventions were not meeting the needs and desires of the increasingly 

diverse public. Webber and Rittel observed that this first wave of systems-thinking was not up 

to the challenge of addressing socially complex issues and concluded that, “The professionalized 

cognitive and occupational styles that were refined in the first half of this century, based in 

Newtonian mechanistic physics, are not readily adapted to contemporary conceptions of open 

systems and to contemporary concerns with equity.”  
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Although Webber and Rittel offered little guidance about how to resolve wicked 

problems,12 their 1973 article was helpful in naming the social complexity of wicked problems as 

a blindspot for professional fields. Not only did they show that when a planner or designer 

treats a wicked problem as a tame problem, (s)he is likely to misdiagnose it and may do more 

harm than good, they also provided a diagnostic typology for distinguishing wicked problems 

from tame ones.13  

Based on this typology of wicked problems, it appears that the specific problem of home 

disrepair and the more general challenge of creating healthy, sustainable, and just 

neighborhoods are both wicked problems. On the surface, home disrepair seems like a 

seductively tame problem that only requires the solution of home repair that can be completed 

simply by a building science or construction professional. However, when home is understood to 

be more than simply the bounded object, house, the problem of home repair becomes a wicked 

one. When home becomes recognized as a situated place in which people dwell and through 

which they interact in the multi-scalar social and ecological systems of their home, we then 

must consider: 1) the widely varying values people have about home, 2) the multiplicity of 

effects of the house and its maintenance on larger social and ecological systems, and 3) the 

influence of those larger systems on the house.  

Suddenly it is much more difficult to define the problem related to the structure of the 

home. If the problem of the structure is defined as energy inefficiency and over-consumption, 

                                                           
12 Although they did name some tactics that were currently being considered to deal with the fallout of 
wicked problems, they concluded in noting, “We are also suggesting that none of these tactics will answer 
the difficult questions attached to the sorts of wicked problems planners must deal with. We have neither 
a theory that can locate societal goodness, nor one that might dispel wickedness, nor one that might 
resolve the problems of equity that rising pluralism is provoking. We are inclined to think that these 
theoretic dilemmas may be the most wicked conditions that confront us.” (Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 169)  
13 According to Webber and Rittel, wicked problems: 

 have no stopping rule or ultimate tests for solutions (e.g., there are no criteria that determine 
when a solution has been found or if it has succeeded when implemented);  

 have high stakes for real people, typically diverse people with different ideas of “good”; 

 have contextual and temporal factors that make generalization of solutions ill-advised and make 
awareness of context and patterns of change essential;  

 are often symptom of another problem (and the resolution of one problem often leads to other 
problems); and 

 are non-linear and dynamic (they have multiple causes and influences and variables cannot be 
controlled). 
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then the solution might be to seal the building envelope tightly, which may lead to poor indoor 

air quality. For instance, air pollutants can be trapped inside, enabling conditions for 

heterogenous chemical reactions that produce additional toxic by-products (Weschler, 2004). 

Over-sealing of the building envelop may lead to breathing and other health problems. 

Vulnerability for such health problems is typically greater among low-income communities of 

color, so this is a particular concern for low-income home repair programs.14 The energy 

intervention may also fail to decrease energy use if 1) the household ends up using more energy 

because it is now more affordable, 2) culturally influenced comfort norms lead households to 

condition their homes at higher levels of energy use, or 3) the homeowner does not understand 

newly introduced technologies or resists incorporating them into their home management 

regime (Guy & Shove, 2000; Shove, 2003). For low-income households who may be more 

vulnerable to environmental health-related diseases, their value for health and comfort may 

compete with broader policy goals around decreasing fuel dependence and expanding the green 

building economy. Furthermore, if a home repair program intended to support low-income 

homeowners in gentrifying neighborhoods only frames the problem as one of limited resources 

for repair on the part of the homeowners, these programs may run the risk of substantially 

increasing the value of homes and property taxes. If the neighborhood is already experiencing 

gentrification, these interventions might make the original root problem of limited resources 

worse. From this perspective, it is easy to see how home repair programs could be justified to 

mitigate or reverse both blight and gentrification. Goal formulation and problem definition 

depend on one’s vantage point in a system and the extent to which the problem solver is willing 

to examine wicked complexities.  

                                                           
14When asthma, obesity, diabetes, and cancer, some of the most significant health problems facing 
Americans in general and low-income, communities of color in particular, are recognized for their 
complex, interrelated etiologies and environmental determinants, home environments become 
particularly important and complex as sites of intervention. Asthma, obesity, and cancer are all significant 
health threats in the United States for which low-income, people of color are disproportionately 
burdened. These diseases all have complex etiologies, meaning that there are many risk factors 
contributing to the incidence of disease and larger morbidity patterns. Each of these diseases has 
environmental health determinants. For instance, access to clean air, healthy food, and safe places in 
which to recreate all influence these disease. Many of these diseases are related as well. For instance, 
asthma is made worse by obesity, and asthma contributes to obesity because it is hard to exercise with 
asthma.(Anderson & Bogdan, 2007; Cutts, Darby, Boone, & Brewis, 2009; Landrigan, Rauh, & Galvez, 
2010; Ogden et al., 2006; Rauh, Landrigan, & Claudio, 2008; R. Wright & Subramanian, 2007)  
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Another important take away from this discussion of wicked problems and home 

environments is that when we shift our understanding of home repair from a tame to a wicked 

problem, not only are we less likely to generate unintended negative consequences, but also we 

can start to see home repair as a potential leverage point in broader systems. The fact that 

home environments are nested and interconnected systems could actually be advantageous. 

When homes environments are recognized as sites in which people interact with the 

technologies and ecologies of their home, and when homes are recognized as open systems that 

interact with social, ecological, and technological systems at multiple scales, home repair ceases 

to be a technical, tame problem that can be addressed by a specialized expert. Instead, it opens 

a larger question about the form, function, and purpose of home environments and their 

implications for individuals, communities, and ecosystems. Framed as such, this problem invites 

opportunities for collective conversation, creativity, and action.  

Given the increasing public attention paid to provision of low-income home repair 

services, especially since the dramatic expansion of the federal Weatherization Assistance 

Program with the American Reinvestment and Recovery Act of 2009, it is a good time to 

consider the way we are framing these problems. To what extent do current home repair 

programs frame the problems of home environments as tame versus wicked problems?  

To the extent that they have been framed as tame problems, what problems of the 

home environment have been prioritized and on what basis? In framing problems, to what 

extent have they considered: 

 Health and safety concerns for low-income households, based on a presumed 
substantive right to housing?15  

                                                           
15 The idea of substantive rights and justice will be explored further in Section 2.3.2 in a review of 
environmental justice literature. As for a right to housing, many have declared this as a fundamental right 
that ensures access to a safe, secure, habitable, and affordable home with freedom from forced eviction 
(NESRI, 2015). The right to housing is protected in: 

 Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

 Article 11 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

 Article 27 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

 Article 5 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 

 Article 14 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

 Article XI (11) of the American Declaration on Rights and Duties of Man  
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 Energy and water conservation concerns related to reducing utility bills for cost-
burdened households and increasing their resilience, especially in the face of climate 
change and extreme climate conditions?  

 Energy and water conservation concerns related to reducing negative environmental 
impacts on ecological resilience generated by the built environment?  

 Concerns about neighborhood stabilization in the face of disruptive market forces 
driving patterns of blight or gentrification?  

 Concerns about increasing social capital the bridges social difference and cultivating 
civic virtue in economically segregated cities?  

 

Similarly, to the extent that they frame these problems as wicked ones, how are they 

working to address them differently? If they are no longer relying on a single expert, who are 

they bringing to the table? Who is involved in designing and planning home environments at the 

household-level? Have these programs developed innovations that help us better address 

wicked problems – do they offer a “theory that can locate societal goodness” or a theory that 

“might resolve the problems of equity that rising pluralism is provoking?” for which Rittel and 

Webber hoped?  

These questions were explored through a review of literature and Internet research on 

current home repair program trends. The results of these reviews of home repair programs and 

national scans are presented next in Section 2.2.  

2.2 HOME REPAIR: AN INTERVENTION FOR HEALTHY HOME ENVIRONMENTS 
The results of the literature review found that a range of publicly funded home repair programs 

have been implemented with the intention of supporting healthy communities and climate 

resilience. The history of such programs shows a predominance of reductive approaches based 

on understanding the problems of home environments as tame ones, with the exception of a 

recent push for more integrative approaches. Generally, these programs tend to be designed to 

advance household-level objectives. When neighborhood-level objectives have been 

considered, these objectives have usually been to reduce processes of blight. The City of Austin 

is the first city to dedicate bond funding for home repair to mitigate processes of gentrification. 
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2.2.1 Dominant Models of Home Repair Program Design 

In communities across the country, home repair programs are provided through local 

governments and social service agencies, primarily supported through federal funds from the 

Department of Energy (DOE) and the department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). 

These appear to be the most ubiquitous home repair programs and the dominant models in 

practices.  

2.2.1.1 Programs Designed to Improve Household-level Energy Performance 

Since it was established in 1976 as a policy response to the 1973 oil crisis, the federal 

Weatherization Assistance Program (WAP) of the Department of Energy (DOE) has been working 

to reduce heating16 and energy bills for low-income households and reduce the nation’s 

dependence on imported oil. In its early days it focused on low-cost, temporary measures such 

as caulking and putting plastic sheets over windows, but by the early 1980s, it had begun to 

focus on more permanent measures that included insulation and air-sealing measures (e.g., 

insulating attics and installing storm windows and doors). As building science advanced, WAP 

also began to employ more advanced home energy audits.  

In 2009, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) brought an 

unprecedented increase in federal WAP funding for energy-efficiency retrofits of low-income 

housing. ARRA investments in the WAP were part of an effort to catalyze long-term growth in 

the energy-efficiency retrofit sector, provide relief to low-income families burdened by high 

energy bills, and reduce the environmental footprint of existing housing stock.17 In theory, these 

                                                           
16 The program was designed primarily to reduce heating costs for households in the northern United 
States. The cooling concerns of states in hotter southern climates have historically been less of a priority 
(McCold, Goeltz, Ternes, & Berry, 2008). 
17 ARRA awarded more than $16.8 billion to the Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy (EERE) 
for its programs and initiatives, including $4.98 billion for the WAP, which was justified as an economic 
stimulus intervention in part because of its apparent multiplier effects. The DOE claims that 
weatherization returns $1.67 for every $1 invested in the program, and for every $1 invested by DOE, the 
Program leverages $1.54 in other federal, state, utility, and private resources. The DOE states that since 
the WAP began, it has provided weatherization services to 7 million low-income households.(USDOE, 
2015a, 2015b) 

 

 that has invested roughly $6 billion over the last 30 years to weatherize over 6 million low-income 
homes.  
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investments in the WAP have the potential to address three challenges of just, sustainable 

neighborhoods. First, they may be able to help low-income households save money on their 

utility bills and help them remain in their homes. Second, they may decrease the environmental 

footprint of our existing building stock. Third, they may expand “green collar” job opportunities 

and pathways out of poverty through the growing renewable energy and energy-efficiency 

sector (Jones, 2008). From these perspectives, policies and programs that support energy-

efficiency retrofits of low-income homes may be one valuable tool in a growing toolbox to 

address the complex challenges of just, healthy, and sustainable urban neighborhoods. 18,19  

Although energy-efficiency retrofit programs for low-income households could be a 

valuable tool for just, healthy, sustainable urban neighborhoods, there appear to be a number 

of immediate limitations to current problem definitions and program designs. First, retrofit 

programs focus almost exclusively on energy-efficiency goals, even though 1) our homes and 

home maintenance generate a wide range of environmental burdens and 2) many homes need 

health and safety improvements as well. Second, energy-efficiency retrofits typically reduce air 

infiltration by tightening the building envelope, which in turn has the potential to further 

degrade the indoor environmental quality of these homes, which can exacerbate asthma and 

contribute to other health problems (Manuel, 2011). When the building envelope is significantly 

tightened, mechanical ventilation is usually required to supply fresh air to the home, but such 

ventilation also requires energy use and can be expensive. Just, healthy, sustainable 

neighborhoods must have homes that are both green and healthy, but conventional retrofit 

practices sometimes pit these goals against one another. Third, these programs tend to focus 

exclusively on technical fixes, even though energy consumption and home health have 

important behavioral dimensions (J. Wilson & Tohn, 2011). Finally, programs that focus 

exclusively on low-income retrofits may fail to lead to the most significant energy-use reduction 

                                                           
18 The nonprofit think tank, PolicyLink, has been a leader in developing and assembling research on tools 
for equitable and sustainable development. Their Equitable Development Toolkit includes 27 tools. 

19 As a tool to ameliorate gentrification, this could be particularly valuable in places like Texas, 
where: 1) the lack of a state income tax leads to strong reliance on property taxes, resulting in 
financial pressure for low-income homeowners, and 2) inclusionary zoning is illegal, making it 
difficult to leverage community benefits from new development.  
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because middle- and upper-income households tend to have larger environmental footprints 

(McCold, Goeltz, Ternes, & Berry, 2008).  

2.2.1.2 Programs Designed to Improve Household-level Health and Safety Performance 

Similarly, while home repair services focused on improving health and safety exist in most 

localities, these programs are typically funded and operated separately from weatherization 

programs and generally do not address homes’ environmental performance. Funding for lead 

remediation, emergency home repair, and architectural barrier removal typically reaches local 

social service providers through federal funding through HUD’s Community Development Block 

Grant (CDBG) and HOME programs. To make integrated, holistic renovation services available to 

their clients, local agencies must cobble together funding from a variety of different sources and 

manage different intake and reporting requirements (Kuholski, Tohn, & Morley, 2010; J. Wilson 

& Tohn, 2011). Like weatherization programs, most home repair programs also focus exclusively 

on physical, technical interventions in the building envelope. Little attention is generally paid to 

homeowner education related to home maintenance and behavior (J. Wilson & Ellen Tohn, 

2011).  

2.2.1.3 Review of Dominant Models 

The dominant problem and solution frames behind current renovation programs focus primarily 

on technical solutions to tame problems of home environments. This approach rests on an 

assumption that there are well-known best practices and experts can solve the problems 

through physical changes to the home. Typically, when put into practice, this theory leads to a 

focus on one issue and intervention at a time (i.e., energy, health, water, etc.). Home 

interventions are typically piecemeal, with different specialists working in isolation from each 

other. While green building for new construction emphasizes the home as an interconnected 

system and encourages a team approach to design, implementation, and management, 

renovation programs typically employ a more fragmented approach, especially compared with 

the integrated approach called for by home ecology (discussed below). The focus on technical 

interventions often overlooks the social and behavioral dimensions of home maintenance and 

performance.  



 

27 
 

The dominant models include assumptions about technologies, governance, learning, 

and leadership. As for technical assumptions, in the case of energy-efficiency retrofits, the 

emphasis is on tightening the building envelope and reducing thermal transfer. This reduction in 

air infiltration can also increase indoor pollutants without sufficient mechanical ventilation, 

which in turn demands energy. As for the governance assumptions, federal and state 

government programs of different types provide funds for administration by local bureaucracies 

to implement technical solutions. Renovations are typically managed in a top-down, 

hierarchical, and bureaucratic fashion. As for learning and leadership, this model focuses on 

training and certifying experts, with leadership focused on management and oversight to ensure 

compliance with regulations. Implicit in this overall model is an assumption that homes are not 

complex, socio-ecological systems contributing to wicked problems; instead the problems facing 

homes and the built environment are tame problems with distinct technical fixes available.20  

These theories can be seen in the general approach to the ARRA Weatherization 

Assistance Program, which has largely focused singularly on energy-efficiency and made it 

difficult to collaborate with other agencies because of the rush to spend the money and 

complete homes. These theories also underlie many home repair and healthy home programs, 

in which experts identify best practices from research and promote technical solutions in the 

home.21 

2.2.2 Emerging Models of Home Repair Design 

The locally administered and federally supported health, safety, and energy-efficiency programs 

described have significant histories and well-established institutional structures. In more recent 

years, home repair providers working in the field where their clients face intersecting 

challenges, planners working to reduce citywide energy use and expand opportunities in the 

                                                           
20 The tendency to narrowly frame the sustainability challenges posed by homes as tame problems of 
closed systems amenable to simple technical fixes is manifest in the codes and modeling programs 
currently mandated by the federal government. Steven Moore, Sam Gelfand, and Dason Whitsett (2015) 
recently documented and discussed the challenge this poses to sustainable design efforts based on the 
recognition of homes as complex social, ecological and technological systems, as reflected by the original 
definition of sustainable development presented by the Brundtland Commission in 1987.  
21 In no way do I suggest that these technical interventions and the dominant theories supporting them 
are unimportant. They are, in fact, essential. However, a theoretical paradigm that limits solutions to 
complex socio-ecological systems to technical fixes will fail to holistically address the problem.  
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energy-efficiency and renewable energy industry, and civic leaders working to increase 

community resilience have all developed approaches to home repair program design that move 

beyond the household-level, narrowly defined problem frames described. The following sections 

review these emergent trends including: 1) a “whole home” approach to home repair, 2) new 

attention to social and behavioral dimensions of home performance, 3) programs designed to 

have neighborhood-level impacts, 4) programs designed to leverage volunteer and community 

resources, and 5) programs designed to be economic empowerment interventions. 

2.2.2.1 “Whole Home” Approach to Home Repair 

Over the past ten years, there has been a movement among low-income home repair providers 

working in their local communities toward a “whole home” approach to retrofits that 

emphasizes home health and comfort in addition to energy savings, and encourages integrated 

service delivery to low-income households (Hegarty-Steck & Mermin, 2008; Kuholski et al., 

2010; Spivey, 2005a). Although federal funding for local programs comes from discrete sources 

with different guidelines (e.g., DOE and Housing and Urban Development [HUD]), local providers 

recognized that more could be done to advance the welfare of households if these funds were 

combined. Furthermore, thanks to advances in building science and the green building 

movement, there is an increasing understanding of the house as a system, wherein one cannot 

consider lead or energy in isolation from other challenges (Graham, 2002). Consequently, there 

is growing recognition of the need to integrate the interventions to enhance both efficiency and 

effectiveness, as well as awareness that home performance is not just about energy efficiency 

and that human behavior and values also significantly influence home performance.  

This understanding calls for a collaborative, network approach by service providers in 

which informal networks and collaborative processes help provide a work around for a 

hierarchical funding structure that doesn’t work efficiently (GHHI, n.d.; Hegarty-Steck & Mermin, 

2008; Kuholski et al., 2010; Spivey, 2005b; Tohn Environmental Strategies, 2010). In this model 

there is horizontal integration on the ground among various service providers, with a vertical 

pump of resources into the system, starting with the federal government and making its way to 

the local community. There are a number of programs that have led the way in such integration 

and a holistic approach to renovation service delivery for low-income households, among them 

are the Opportunity Council in Washington State (beginning in 2001), the Cleveland and 
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Cuyahoga County Healthy Homes Initiative (launched in 2003), and Baltimore’s Green and 

Healthy Home Initiative, led by The Coalition to End Childhood Lead Poisoning. These programs 

have all been supported by HUD’s Healthy Homes office. In 2010, the Coalition to End Childhood 

Lead Poisoning obtained HUD support to launch the Green and Healthy Home Initiative (GHHI), 

now with 17 pilot sites. At each site, GHHI aims to support cities in coordination of different 

repair programs.  

Beginning around 2009, these providers began to lobby for more flexibility in the federal 

funding to foster innovation toward a more integrated approach to green and healthy home 

repair. The DOE began sponsoring Weatherization Plus Health training sessions for its 

Weatherization Assistance Program, and the EPA has developed healthy weatherization 

protocols to be used with WAP. The DOE has been working with an Interagency Working Group 

on Healthy Homes along with the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, the 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the 

National Institute of Standards and Technology, the National Institute of Environmental Health 

Sciences, and the Office of the Surgeon General (M. J. Brown, Ammon, & Grevatt, 2010; GHHI, 

2015, n.d.).  

2.2.2.2 Social and Behavioral Dimensions of Home Performance 

There has also been an increasing understanding of the importance of social values, norms, and 

behaviors in the adoption of retrofit services and long-term home management. Some 

renovation programs include homeowner education to help with behavior change. This is 

especially common in asthma intervention programs with community health workers serving as 

educators (Krieger, Takaro, Song, & Weaver, 2005; OSTERKAMP & CHAPIN, 1995; Parker et al., 

2008; Takaro, Krieger, & Song, 2004). A growing body of research in behavioral economics, 

environmental psychology and community-based social marketing (CBSM) recognizes that 

decisions about how to manage a home are not based solely on individual preferences – 

instead, they are part of a social fabric and cultural influences (McKenzie-Mohr, 1999; C. Wilson 

& Dowlatabadi, 2007). Therefore, in order to change individual behaviors and attitudes, some 

efforts should be made to address larger social and cultural patterns. Homes are social as well as 

technological systems. Furthermore, home environments are multi-scalar, including the social 
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and technical systems operating at the level of the house, as well as the neighborhood and 

larger society.  

2.2.2.3 Programs Designed to Have Neighborhood-Level Impacts 

There have been some innovative home repair programs that have deliberately designed with 

and for the neighborhood scale. The Baltimore Neighborhood Energy Challenge (BNEC) is an 

excellent example of a program that uses the strength of social networks in neighborhoods to 

help increase the rate of energy-efficiency measures while also shifting neighborhood-level 

norms. Habitat for Humanity’s Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative is an excellent example of 

a neighborhood approach that employs home repair as one of many important leverage points 

in neighborhood-level community development.  

2.2.2.3.1 Baltimore Neighborhood Energy Challenge  

The Baltimore Neighborhood Energy Challenge (BNEC) is an excellent example of a home repair 

program designed with multiple scales in mind and an awareness of the social dimensions of 

home environments. BNEC leaders had a goal of increasing energy efficiency across the city. 

They also recognized that Baltimore is a city of diverse neighborhoods (by some counts, 220), 

each with its distinct cultures and social networks. Some of these neighborhoods are less than a 

quarter mile in length. They knew that a one-size-fits-all information campaign would likely be 

unsuccessful. Instead, they employed a community-based social marketing (CBSM) approach 

with pilot projects in eight neighborhoods chosen for their diversity. Within each neighborhood, 

they enrolled the support of Neighborhood Energy Captains — volunteers who were willing to 

spread “knowledge, resources, and motivation” among their neighbors to take the Baltimore 

Energy Pledge. Every individual who took the pledge also pledged to tell other people about 

their experience with the program. The program manager explained that each pledge is really a 

dual pledge in that the BNEC pledges to support the household in their energy savings goals by 

providing technical assistance such as a free home energy checkup, and follow up with feedback 

on energy performance. Follow-up from BNEC includes phone calls, emails, and community 

events. 

After the first year of its operation, BNEC worked in eight neighborhoods with very 

different social and cultural characteristics. The program was strongest in neighborhoods with 
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strong existing social networks. The most successful neighborhood was Park Heights, a working-

class, mostly African American, tight-knit community. The homes there were inefficient, having 

been built in the 1920s and 1930s. There was a group of strong, very motivated African 

American women (about 60 years old) who could see that their neighbors could really benefit 

from this program. They tried it themselves and saved a lot of money and then started recruiting 

more people. Susan Carroll, the program director said, “They really knew their neighbors and 

were unstoppable.” Participants in the Park Heights neighborhood achieved savings of about 

12% on their energy bills, while those in the wealthier, less social, and more independent 

neighborhood of Roland Park saved less than 7% on average. In its third year, the program 

started expanding more through schools and faith-based organizations (Carroll, 2012). 

2.2.2.3.2 Habitat Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative  

Habitat for Humanity has been historically known for its sweat-equity and volunteer-based 

approach to new home construction, but starting in 2010 it launched the Neighborhood 

Revitalization Initiative (NRI), a more holistic approach intended to leverage neighborhood-level 

change. The NRI is based on Habitat’s recognition that the problems of poverty are multi-

faceted and that neighborhoods are complex home environments. To be able to sustain positive 

change in such neighborhoods takes the intentional action of diverse stakeholders working 

toward a common goal with many points of intervention. The NRI focuses on establishing 

partnerships with other community organizations to map existing assets and make connections 

in resource networks. New home construction is coupled with critical home repairs and 

volunteer-based exterior home repair projects. NRI works on strengthening community 

relationships and social capital as well as the housing stock.  

2.2.2.4 Programs Designed to Leverage Volunteer and Community Resources 

Some nonprofit home repair programs focus on leveraging volunteer labor and contributions of 

local community members to provide home repairs to low-income, disabled, and/or elderly 

homeowners. My scan of national home repair programs identified two major national 

volunteer-based home repair programs: Habitat and Rebuilding Together. Habitat’s NRI model 

focuses on partnership building. Rebuilding Together tends to focus on major days of service in 

which volunteers from all over an area come to make community-requested improvements 

throughout a neighborhood area. Both programs have started to take a more integrated 
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approach to green and healthy home repair to help clients save money and increase health and 

safety. Neither of these programs deliberately designs programs to help volunteers learn or 

improve these home development skills themselves or attempt to track the extent to which 

these volunteers go on to make the same health, safety, and resource-efficiency interventions in 

their own homes. In Austin, Texas, however, the nonprofit home repair program 1 house at a 

time did use CBSM strategies to support volunteers in taking similar actions in their own homes. 

1 house at a time considered itself to be committed to both the environmental justice 

movement principle that everyone should have a healthy environment in which to live and the 

environmental movement principle that we should to the best of our ability minimize our 

negative environmental impacts. The program recognized that middle- and upper-income 

volunteers who could afford to waste energy were more likely to make significant reductions in 

their carbon footprints: not only were they likely wasting more resources to begin with, they 

were probably in a position to afford making interventions.22  

2.2.2.5 Programs Designed to Be Economic Empowerment Interventions 

Some emerging theories behind retrofit programs are also making the connection that 

investments in the retrofit industry can serve as an economic empowerment strategy for low-

income communities, especially with training programs that can equip workers with the right 

skills to be able to deliver services to a larger market when that market emerges. An excellent 

example of this is Portland, Oregon’s celebrated Clean Energy Works Portland program. Started 

in 2009, this program has extended living wage jobs and job training to many people of color 

while providing help to low-income homeowners for energy-efficiency projects, allowing them 

to pay for their improvements over time through their utility bills (Green For All, 2010). 

Baltimore’s Civic Works23 and Austin’s American Youth Works24 also have programs specifically 

designed to train disadvantaged youth in the energy-efficiency industry. The National Center for 

Healthy Housing offers healthy homes training for weatherization professionals, and the Green 

                                                           
22 The 1 house at a time program will be described in more depth in Chapter 6, Holly Neighbors Helping 
Neighbors Initiative Performance. Neighbors in the Holly Neighborhood partnered with this program to 
prototype a neighborhood-based green home repair initiative.  
23 http://www.civicworks.com/programs/green/energy/ 
24 http://www.americanyouthworks.org/green-jobs-programs/green-energy-corps  

http://www.civicworks.com/programs/green/energy/
http://www.americanyouthworks.org/green-jobs-programs/green-energy-corps
http://www.americanyouthworks.org/green-jobs-programs/green-energy-corps
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and Healthy Homes Initiative has been developing a cross-training program for contractors 

involved with a wide range of service delivery for low-income home repair programs. 

2.2.2.6 Review of Emerging Models 

The five types of emerging models for home repair discussed earlier all move beyond 

characterizing home repair challenges as tame problems. Similarly, they expand the solution-

creation process beyond that of a single technical expert to include a more diverse range of 

partners with varied expertise and resources. The “whole home” approach has been successful 

in strengthening social service provider networks and has begun to advocate for more 

integration of funding sources at the federal level. Home repair programs focused on health 

outcomes have used community health workers in some cases to help expand healthy home 

maintenance practices, and programs like BNEC have helped support expansion of pro-

environmental home behaviors through CBSM. Habitat is beginning to recognize interrelated 

problems and the possibility for synergistic partnerships and interventions in complex 

neighborhoods, where home repair is one of several important leverage points. Some programs 

are recognizing that green and healthy home repair programs can also provide pathways out of 

poverty into an expanding green economic sector and have been creating programs that 

support economic empowerment.  

These emerging models for home repair are definitely creating new opportunities for 

more effective, collaborative action. However, their efforts are still fairly isolated from one 

another and on an individual basis each of these programs still frames problems fairly narrowly. 

Additionally, although a few of these programs are strengthening resource networks, they are 

not deliberately strengthening the capacity of these networks and the households and 

communities they serve to more creatively and collectively solve place-based problems or lead 

community change.25 Empowerment in these models occurs through gaining access to expert 

knowledge, whether as a household or as a trainee in an existing program. By and large, the 

emphasis in most of these programs still appears focused on one-size-fits-all technical solutions, 

with relatively little attention to social and ecological contexts or normative guidelines. The 

                                                           
25 Habitat’s NRI model is different in theory, but there is little written about the approach it has taken to 
cultivating collective vision and how home repair has been integrated into larger initiatives.  
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programs that spring from these theories are typically designed as one-way service delivery, 

rarely building the collective capacity of an urban neighborhood or system to address broader 

challenges and adjust to disruptive change such as gentrification or climate change.  

In summary, as they typically exist today, home renovation programs for low-income 

households hold promise as tools to support healthy, sustainable, and just neighborhoods, yet 

they are not typically designed in a way to significantly reduce health disparities related to 

housing, reduce the overall ecological footprint of homes and household behaviors, increase the 

social resiliency of neighborhoods, or foster growth in demand for retrofit services among 

middle- and high-income households. If home renovation programs are to truly leverage 

systemic change toward just, sustainable, and diverse neighborhoods, their design needs to be 

guided by a different theoretical framework.  

As Rittel and Webber suggested, a useful theoretical framework would provide us with 

greater insight into the complex systems of our home environments and clarity of collective 

vision in our diverse publics so that we might collaboratively act in ways that enhance our 

collective well-being. The framework would help us understand complex systems better than 

the first-generation systems approaches. Acknowledging that there are no silver bullet 

solutions, perhaps such a framework for action inquiry could help us identify multiple 

acupuncture points in the living social and ecological systems of which we are part that could be 

used to enhance vitality of those systems.26 Based on my review of the literature, I argue that 

such a framework can be constructed drawing on the advances made by three literatures 

(sustainability science, environmental justice, and social learning) and the historic framework of 

the home ecology paradigm (HEP). The contributions of the three more recent fields are 

                                                           
26 This metaphor was originally one that came to mind personally, but like many apt analogies, others 
have also used them independently when grappling with similar challenges. Interestingly, the idea of 
urban acupuncture was developed into a planning practice by Jaime Lerner, the former mayor of Curitiba 
credited with its ecological redesign. For Lerner, urban acupuncture was a practice whereby “you focus on 
key points that increase energy and flow” and gain broader collective support by showing and doing (N. S. 
Mang, 2009, p. 98). A colleague said, “The whole process of planning takes time and it has to take time. 
But sometimes you shouldn’t wait. There is some focal point where you can do it fast and you can create 
a new energy that can help the whole process of planning. It’s not instead of the process of planning, it’s 
to help it happen” (N. S. Mang, 2009, p. 98).  



 

35 
 

reviewed in Section 2.3, and the historic foundations for a renewed HEP are presented in 

Section 2.4.  
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2.3 ADVANCING HEALTH IN COMPLEX SYSTEMS: THEORY AND FRAMEWORKS FOR 

INTERVENTIONS 
Given the expansion of investment in home repair programs in recent years and their potential 

to improve living conditions for vulnerable households, could they be designed more 

strategically to serve as leverage points that help resolve the wicked problems impeding 

conditions of health in the complex living systems of our home environments? Following the 

1973 framing of wicked problems, three interrelated areas of literature (research and practice) 

have emerged (or been further developed) that provide insight into design of beneficial 

intervention in complex systems facing wicked problems: sustainability science (SS); 

environmental justice (EJ), and social learning (SL).  

In SS, interdisciplinary scientists recognize the coupled nature of social and ecological 

systems. They also increasingly recognize the co-evolving role of technology in these systems 

and the potential of humans to shape these systems. SS is an action-oriented, applied field that 

is organized with the normative goal of sustainability, which was defined first in 1987 through 

the World Commission on Environment and Development’s landmark report, Our Common 

Future. Holistic systems thinking is central to SS, drawing from complex adaptive systems 

literature. Sustainability science also considers sustainable governance and has developed a 

field of scholarship in the adaptive co-governance of social and ecological systems.  

As a movement and a body of academic literature, EJ offers a normative framework that 

at once offers an affirmative vision for communities while also being responsive to social 

differences typical of a diverse public domain. After “environmental racism” was defined in 1987 

by the landmark United Church of Christ report, “Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States,” 

the environmental justice movement began to grow throughout the United States. EJ 

scholarship and praxis has consistently supported the movement and has offered important 

contributions including theories of justice, co-production of knowledge between experts and 

laypeople, and the role that power dynamics play in knowledge formation and action. By 

recognizing the environment as home, it also challenges the separation between people and 

nature. 
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As a body of literature and an epistemological tradition, social learning overlaps 

significantly with sustainability science and environmental justice. In his 1987 review of planning 

theory in the public domain, John Friedmann used “social learning” as a category of planning 

theories that “focus on overcoming the contradictions between theory and practice, or knowing 

and acting” (1987, p. 81). The literature considers how humans interact with one another to 

make sense of and adapt to the changing environments they inhabit. Social learning traditions 

recognize that social systems are socially produced. Social learning research has also revealed 

the kinds of social learning environments that are conducive to higher-order learning, creativity, 

and expanded performance.  

This section presents a review of this historical context, problems of concern, important 

theories, and practical contributions each of these three areas of. Each section begins with a 

discussion of how the area of scholarship and action responds to the central challenges named 

by Rittel and Webber and concludes with a brief discussion of their relevancy to the challenges 

of home environments and home repair named earlier.  

2.3.1 Sustainability Science  

Rittel and Webber were responding to growing concern about ecological degradation and social 

inequality in increasingly complex, unpredictable, urban systems. They argued that the 

challenges posed by “complex causal networks” and the “complex workings of open societal 

systems” were beyond the capacity of “first-generation” systems approaches for planning and 

management. Although they were concerned about the arrogant attitude of systems planners 

who had the hubris to believe they could predict and control systems as outside experts, they 

acknowledged the value of systems thinking and offered a general call for more adaptive and 

responsive approaches.27 Around that time, planners were beginning to shift their conception of 

                                                           
27 Rittel and Webber called for second-generation systems approaches “based on a model of planning as 
an argumentative process in the course of which an image of the problem and of the solution emerges 
gradually among the participants, as a product of incessant judgment, subjected to critical argument” 
(Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 162). As will be discussed in Section 2.3.3, “social learning,” the second 
generation of systems approaches they called for were in the process of development and reflected in the 
“communicative turn” in planning.  
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cities as mechanical systems to cities as complex adaptive systems (CASs) (Allmendinger, 2002). 

According to Waldrop (1992, p. 11) such CASs are characterized by:  

• a great many independent agents interacting with each other in a great many ways;  

• spontaneous self-organization; 

• adaptation and (co)evolution; and  

• dynamism.  

A more detailed review of common assumptions about complex adaptive systems in 

planning is presented in Appendix A. The implications of viewing city systems as CASs instead of 

mechanical systems include a shift of focus from individuals (or individual roles) to interactions 

and relationships, from top-down, rigid structures to bottom-up, self-organizing processes, and 

from prediction and control to anticipation and adaptation.  

2.3.1.1 Environments’ Complex, Co-Evolving, Social, Ecological, and Technological Systems 

With the rise of chaos and complexity theories in the 1980s, this shift in conceptualization was 

part of a “complexity turn” in a number of different fields in the natural and social sciences 

(Urry, 2005; Waldrop, 1992). Similarly, there has been a growing awareness of the importance 

of integrated, ecological, systems thinking and the coupled nature of complex, co-evolving social 

and ecological systems (Holling, 1998; Odum, 1971, 1983). Although the field of ecology once 

tried to limit its study to ecosystems untouched by human influence, there is increasing 

awareness that social and ecological systems are inextricably interdependent (Alberti, 2008; 

Alberti & Marzluff, 2004). Some scientists argue that human influence has been so profound 

that we have entered into a new geologic epoch, the Age of the Anthropocene (M. Glaser, 

2012). As ecologists have been recognizing the coupled nature of social and ecological systems, 

the field of science and technology studies (STS) has advanced an understanding of the coupled 

nature of social and technological systems, through which social human beings construct 

technologies that in turn then shape human beings and their social interactions (Bijker, Hughes, 

& Pinch, 1987; Latour, 2005; Moore & Engstrom, 2005). Since the co-production and co-

evolution of social and technological systems are always situated in ecological systems, scholars 

in diverse fields are also increasingly recognizing environments as complex, co-evolving social, 

ecological, and technological systems (Leach, Scoones, & Stirling, 2010; Moore & Walsh, 2012).  
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Building from that understanding, scholarship and practice in ecological management 

about adaptive co-management (or adaptive co-governance) has also been expanding. This 

systems-learning approach is appropriate for situated, dynamic, and socially complex systems 

and builds capacity for resilience in these systems (Christian Rammel, 2007; Folke, Hahn, Olsson, 

& Norberg, 2005; Olsson, Folke, & Berkes, 2004). The concept of resilience refers to the extent 

of disturbance a system can tolerate before it reorganizes around a new set of structures and 

processes (Alberti, 2008, pp. 8, referring to Holling 1973, 1996).28 Resilience is influenced by the 

vulnerability of the system to unexpected change and surprises (Alberti, 2008, p. 10, referring to 

Holling 2001), the degree to which the system is capable of self-organization, and the ability of 

actors to increase their capacity for learning and adaptation (Innes & Booher, 2010, p. 205, 

referring to Berkes et al. 2003). Strong social networks characterized by trust and reciprocity 

increase the capacity for self-organization, learning, and adaptation in a community and are, 

therefore, critical to resilience. The adaptive co-management approach combines local and 

expert knowledge to more effectively manage landscapes, typically at a regional ecosystem 

scale (Innes & Booher, 2010). The goal of such adaptive management is generally to create 

adaptive and resilient urban systems that can flourish in the face of unavoidable changes 

(Alberti, 2008; Innes & Booher, 2010).  

2.3.1.2 Systems-thinking Tools and Public Conversation 

With this growing attention to interrelated social, ecological, and technological challenges and 

the importance of holistic, integrative systems approaches to complex problems, tools have 

been developed to advance systems thinking. Basic heuristic systems-mapping techniques were 

developed to help people make sense of systems dynamics (e.g., positive and negative feedback 

loops), such as Draper Kauffman’s (1980) introduction to systems thinking. More advanced 

heuristic systems-mapping techniques were developed to trace energy and resources flows 

                                                           
28 Resilience is a contested term that is used differently in various fields, usually to describe a positive and 
desired state (not simply the property of a system to return to a steady state). Some urban planners, 
including Peter Newman, Timothy Beatley, and Heather Boyer, use resilience specifically to describe the 
capacity of a city to respond to the challenges of peak oil and climate change, and tend to focus on city 
plans and infrastructure to secure such climate change resiliency (Newman, 2009). Across fields, resilience 
tends to emphasize a capacity to “bounce back,” but few fields directly discuss the normative value of 
that apparently desired state. As a normative frame, resilience and sustainability share a common 
challenge: What is it that we wish to sustain, and to which state do we want to return?  
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through social and ecological systems, such as those developed by H.T. Odum (1983; 2000).29 

Advances in computing power helped planners develop sophisticated models of complex social 

and ecological interactions that were helpful in identifying possible scenarios based on observed 

data and different conditions. For instance, an MIT team of expert systems modelers began 

developing a sophisticated computer simulation of the dynamic interactions of the Earth’s 

natural and human systems in 1970. In 1972, the team published the results of their World3 

model as a book, The Limits to Growth, which began an international debate about the limits of 

the Earth’s capacity to support human economic expansion.  

This influential book, growing concerns about global population growth, and an 

expanding body of scientific evidence about global environmental problems such as the ozone 

hole led the General Assembly of the United Nations in 1982 to call the World Commission on 

Environment and Development (WCED) to create a “global agenda for change” to address 

growing environmental concerns. Although the call to action was prompted in large part by 

concerns about global environmental degradation raised by scientists and a growing 

environmental movement in the developed world, the WCED by name and agenda chose to 

focus on the challenges of both environment and development.  

2.3.1.3 Shaping and International Sustainability Discourse  

In defending this controversial choice, WCED Chairman Gro Harlem Brundtland, explained, “The 

‘environment’ is where we all live; and ‘development’ is what we all do in attempting to improve 

our lot within that abode. The two are inseparable” (WCED, 1987, p. xi). Furthermore, given 

such inseparability of environment and development, “[environmental degradation] is part of 

the downward spiral of lined ecological and economic decline in which many of the poorest 

nations are trapped” and “no trends identifiable today, no programs or policies, offer any real 

hope of narrowing the growing gap between rich and poor nations” (WCED, 1987, p. xi). In 

response to the sobering reality of a socially unjust and environmentally degrading global 

economic growth model, the WCED offered an international call for “sustainable development,” 

                                                           
29 On a more abstract level, STS scholars have also introduced actor network theory as a method of 
mapping relationships between objects and concepts in social actor networks. Because socially produced 
objects and our social interactions with them shape the way we perceive our world and inhabit it, these 
objects assume agency as actors. Mapping actor networks can help make sense of these relationships 
(Latour, 2005).  
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defined as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987).  

The WCED report and this definition are typically marked as the beginning of the 

movement for sustainable development. In response to its call to action, the United Nations 

Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) convened 172 governments and 2,400 

nongovernmental organizations in Rio De Janeiro. Twelve local governments were 

acknowledged for their leadership in sustainable development, including Austin, Texas, for its 

holistic green building program. In the next year, the United States Green Building Council was 

founded and the green building movement began to grow.  

2.3.1.4 Sustainability Science: An Interdisciplinary, Integrative, Action-oriented Field 

After a decade of increasing attention to sustainable development in politics and governance, 

the field of sustainability science was officially established in 2001 in an effort to reassert 

science and technology into the discourse on sustainability (Kates et al., 2001). Sustainability 

science reflects increasing agreement among scientists from quite different fields of research 

about a new description of the world we are living in, as summarized by Egor Becker (2012): 

• Planet earth as a whole is a crisis-ridden, self-organizing, complex system, and 

•  Humankind is an integrated part and a powerful driver of the earth’s system dynamics, 

such that many scientists assert we are in a new geological epoch, the Age of the 

Anthropocene. 

Furthermore, the founders of sustainability science emphasize the responsibility of scientists 

and citizens to actively intervene to shift the performance of systems. In the field’s original call 

to action, its leaders emphasized the importance of studying the interactions between nature 

and society in ways that advance our ability to:  

 understand the “interaction of global processes with the ecological and social 

characteristics of particular places and sectors” (thereby requiring integrative research 

on key processes across the full range of scales from local to global) 

 address such issues as “the behavior of complex self-organizing systems as well as the 

responses, some irreversible, of the nature-society system to multiple and interacting 

stresses,” and  

 combine “different ways of knowing and learning to enable different social actors to 

work in concert, even with much uncertainty and limited information” (Kates et al., 

2001). 
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These new agreements and calls to action challenge the mechanistic systems-modeling 

assumptions of earlier eras in which an objective scientist could look from the outside-in to 

study systems and make recommendations for others to intervene. These assumptions imply 

that the observer is necessarily part of the system observed, and that described system 

processes are necessarily self-referential (Becker, 2012). The observer is always an actor 

influencing and being influenced by the social, ecological, and technological environment (s)he 

observes. To understand the system, the observer needs to integrate the third-person 

perspectives (e.g., those typical of the natural sciences) with second-person perspectives (e.g. 

awareness of relationships with others) as well as first-person perspectives (e.g., self-awareness) 

(Reason & Bradbury, 2007; Torbert & Taylor, 2007). This perspective shift offers a significant 

challenge to the traditional epistemological assumptions of natural science (Becker, 2012). It is 

also reflected as a natural progression in the thinking of Donella Meadows, a renowned 

sustainability scientist and systems thinker and the lead author of Limits To Growth. Tracing the 

progression of her thinking also helps chart patterns occurring in the field of sustainability 

science.  

2.3.1.5 Donnella Meadows: Shifting Systems-Thinking Perspectives 

Meadows’s career demonstrates the possibility of incorporating third-, second-, and first-person 

inquiry in sustainability science. As a systems and sustainability scientist skilled in third-person 

scientific methods, Meadows’s capacity to observe systems as if from the outside, notice 

patterns in systems dynamics drawn from large data sets, and develop models to test possible 

scenarios based on different assumptions allowed her and her team to make reasonable claims 

about the predictable future of the planet based on observed past trends. Perhaps more 

importantly, they were able to frame and inform an international conversation about the future 

of the planet. They were able to organize and present important feedback signals from the 

social and ecological systems of which they were part and share them with other actors in the 

system in ways that allowed them all to identify opportunities to intervene more effectively. In 
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other words, their models helped them identify leverage points in systems, i.e., those places 

where a small shift in one thing can catalyze big changes throughout the system.30  

Although the systems-thinking approach used to develop the World3 model helped 

identify many important places to intervene to leverage desirable change in the systems, 

Meadows also knew that lasting changes in the dynamics of systems (and their emergent 

performance) could not be achieved through externally imposed interventions and the 

manipulation of leverage points. In “Places to Intervene in a System” (1997) she discussed the 

relative power of a dozen leverage points she and colleagues had identified in practice. She 

concluded that the two most powerful leverage points are: 1) the ability to shift the “mindset or 

paradigm out of which the system — its goals, structure, rules, delays, parameters — arises” and 

2) to the power to transcend (and freely choose) paradigms. These bold assertions emphasized 

that human values, interests, and mindsets are always shaping coupled social, ecological, and 

technological systems, and they challenge the idea that there ever could be or should be neutral 

and objective sustainability scientists.  

Meadows’s emphasis on the need for sustainability scientists to develop the power to 

transcend paradigms suggests that it is also problematic when scientists hold a fixed view of the 

correct paradigm to which the whole systems must be shifted. She paradoxically asserts that 

there is tremendous power available for system transformation in not knowing. Far from moral 

relativism, she challenges sustainability scientists to remain humble in the awareness that there 

is no right paradigm, to continue to engage with and learn from their social and ecological 

communities, and to choose a paradigm anyway. This builds on her previous calls to 

sustainability scientists to build their individual capacities for collective envisioning (D. 

Meadows, 1994).31  

                                                           
30 For instance, by making an adjustment to a tax, subsidy, or standard, policy makers could shift the 
interactions and performance of large markets, ideally bringing externalized environmental and social 
costs into economic decision-making in ways that keep economic growth within ecological limits. 
 
31 In this article she emphasized that science had been successful in developing strong models and rational 
policies, but that scientists were generally failing in their capacity to envision a future that inspired 
themselves and others to action (key to the paradigm shift). Increasingly collective, shared vision was 
critical. She shared her own personal practices for envisioning and argued it was a capacity that anyone 
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Meadows offers further guidance to sustainability scientists wishing to engage with that 

paradox in “Dancing with Systems” (2002). In that essay, she emphasizes the importance of non-

rational ways of knowing, including intuition and compassion, in 1) developing the kind of 

practical wisdom required for appropriate intervention in systems, and 2) creating trusting social 

environments characterized by humility, open-mindedness, and awareness that are important 

for collective adaptation.  

The emphasis Meadows placed on the importance of developing healthy interpersonal 

dynamics, self-reflective, attuned practice, and the capacity to shift (if not transcend) paradigms 

has been advanced by some key leaders in the sub-field of regenerative design. Leaders of the 

regenerative design field are attempting to shift the underlying paradigm they have observed in 

the sustainability movement from one focused on the avoidance of harm to one focused on the 

generation of flourishing social and ecological systems. Some of the early thought leaders also 

emphasize the importance of attuned listening and awareness to systems, as well as self-

awareness. Regenerative design is typically a field of professional practice intended to support 

designers and planners intervening within a small area to also design with the whole in mind.  

2.3.1.6 Regenerative Design  

Although regeneration has long been used colloquially to describe processes of renewal and 

rebirth in urban neighborhoods and natural environments, in more recent years it has been 

increasingly used by professionals in the fields of architecture, design, and planning to reframe 

the objectives and practices of “green building” in particular and sustainable design and 

development more generally (R. J. Cole, 2012a; Lyle, 1994; P. Mang & Reed, 2012; Moore & 

Walsh, 2012; Plaut, Dunbar, Wackerman, & Hodgin, 2012). In general, the leaders in this 

emerging field have been deeply engaged in the practice of green building and sustainable 

design but found that the dominant conventions of this field had inhibited the greater aims of 

their practice. Although the green building movement was originally distinctive in its holistic, 

interdisciplinary, and contextual approach to creating comfortable, healthy, and ecologically 

responsible dwelling spaces, they found that the institutions that emerged from it had become 

                                                           
could develop. Education, training, and experience often left people cynical, resigned, and afraid to 
challenge convention. 
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focused on a reductive, problem-based, and top-down approach to practice that limited its 

potential. As Bob Berkebile (2012) of the urban design and development firm BNIM writes, 

regenerative design offers an alternative:  

As more and more people struggle with the oppressive process of measuring or 

mitigating the incremental destruction of life that is typical in sustainable design 

practice, regenerative design turns this perspective on its ear and focuses, 

instead, on measuring the vitality and quality of life that is emerging in a place 

as it evolves to support life. Regenerative design allows people to see their roles 

in creating or maintaining the conditions that are conducive to life. 

From this perspective, regenerative design is a discovery process through which people 

become aware of the strength and vitality of the places they inhabit, their own situated roles in 

the nested social and ecological systems of which they are part, and their capacity to co-create 

conditions conducive to the flourishing of life. As Cole has emphasized, regenerative design is a 

process intended to support the “systems-thinking, shared vision, shared ownership, and shared 

responsibility” assumed to be essential to the long-term health of living systems (R. J. Cole, 

2012b). Although the notion of “shared” may be limited by the fact that regenerative design 

professionals tend to be working on particular sites at the scale of a private client or 

geographically specific community, the regenerative design philosophy urges professionals to 

consider the site’s connection to broader social and ecological communities.  

Cole points out that the value of this approach is not that it presents anything new. As 

he says, “Many of its core tenets — systems thinking, community engagement, respect for place 

— have long, individual histories in architectural discourse and practice.” Furthermore, the 

previously described changes in assumptions about systems thinking from a focus on closed, 

mechanical systems to open, co-evolving social, ecological, and technological systems are all 

present in the regenerative design discourse. However, Cole asserts that regenerative design 

integrates these concepts in a cogent manner that is of practical value to practitioners (R. J. 

Cole, 2012b). To that end, the following discussion presents a few key processes of regenerative 

design that relate to some of the trends described in this larger review of sustainability science. 
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2.3.1.6.1 Stories of Home Environments 

Consistent with the assumptions about urban environments as complex adaptive systems 

summarized in Appendix A, regenerative design assumes that each site, each place, each home 

“has a rich web of social and ecological histories and stakeholders with a wealth of local 

knowledge about how systems operate” (R. J. Cole, 2012a). Just as heuristic and computer-

based systems modeling can help make sense of complexity, so, too, can rich narratives. Cole 

and others have emphasized that narrative forms and rich case studies are valuable in 

understanding patterns and relationships in local co-evolving systems in the past and present, as 

well as in co-authoring stories of collective futures (R. J. Cole, 2012a; Eckstein & Throgmorton, 

2003; Flyvbjerg, 2006b; Goldstein, Wessells, Lejano, & Butler, 2013; Lejano & Wessells, 2006; 

Maller, Horne, & Dalton, 2012; Leonie Sandercock, 2003). Research shows that the human 

memory is story based, not data based (Schank & Morson, 1995). Stories allow us to make sense 

of complexity in ways that allow us to remember and pass on observational knowledge about 

what actually happened as well as more tacit, intuitive, and experiential knowledge. Through 

sharing stories, we can get a sense of a place, the people who inhabit it, the conflicts they 

experience, and the future to which they aspire. Especially when families have inhabited their 

homes for generations, the stories they tell of their homes often reveal alternative ways of 

relating to their social and ecological environments that could offer new insights about 

alternative futures (Browning, 2012).32 Reflecting on the value of stories in their practice of 

regenerative design, Pamela Mang and Bill Reed of the design firm REGENESIS have emphasized 

the power of using an approach they call Story of Place to “deepen connection to the underlying 

intrinsic beauty and value that a place has to offer and to imagine storylines that can give 

inhabitants a sense of purpose and direction moving into the future, after the completion of a 

building or design project” (P. Mang & Reed, 2012, p. 30). Given the value of stories in learning 

about the past and constructing alternative futures, storytelling and rich case studies are 

powerful tools in the practice of designing and developing places.  

                                                           
32 Browning does not make a case specifically for listening to stories of individuals about their homes, 
rather he makes a case that knowledge of past ecological forms and functions and human-nature 
interactions can be helpful in identifying new opportunities for high-performance buildings and 
landscapes. 
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Like any powerful tool, stories should be treated with care, attention, and discipline. 

Stories can bind us to past patterns of harm and liberate us on new journeys of collective 

flourishing. They are consequential. When we listen to another’s story and share our own, we 

are shaping our experience in the present and our trajectory for the future. As we share rich 

stories, we are able to learn from one another’s experiences.33 The way we listen and hold a 

conversational space for story-telling influences our individual and collective capacity to notice 

and reexamine underlying assumptions that had been hidden from our view. This quality of 

attention also influences the extent to which we can empathize and form healthy collaborative 

relationships with others.  

Dialogue is a form of conversation that employs such an approach to reciprocal, attuned 

communication. It has significant implications for the design of healthy built environments. 

Although the regenerative design literature sometimes discusses dialogue, few authors have 

specifically defined it, referred to broader literature about dialogue, or discussed how to create 

conditions supportive of it. Steven Moore and I (2015) contributed to that gap through a 

discussion of regenerative dialogue in a recent book chapter on regenerative design in which we 

defined regenerative design itself as a “collaborative, inclusive, place-based conversation and a 

call to action.” In defining regenerative design as a public conversation, we identified four key 

integrated sub-conversations that help participants create a built environment that supports the 

flourishing of life. We also identified some capacities required of facilitators and participants to 

hold such powerful conversations and gave some examples from practice in which regenerative 

dialogue appeared to contribute to greater social and ecological performance of projects in a 

variety of contexts – from a post-tornado community in Kansas to a resettlement area outside 

New Delhi. We highlighted the work of firms including BNIM and REGENESIS as well as 

communities of practice such as the SEED Network and LENSES facilitator network. The potential 

of regenerative dialogue to advance the practice of regenerative design will be discussed further 

in Section 2.3.3 “Social Learning” and its sub-section on dialogue.  

                                                           
33 For instance, when we receive the stories of master practitioners about their work in the field, we get 
to live vicariously through them and take on some of their experience as our own. This is one of the 
reasons rich case studies are often used as pedagogical tools in applied fields (Flyvbjerg, 2006b).  
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2.3.1.7 Reflections on Sustainability Science 

In reflecting on this literature on sustainability science, this growing interdisciplinary, place-

based, action-oriented field of scientific inquiry offers helpful theoretical frameworks and tools 

that are helpful in framing challenges in the design of healthy communities in general, and for 

home repair in particular. 

At a basic conceptual level, Brundtland’s emphasis on recognizing the environment as 

our collective abode is important to consider when we are making decisions about our home 

environments at the scale of the house, neighborhood, city, or plant. Similarly, when we 

understand our global ecology and economy in terms of bottom-up interactions of diverse 

agents, we can start to see each individual household as a site of interaction and as an agent of 

interaction itself. Although the field of economics views market patterns based on the behavior 

of households and frames the household as the basic unit of a global economy, we generally do 

not see households as integral to global ecology in the same way. Sustainability science’s 

emphasis on multi-scalar analysis of local and global processes helps us view households in this 

way. When we intervene at the household level, we are either reproducing or shifting existing 

patterns of relationships between the house and the larger social and ecological systems. In 

short, our homes are consequential. The way we shape them in turn shapes us and the way that 

we relate with larger social and ecological systems. The regenerative design field helps 

practitioners intervening at a small scale imagine opportunities to affect change at larger ones. 

Second, sustainability science has provided helpful tools and frameworks to support 

systems thinking at a diverse levels. Draper Kauffman’s guidance on creating basic systems maps 

is easily accessible and can be used to clarify existing mental maps and assumed relationships. 

Through it we can start to see how different parts of systems influence each other, and what 

might be missing that could help the system perform better. More sophisticated ecological and 

energy modeling techniques such as those designed by H.T. Odum could help draw attention to 

the way energy and other resources are being used in local economies. At the household level, 

energy-modeling programs have become helpful in identifying the most cost-effective 

interventions to reduce energy use (many of which are used by the federal WAP). 
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Third, sustainability science’s emphasis on adaptive co-governance approaches at the 

regional scale offers some insight about possibilities for similar approaches at the household or 

neighborhood scale. Adaptive co-governance of ecosystems recognizes that the individuals 

involved in directly managing environments are the ones who typically have the most practical 

knowledge of them and are the ones whose knowledge will be driving action. The scientist and 

the outside expert act as partners to build the adaptive capacity of the actors, bringing in their 

knowledge of different scales and of system feedback based on observations of data. Reframing 

the relationship between expert and client in home repair programs in light of this relationship 

could open up other approaches to program management (similar to the approach of 

community health workers described previously).  

Fourth, Donnella Meadows’s words of wisdom about paradigm shifts are provocative. 

What could it mean for a home repair program to be engaged in the challenge of shifting 

paradigms? Whose paradigm would be shifting – the homeowners or the repair providers? 

Both?  

Finally, although these contributions are helpful to the challenge at hand, it is also 

important to note some of the limitations of sustainability science. Despite their interest in 

bottom-up governance, the sustainability movement, sustainability science, and the green 

building movement are still largely led by elite scientists, governmental leaders, or professional 

experts whose primary interest is to try to avoid destroying the earth’s ecosystems while 

advancing economic development. The field does not typically challenge its members to 

question their positions of power or status in an uneven world (although the related field of STS 

does). Although sustainability science and sustainability governance are making great strides in 

expanding community engagement, without such a critical awareness it will be difficult to avoid 

reinforcing pre-existing power relationships.34 Experience has shown that although concerns 

about public health, social justice, and equity were at the center of the conversation behind the 

creation of the first working definition of sustainability, in practice, this element tends to be 

                                                           
34 Although practitioners from regenerative design firms like REGENESIS have discussed the high-energy, 
inspired collaborative environments of creativity they have enjoyed with partners in regenerative design, 
it’s also important to remember that they are usually interacting with people who have hired them and 
may be more ready to trust. 
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forgotten (Agyeman, 2005; Oden, 2010). Considering that the word “sustainability” is not 

particular about what exactly it is that one wants to sustain, it is easy for this word to reinforce 

the status quo and its existing relationships of power, albeit with a little more attention to 

possible ecological limits in the future. As a normative framework, resilience is similarly 

troubled, as it has been defined by sustainability scientists as a property of a system by which it 

can restore its basic form and function after it has been disturbed. By this definition, it would 

seem that capitalism and racism are resilient systems with histories spanning more than 400 

years. Are these the systems we want most to sustain? If not, perhaps another normative 

framework might serve us better. The framework of environmental justice has potential.  

 

2.3.2 Environmental Justice  

Rittel and Webber recognized that one of the greatest challenges facing the field of urban 

planning was the lack of a theory that could “locate societal goodness” or “resolve the problems 

of equity that rising pluralism is provoking.” For a field charged with serving the public interest 

and generally “doing good and being right,” some clear conception of a normative framework 

for the public good is essential (Hoch, 1984; Stein & Harper, 2005). Following the revolt against 

social injustices related to the top-down planning approaches of the 1960s and 1970s, the 

planning field took a communicative turn in which it focused on improving public processes to 

help a more inclusive public develop its own consensus about the public interest (Arnstein, 

1969; Friedmann, 1987; Healey, 1992, 2009; Hoch, 2007). However Susan Fainstein, David 

Harvey, John Friedmann, and others underscore the need for a substantive, concrete conception 

of justice that is responsive to the needs of social movements and the many people whose basic 

needs are not being met through liberal democratic governance (Fainstein, 2010; Harvey, 2008). 

As Friedmann said, even if we cannot pinpoint a singular definition of justice, our moral outrage 

over an injustice suggests we have a sense of justice, and “If injustice is to be corrected, … we 

still need the concrete imagery of utopian thinking to propose steps that would bring us a little 

close to a more just world” (Friedmann, 2002, p. 104).35 Is it possible to have a normative 

                                                           
35 In other writings, Friedmann emphasizes that such imagery emerges when planners work together with 
social movements, iteratively relating theory and practice. See “The Mediations of Radical Planning” in 
Planning in the Public Domain.  
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framework to guide planning that includes a concrete utopian vision while also honoring the 

differences of a diverse public where opportunity and power have been inequitably distributed? 

It is possible to have a normative framework that guides us toward achieving concrete outcomes 

that are just, as well as just processes?  

My review of the environmental justice literature suggests that as 1) a grassroots social 

movement uniting diverse communities, 2) a vision of flourishing communities and ecosystems, 

and 3) a robust, synthetic, and relational theory of justice, environmental justice offers planners 

a helpful normative framework to guide their practice in addressing the wicked problems of 

home environments.  

2.3.2.1 Environmental Justice as a Movement and a Collective Vision 

The environmental justice movement emerged in the 1980s and gained national attention with 

the landmark 1987 report, “Toxic Wastes and Race In The United States: A National Report on 

the Racial and Socio-Economic Characteristics of Communities with Hazardous Waste Sites” 

(UCC, 1987). This report was the first to document the widespread occurrence of environmental 

racism, a process through which communities of color were intentionally selected for waste 

disposal sites and polluting industrial facilities. The movement is generally understood to have 

begun in 1982 in Warren County, North Carolina, when grassroots community leaders protested 

a PCB landfill targeted for their overwhelmingly African American community with the support 

of civil rights groups throughout the country. The protests’ acts of civil disobedience led to 500 

arrests and increased attention to the unequal distribution of environmental burdens in 

communities across the United States (Robert D. Bullard, 1990). Grassroots community activists 

partnered with academic researchers and attorneys to document and litigate the injustice. They 

also challenged the mainstream, predominantly white environmental movement for its lack of 

concern about environmental pollution affecting urban home environments and the lack of 

representation of people of color on staff and on their boards. Environmental justice leaders 

have consistently emphasized that the environment is not some abstract place – the 

environment is where communities live, work, worship, learn, and play. Furthermore, because 

environmental policies are decisions about these home environments, communities should be 

involved in the decision process (Robert D Bullard, Mohai, Saha, & Wright, 2007).  
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As the movement grew, more than 1,000 community activists, scholars, and advocates 

gathered in 1991 for the First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit in 

Washington, D.C. (Robert D Bullard et al., 2007). At the four day event, leaders agreed on 17 

foundational principles of environmental justice that articulated a positive vision for the future 

(Delegates to the First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit, 1991). Born 

out of a struggle against environmental racism, the environmental justice movement came to 

champion a vision that affirms the right of Mother Earth and her ecosystems to be free from 

ecological destruction and the right of communities to be free from discrimination and to be 

included in decisions about their future. These claims to rights for ecosystems and communities 

went beyond the traditional concern among liberal democracies about individual rights, while 

also enumerating individual responsibilities for ethical consumerism to ensure the health of the 

natural world for present and future generations. Furthermore, it called for education of present 

and future generations on social and environmental issues that was grounded in the experience 

of diverse cultures and a right to self-determination. With 17 specific yet overlapping principles, 

diverse local communities were able to identify their own place within the large, uniting vision 

of environmental justice (Delegates to the First National People of Color Environmental 

Leadership Summit, 1991). As environmental justice scholar David Schlosberg notes, one of the 

great strengths of the environmental justice movement has been its capacity to achieve unity 

through diversity, not uniformity (Schlosberg, 2009).  

2.3.2.2 Environmental Justice as a Robust Normative Framework 

Drawing on some of the movement definitions described earlier, I define environmental justice 

as the ideal wherein:  

1) “we speak for ourselves” (L. W. Cole & Foster, 2001, p. 1) and  
2) every human being, now and in the future, gets to live, work, learn, play, and worship in 

a healthy environment that enables them to reach their full human potential.  
 

Whereas the field of planning sometimes gets stuck in a debate about process versus 

outcome,36 this two-part definition offers a synthesis of both. The first part of this definition 

addresses concerns about procedural equity and inclusive participatory processes. If 

                                                           
36 Frank Fischer has named this debate as an unproductive one that can be resolved through a larger 
framework (F. Fischer, 2009). One possible larger framework is environmental justice.  
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communities are to speak for themselves, they need a seat at the decision-making table in a fair 

process whereby they are heard and respected. The second part of the definition offers a 

substantive, concrete vision with measurable outcomes that can be worked toward. Implicit in 

the statement is a recognition that access to healthy environments has not been equal, but that 

we should achieve distributional equity in terms of both environmental benefits and 

environmental burdens. While visions of the “good city” and the “public interest” have been 

criticized for coming from elites unaware of the struggles of communities, this vision came from 

the ground-up by the people who have been most burdened and marginalized by the current 

form of our local and global economic structures. Although unitary visions of the good city have 

posed a challenge to increasing pluralism, the environmental justice movement has succeeded 

in uniting diverse communities in locales throughout the world through a recognition of 

interdependence and a vision that allows for self-organization around generally held common 

intentions. Instead of forcing uniformity of intention, at its best, the movement and its vision 

draw strength from diversity and create a space for inevitable and necessary conflicts 

(Schlosberg, 2009). Often, small, local groups start self-organizing around environmental justice 

issues without necessarily being aware of others engaged in the same struggle, but thanks in 

part to expanding access to the Internet these groups are increasingly discovering each other 

and their place in a larger movement (Hawken, 2007; Schlosberg, 2009).  

In reflecting on this basic definition of environmental justice and its grounding in the 

environmental justice movement, it is also helpful to examine both in light of: 1) theories of 

justice that have been dominant in liberal democratic states, and 2) theories of justice that have 

been advanced by philosophers working to resolve some of the challenges of pluralism and 

inequality of political and economic power in democracy that had come to public attention in 

the late 1960s to 1970s. Each general category will be summarized in turn. The dominant 

theories of justice include substantive justice, distributional equity, and procedural justice. The 

second set of theories of justice includes recognition and capabilities as frameworks of justice. 

Scholars who have advanced recognition and capabilities as justice have asserted that the 

potential to achieve the first set of justice outcomes in a diverse and unequal world depends on 

accepting the second set.  
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2.3.2.2.1 Dominant Theories of Justice: Substantive, Procedural, and Distributional Justice 

In liberal democratic societies, such as the U.S., we tend to recognize three forms of justice. 

First, we have some substantive rights, which we have declared to exist and have sometimes 

created systems to protect and provide for those rights. We have a substantive right to free 

speech that is protected by the U.S. Constitution. In 1948, the United Nations General Assembly 

adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, including Article 25, which recognizes the 

right to an adequate standard of living, including a minimum entitlement of food, clothing, and 

housing. Second, we are afforded procedural rights, including a right to due process and a right 

to participate in decisions affecting our lives. Third, we have constitutional protections against 

discrimination based on race, sex, religion, and national origin. Our sense of justice tends to be 

triggered when we see distributional inequality, especially when it appears that distribution has 

been based on discrimination. Environmental racism is a denial of all of these assumed rights. 

Substantively, it denies communities the right to an adequate standard of living by infringing on 

access to clean air, water, and soil. Procedurally, communities have been denied the right to 

participate as equals in matters of vital importance to their lives. Furthermore, elite powers 

discriminated against communities of color, leaving them to disproportionately bear the 

environmental burdens produced in an economy that benefited a few. When the Environmental 

Protection Agency established the Office of Environmental Justice, it was acting to enforce equal 

rights already established but ignored in practice.  

From a theoretical perspective, there are two philosophers who have helped develop a 

stronger understanding of the challenges and possibilities of distributional and procedural 

justice in liberal democracies. John Rawls’s conceptions of distributional equity have significantly 

influenced the field of planning, as have Jurgen Habermas’s conceptions of procedural justice. 

Their contributions will be considered in turn.  

John Rawls’ primary contribution to the discourse on justice is the emphasis he placed 

on justice as fair distribution. Rawls presented a theory for a fair way for developing 

appropriate principles of distribution and fair terms of cooperation among free, equal, 

reasonable and rational citizens. Such principles could only come about should we first step into 

an imaginary “original position,” behind a “veil of ignorance” to a place where we would be 

blind to our position in life – our strengths, weaknesses, social status, material wealth, and place 
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within the overall society, across all future generations (Rawls, 1999, 2001). From such a state of 

ignorance, one would be free to develop principles from an impartial position that everyone 

could agree upon. From this impartial position, Rawls draws two principles of justice:  

1) Everyone would have the same basic political rights (each would have the most 
extensive basic liberty compatible with similar liberty for others), and  

2) The distribution of economic and social inequality would benefit everyone, and the least 
well-off would benefit most.37 

 
Rawls’s theories have been central to theorization about justice in the field of planning 

(Fainstein, 2010; Schlosberg, 2009; Stein & Harper, 2005).  

Habermas’s main contribution to justice theories is that societal transformation 

resulting in a just allocation of resources can only come about through rational discourse in “the 

ideal speech situation” wherein all participants were freed from the limits to rationality imposed 

by their personal interests, societal positions, and patterns of power and domination (Bernstein, 

1978).38 His emphasis on dialogue and full participation as a way to community transformation 

and collaborative action has had a major influence on the field of planning and its emphasis on 

public participation processes as a necessary component of just cities (Healey, 1992; Hoch, 

2007; Innes & Booher, 2010). The idea of procedural justice is reinforced by this broader 

emphasis on public participation in democracy. Procedural justice implies that everyone has a 

right to equal treatment and access to participation in fair processes of public decision-making 

affecting their lives. Simply put, justice is conditioned on a fair decision-making process in which 

everyone should be able to participate.39 

                                                           
37 This is actually one part of the two-part second principle. The other part is that offices and positions 
must be open to everyone under conditions of fair equality of opportunity. 
38 Habermas listed many conditions of an ideal speech situation and later clarified that the four most 
important conditions were that: 1) no one capable of making a relevant contribution has been excluded, 
2) participants have equal voice, 3) they are internally free to speak their honest opinion without 
deception or self-deception, and 4) there are no sources of coercion built into the process and procedures 
of discourse (Bohman & Rehg, 2014). 
39 From an institutional perspective, procedural justice is defined as “fair and equitable distribution 
processes of a state” (Schlosberg, 2009, p. 25). In contemporary planning theory, procedural justice is 
expanded to emphasize the importance of participatory democracy and social learning. Just as Habermas 
was interested in intersubjective communication, communicative planners emphasize the importance of a 
community of inquirers and their particular local context. 
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Substantive, procedural, and distributional justice are all fitting for a liberal democracy. 

To a large extent they relate to rights that can be enforced and outcomes that can observed and 

planned for. Rawls and Habermas both helped advance thinking on these rights by recognizing 

their limitations in practice: both saw that everyday governance reproduced patterns of 

inequality because those relations of unequal power and privilege shaped the conversations 

about distribution. Rawls basically argued that if only people were able to notice and step 

outside their patterned positions to a more fundamental, “original position,” where they could 

recognize everyone as equal and reason objectively, people would act impartially and distribute 

resources fairly. Habermas basically argued that if only people were able to leave their narrow 

self-interests and fixed ways of interpreting the world aside, people could engage in ideal 

speech environments as fully rational individuals and come to a better consensus through 

communicative rationality. They both believed that rational argumentation could lead to more 

just democratic decisions, but saw that such argumentation was limited by narrowly defined, 

closed-minded notions of self-interest and privileged positions of power that led to distorted 

discourse and unjust outcomes. These theories are a natural fit for a normative framework in 

conventional planning practice (Stein & Harper, 2005). The influence of these theories can also 

be seen clearly in planners’ normative framing of sustainability. For instance, Scott Campbell’s 

“planner’s triangle” is based on the belief that diverse stakeholders can rationally debate and 

find some common ground among competing economic interests and concern for distributive 

equity among people and ecological health. In his original presentation of this normative 

framework, Campbell also expressed particular interest in the environmental justice movement, 

given its focus on advancing both equity and environmental concerns (S. Campbell, 1996). 

2.3.2.2.2 Emergent Theories of Justice: Recognition and Capabilities as Justice  

Although Rawls and Habermas advanced the theoretical framing of justice, both have also been 

criticized by those engaged in social movements confronting injustices in real contexts for 

restricting themselves to fairly atomistic, and rational theories of justice particular to liberal 

democratic states (Fainstein, 2010). Their theories are nice, abstract, rational arguments, but on 

the ground injustice remains much more complicated than a simple matter of distribution or 

participation in process (Young, 1990). 
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In light of these limitations, Nancy Fraser, Iris Marion Young, Axel Honneth, and Charles 

Taylor have all emphasized the importance of recognition as justice (Fainstein, 2010; 

Schlosberg, 2009). They argue that lack of recognition and respect is the root cause of 

distributional and procedural injustices: until we all learn to value the other and move beyond 

racism, classism, and sexism, injustice will remain.40 The problem of a lack of recognition and 

respect of individuals and cultural communities in the social and political realms is multi-layered. 

Not only does a lack of recognition and respect lead to unjust distributions, it also inflicts 

damage to oppressed individuals and communities in the political and cultural realms. In 

damaging the sense of self-worth and self-determination of oppressed individuals and 

communities, they are less equipped to self-organize and advocate on their own behalf. 

Honneth (1995) and Taylor (1994) emphasize that, from a social-psychological perspective, we 

rely on the reciprocal and intersubjective recognition of others for our own human dignity and 

integrity. When recognition and respect are denied, it is not simply discourteous, it is denial of a 

vital human need. Furthermore, while Habermas and Rawls seemed to envision an ideal state of 

discourse in which individuals participated having let go of their distinct identities and relating 

to each other as equals, Young (1990) was one of the first to challenge this ideal, noting that 

group differences are not to be erased, but rather recognized, respected, and valued without 

oppression. In that regard, her ideal of justice was similar to that of Mary Follett Parker (1918) 

before her, who emphasized the aim of unity, not uniformity in democratic governance. From 

the lens of recognition as justice, social diversity is an asset, not a problem. The possibility of 

recognition emerges through our relationships with one another as individuals and 

communities. As a way of relating, it cannot be quantified or enforced, but Young, Honneth, 

Taylor, and others assert that the presence or absence of recognition is consequential.  

If recognition is conceptually tied to the interactions of actors in political processes and 

social spaces, then the capabilities approach to justice advanced by Amartya Sen and Martha 

Nussbaum (Nussbaum, 2000; Nussbaum, Sen, & World Institute for Development Economics 

Research, 1993; Sen, 1999) is conceptually tied to the outcomes of those interactions. Sen and 

                                                           
40 As Alex Honneth (2003, p. 114) asserts, “Even distributional injustices must be understood as the 
institutional expression of social disrespect – or, better said, of unjustified relations of recognition.” 
Similarly, Richard Rorty argues that the greatest injustice is humiliation.  
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Nussbaum are not simply concerned about distribution, per se, but the extent to which the 

distribution of resources and opportunities affect our well-being, how we function, and the 

extent to which we have the opportunity to grow and develop as individuals and communities. 

These capabilities are related to “a person’s opportunities to do and to be what they choose in 

the context of a given society” (Schlosberg, 2009, p. 30). The question of justice moves from, 

How much do we all get? to How does what we get enrich our lives and our full capacity as 

humans to live life as we choose to live it? The capabilities approach emphasizes both the 

capabilities held by people and their ability to express and develop those capabilities in their 

personal and community life. As Schlosberg notes, the capabilities approach focuses on “what it 

is that either enables or interrupts a living system in its ability to transform primary goods (if 

they are available) into functionings” (Schlosberg, 2009, pp. 30–31). This dynamic, relational 

conception of justice easily translates to the capabilities of ecosystems for resilience (i.e., their 

capacity to maintain their basic form and function in the face of disturbance). Given that the 

environmental justice movement affirms the integrity of Mother Earth, diverse cultural 

communities, and individuals, the capabilities approach aligns and lends theoretical strength to 

environmental justice. The capabilities focus emphasizes that healthy physical, social, and 

political environments are required to help us reach our full potential in our chosen lives, and 

that expanding our capabilities allows us to be better caretakers in the living systems we inhabit. 

When viewed together, recognition and capabilities are mutually supportive and 

reinforcing. When one relates to another individual, community, or ecosystem from a place of 

recognition and respect, one is able to recognize their special attributes and capabilities. In so 

doing, individuals and groups are better able to form mutually supportive, reciprocal 

relationships that lead to higher functioning of individuals, communities, and ecosystems. When 

such recognition is lacking, misuse, abuse, or neglect of self, others, and ecosystems is more 

likely, which undermines a context supportive of the full development of capabilities.  

2.3.2.2.3 Review of Environmental Justice as an Affirmative Vision and Normative Framework 

Based on the review of the literature presented, there appear to be historic and theoretical 

grounding to support a holistic vision and synthetic theory of environmental justice that can be 

of use to practitioners contending with wicked problems and a desire to improve the social and 

ecological conditions of home environments. As a place-based, relational theory of justice that 
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applies to the welfare of individuals, communities, and ecosystems and is grounded in the social 

movements of diverse cultural groups affected by similar excesses of the dominant economic 

model, this theory of justice is helpful in moving beyond some of the limitations named by Rittel 

and Webber with regard to wicked problems. Grounded in the 17 principles of the 

environmental justice movement, the theories of substantive, distributional, and procedural 

justice, as well as the theories of recognition and capabilities as justice, environmental justice 

could appear to be a “kitchen sink” conception of justice (i.e., one that throws in all things and 

ultimately offers no direction). Instead, I argue that, as a pragmatic conception that emerged 

from practice and is supported by theory, environmental justice is helpful for thinking through 

appropriate action with regard to process and community engagement, as well as in analyzing 

the practical consequences of those interactions and our collective actions.  

This holistic conception is also helpful in considering the moment-by-moment ways in 

which we are about to learn, adapt, and collectively act with one another to improve our 

collective living conditions and our experience of life. If one argues that Rawls and Habermas 

found that a closed mind was a barrier to the collaborative rationality required of distributional 

and procedural justice, then perhaps a closed heart could be understood to be a barrier to 

recognition as justice, and a closed will could be understood as a barrier to capabilities as 

justice. The possibilities of achieving expanded capabilities through engagement with an open 

mind, heart, and will are further discussed in Section 2.3.3, which describes recent 

developments in social learning. Before turning to the tradition of social learning, it is important 

to acknowledge another one of the essential contributions the environmental justice literature 

has offered planners seeking to address the wicked problems facing home environments: 

community-based participatory research.  

2.3.2.3 Environmental Justice as a Practice of Community-based Participatory Research.  

From its beginnings, one of the greatest strengths of the environmental justice movement has 

been its success in bridging local and expert knowledge into effective collaborative action. 

Before “Toxic Wastes and Race” was published in 1987, communities throughout the southern 

United States were engaged in similar but independent struggles. As lawyers and academics 

began to support and document abuses of environmental and civil rights laws and the 

distribution of environmental burdens and the movement was able to share information and 
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recognize patterns in their shared struggle and their common values, local groups found power 

in their collective strength and knowledge. Environmental justice scholars developed 

approaches to collaborative, participatory action research that helped improve particular local 

conditions while also advancing broader scientific knowledge. As urban planners strive to plan 

with complexity, merge expert and local knowledge, and increase community health and well-

being, they have much to learn from this field of action inquiry (Angotti & Sze, 2009; Corburn, 

2009; Innes & Booher, 2010). 

Environmental justice scholarship is known generally for its adaptive, mixed-method 

approach, but it has been particularly successful in advancing community-based, participatory 

research (CBPR) as an approach to the study of health disparities and environmental justice. 

CPBR has been defined as a “systematic inquiry, with the participation of those affected by the 

problem, for the purposes of education and action and social change” (Green, George, & Daniel, 

1995, p. 2; Minkler, 2010). A favored research method by environmental justice scholars and 

activists, CBPR recognizes and integrates both local knowledge and expert knowledge: 

community members are deeply involved in all phases of study, including design, 

implementation, data interpretation, conclusions, dissemination of results, and collaborative 

actions informed by those results. As such, CBPR is a research and learning strategy at the 

intersections of research, practice, policy, and collective action to create healthy environments 

accessible to all (Angotti & Sze, 2009; Corburn, 2009; Israel, Eng, Schulz, & Parker, 2005).  

2.3.2.4 Reflections on Environmental Justice 

This review of environmental justice scholarship suggests that this field’s holistic vision, place-

based, normative framework and its integration of local and expert knowledge through 

collaborative inquiry are helpful in addressing the theoretical challenges named by Rittel and 

Webber and valuable in guiding interventions in home environments. As discussed in “Review of 

Environmental Justice as an Affirmative Vision and Normative Framework” in Section 2.3.2 

below, EJ can be helpful in guiding the substantive aims and relational engagement of praxis in 

the design of healthy environments. 
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2.3.3 Social Learning 

Reflecting back on the scholarship and practice of the relatively new fields of sustainability 

science and environmental justice, it is important to recognize their increasingly similar 

epistemological foundations. Both areas of inquiry have consistently made strong calls for 

transdisciplinary, translational research that engages actors with diverse knowledge and 

expertise to improve social and ecological conditions, and both have developed methodological 

and governance approaches to answer this call to action inquiry. Both sustainability science and 

environmental justice acknowledge that our social and ecological systems are undergoing 

significant changes, recognize that contingency and uncertainty are part of actionable 

knowledge, and understand that effective and just management of such complex environments 

requires the contributions of diverse stakeholders (Corburn, 2009; Folke et al., 2005; M. Glaser, 

2012).  

2.3.3.1 Epistemological Foundations of Social Learning 

Given these common approaches to their understanding of actionable knowledge, both of these 

areas of inquiry appear to be epistemologically grounded in social learning, or more specifically, 

pragmatism.41 The intellectual roots of American pragmatism lie in another period of rapid social 

and ecological change following the U.S. Civil War and the growth of industrial cities (Menand, 

                                                           
41 Social learning is generally used a board category to refer to the ways that groups learn, act, and adapt 
together. Friedman (1987) and Holden (2008) both provide excellent overview of the social learning 
tradition in planning, management, and public policy and include pragmatism as one of the primary 
contributors to this general area of scholarship. In Friedmann’s review of social learning (the first 
comprehensive review I have seen that names social learning as a tradition unto itself), he used the 
category of social learning to include include John Dewey’s pragmatism (while leaving out the pragmatism 
of William James and Charles Pierce), Mao Tse-tung’s philosophy of practice, Lewis Mumford’s democratic 
regionalism, Edgar S. Dunn Jr.’s evolutionary experimentation, and the tradition of organizational 
development (including Lewin, Argyris, and Schon). In his typology, he also left Jurgen Habermas out of 
the social learning tradition, even though his theories of communicative rationality and the importance of 
communicative acts are largely consistent with the pragmatists and others in the social learning tradition. 
He also placed Albert O. Hirschman in a separate category of social reform, but Holden considered his 
work the foundation of social learning tradition in policy and planning. Further complicating precision with 
the descriptive category of traditions, as early as 1963, social learning had been framed as a specific 
theory of learning that challenged previous limits of behavioral and cognitive theories of learning 
(Bandura, 1963; Rotter, 1954). Overall, as a general descriptor of loose traditions that recognize that 
human beings influence one another’s understandings of the world and learn together through action in 
changing home environments, social learning works to describe this. When I refer to the social learning 
tradition, I draw most significantly from pragmatism, and for the purposes of this discussion, I will often 
use “social learning theorists” and “pragmatists” interchangeably.  
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2001). The early pragmatists (e.g., Charles Peirce, William James, and John Dewey) were all also 

deeply influenced by Charles Darwin’s theories of evolution, recognizing that evolutionary 

theory challenged previous ideas about fixed essences, absolute truths, or an unchanging, 

eternal order beyond existing appearances. As such, they recognized that change was constant, 

humans can alter their environment, and truth claims had to be considered in terms of their real 

world consequences (Dewey, 1997; Menand, 2001). Natural and social scientists, civic leaders, 

and the general public are similarly confronted by the uncertainty and unpredictability of 

climate change, and many leaders are calling for more adaptive, reflective, and broadly 

collective processes to better manage complex systems that are grounded in the social learning 

tradition (Healey, 2007; Innes & Booher, 2010; Kania & Kramer, 2011, 2013; Olsson et al., 2004) 

 In contrast to the positivist orientations of the natural sciences, theorists in social 

learning traditions assume that knowledge claims are fallible, contextual, non-neutral and 

socially constructed.42 Unlike other social scientists who have sought to reveal immutable social 

laws through their research, those embracing a social learning epistemology have asserted that 

human beings are fundamentally adaptive organisms who can (and do) change their behavior in 

a reciprocal relationship with their social and ecological environments (e.g., they shape their 

environment, their environment shapes them). Although they reject the notion of absolute 

truths and understand that knowledge is fundamentally shaped by context, they also believe 

that people can learn together, reach temporary agreements, and work collaboratively to 

address issues of common concern. They find hope in “an ever-expanding community of 

inquirers, establishing a systematic approach to testing, adjusting, and adapting to new truths 

that can be agreed upon by an increasingly diverse group of people” (Holden, 2008, p. 11). From 

this perspective, social learning networks operating at multiple scales (from the local to the 

national) are essential in achieving the goals of the sustainability and environmental justice 

movements. With an emphasis on contextually grounded, socially relevant, action research 

                                                           
42 They claim that valid “knowledge is derived from experience and validated in practice” and that it 
“emerges from an ongoing dialectical process in which the main emphasis is on new practical 
understandings: existing understanding (theory) is enriched with lessons drawn from experience, and the 

‘new’ understanding is then applied in the continuing process of action and change” (Friedmann, 1987, 
p. 81). 
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conducted by a diverse community of inquirers, social learning is an appropriate epistemology 

for place-based research pertaining to home environments.  

Of course, discovering and creating new truths with diverse people and adapting to 

those new truths through new habits is easier said than done. Founding pragmatists asserted 

that “the scientifically correct way to effect change is through social experimentation, careful 

observation of the results, and a willingness to admit to error and learn from it” (Friedmann, 

1987, p. 82). They also recognized that such social experimentation was risky and required 

participants to be willing to question previously unexamined assumptions, let go of truths they 

once found self-evident, and alter their habitual ways of engaging with their social and 

ecological home environments. Although John Dewey, Kurt Lewin, and Paulo Freire all viewed 

this as a liberating discovery process and Donella Meadows recognized this willingness to 

restructure one’s mindset as the most powerful opportunity for positive system change, they 

and other social learning theorists have recognized the vulnerability, risk, and resistance 

endemic to such restructuring of one’s relations to the world.43 As Friedmann notes, “[t]he 

problem is that any restructuring is painful, and organizations, like people, are reluctant to inflict 

such pain on themselves, unless not doing so is likely to cause even greater pain. Even then, 

mechanisms are at work that will tend to discount the pain of the present while magnifying in 

the mind the pain of future changes.” (Friedmann, 1987, p. 215). Of course, that is based on the 

idea that we even notice that there is something to be changed.44 One of the problems with 

                                                           
43 Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) presented the transformational possibilities involved in 

dialogic learning environments where individuals in learning communities could free their minds from 
entrenched patterns and rename the world. Lewin’s approach to action research and unfreezing of the 
mind was intended to be a liberating one (O. Scharmer, 2009; Schein, 1995). Dewey’s faith in the scientific 
method and its potential for democracy rested in its reflective discovery process of “uncovering the new 
and leaving behind the old” (Dewey, 1950; Friedmann, 1987).  
 
44 This is a central concern of critical theorists who assert that there are oppressive social structures in 
place and maintained by those with power, but that the majority of people oppressed by these structures 
were unaware of them and could not imagine a world that would be different. Karl Marx referred to this 
as the “false consciousness” of the masses that operated at the individual and class level, and Antonio 
Gramsci built on this foundation in introducing the idea of “hegemony.” Through hegemony, a dominant 
class exerts authority over others by presenting its own moral, political, and cultural values as societal 
norms, such that the average person simply sees them as common sense. Hegemony maintains capitalist 
structures through active consent and common agreement that the system works in everybody’s favor 
(Allmendinger, 2002). Jurgen Habermas asserted that the only way people could be liberated from these 
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unexamined assumptions and habits is, of course, that they are unnoticed, habitual, and they 

are embodied in our experience of life. They are connected to the particular ways our complex, 

adaptive brains frame our experience.  

2.3.3.2 Framing: An Adaptive Asset and a Liability  

As employed earlier, the term “frame” is borrowed from the influential sociologist Erving 

Goffman who used it to denote “schemata of interpretation” (e.g., concepts and theoretical 

perspectives) that enable individuals to “locate, perceive, identify, and label” occurrences within 

their home environments and give them meaning (Goffman, 1974, p. 21). Similarly, Martin Rein 

and Donald Schon (1996, p. 89) view frames as “strong and generic narratives that guide both 

analysis and action.” These frames function to structure attention, organize experience, and 

guide action in environments with otherwise potentially overwhelming sensory data and 

potential risk. As Goffman (1974) explained, frame is a metaphor of a picture frame: a person 

uses the frame (e.g., structure) to hold together his picture (e.g., view and understanding) of 

what he is experiencing in his life. The analogy and the term have also been used by behavioral 

and evolutionary psychologists to describe the ability of our minds to relate one frame to 

another and create whole systems of meaning that organize our perception, an adaptive 

capacity that sets us apart from other species (D. S. Wilson, 2011). Although frames could have 

been constructed consciously or unconsciously at the individual level, in both cases they are 

adaptive responses to the surrounding environment, and they tend to operate on a 

subconscious level through tacit knowledge and habits. As human beings are social animals, 

frames are generally learned through social activity with a social or cultural group (Brooks, 

2011a; Goffman, 1974; Moore & Wilson, 2013).  

This evolutionary strength involves a few challenges. First of all, by the nature of our 

changing social and ecological environments, some frames work to our disadvantage as our 

circumstances change. Second, the frames underlying these habits and identities are often blind 

spots, operating outside of our conscious view: we simply experience them as the way things 

are and the way things work. Third, even when they reach conscious attention, the habits and 

                                                           
structures was through intersubjective dialogue in which they could see through the false consciousness 
and create new agreements and structures (Bernstein, 1973).  
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identities that have helped us survive in the past and given meaning to our lives in the present 

are not things we are generally interested in giving up once we notice them. Fourth, our ability 

to individually and collectively adapt depends on our ability to align our frames with one 

another and with changing social and ecological realities. Fifth, many of our frames serve 

powerful interests in a social landscape with very uneven distributions of power with a vested 

interest in reinforcing certain dominant frames (J. Forester, 1988; Herman & Chomsky, 1988; C. 

O. Scharmer, 2010; Snow, Rochford, Worden, & Benford, 1986; D. S. Wilson, 2011).  

The good news is that there are personal and interpersonal strategies that can be used 

to draw attention to these frames, and there is some freedom around shifting frames when one 

frames them as past adaptive strategies that worked once, but have outlived their useful life. On 

the personal side, mindfulness practices and therapeutic methods such as behavior therapy, 

cognitive therapy, and mindfulness-based therapies can support reframing (D. S. Wilson, 2011). 

From a social movement perspective, theorists have identified strategies for frame alignment 

among diverse actors (Snow et al., 1986).45 From a more general interpersonal and collective 

perspective, theorists in social learning traditions have identified qualities of social learning 

environments that are particularly conducive to such transformational learning.  

2.3.3.3 High-performing Social Learning Environments  

Extensive research and practice in education, organizational development, dialogue, and 

planning have identified characteristics of social environments that are conducive to higher 

order thinking, collective creativity, and higher performance results (Cooperrider & Whitney, 

2005; Deci & Ryan, 2008; Friedmann, 1987; Grant, 2012; Innes & Booher, 2010; Logan, King, & 

Fischer-Wright, 2008; O. Scharmer, 2009; D. S. Wilson, 2011). Drawing on his review of many of 

                                                           
45 It is important to note that Snow et al. see frame alignment as consensual but not necessarily 
consensus-based process. The power of frame alignment is not that everyone is looking through the exact 
same frame, but rather that diverse frames can be aligned. They discuss frame bridging (e.g., linking 
ideologically congruent but structurally different frames), frame amplification (e.g., clarification or 
reinvigoration of an existing frame so as to inspire a greater sense of purpose and motivation), frame 
extension (e.g., expanding a frame in a way that includes compatible frames that are important to other 
groups who are interested in joining the larger collective), and frame transformation (e.g., a new frame is 
used to make sense of past and present experiences that affords new power and possibility for action by 
those who hold it) (Snow, Rochford, Worden, & Benford, 1986). 
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these traditions of social learning, Friedmann (1987, pp. 186–187) presented five synthetic 

generalizations about effective social learning, including these four:  

 “Actions in the public domain usually involved many collaborators acting through small, 

task-oriented groups, which, in their internal relationships, display psychosocial 

dynamics that are not reducible to the characteristics of individual participants.  

 Action groups are organized around specific tasks. In addition to the objective 

requirements of the tasks, group behavior is influenced by the way the personal needs 

of its members for love, esteem, and self-expression are being addressed within both 

the group and the larger environment of which it forms a part.  

 Social learning in small groups takes place primarily through face-to-face relations, or 

dialogue. But dialogue requires interpersonal skills, such as the art of listening, the 

ability to trust others and make oneself vulnerable to them, a willingness to suspend 

rank and material power, and a responsiveness to others’ needs. These and related 

skills of dialogue can be acquired, at least in rudimentary form, through appropriate 

training.  

 In social learning, objectives tend to emerge in the course of ongoing action. To bring 

about a significant redirection of objectives, however, may involve a long and painful 

process of ‘double loop’ learning. [emphasis added]”46 

In considering this list, a few patterns, deductions, and clarifications are important to note. First, 

Friedmann’s emphasis on small groups should not be interpreted to mean that social learning 

occurs only in bounded groups of a few actors. Ultimately, the social learning-based proposal 

that Friedmann presents for a radical planning practice intended to affect global change involves 

a distributed network of small groups engaging in deep dialogue and reflective praxis. Referring 

to research in organizational learning that had consistently found high performance outcomes in 

small intimate working groups in firms, Friedmann wanted to see that same potential for deep 

learning and collective creativity unleashed for the public good, beyond the site of the firm.47  

                                                           
46 Double-loop learning refers to the modification or rejection of a goal, policy, or strategy in light of 
experience. In contrast, single-loop learning refers to a practice of individuals or organizations to continue 
applying the same approach in response to situations, even when feedback suggests the approach isn’t 
working. These are basic aspects of theories of reflective practice as framed by Chris Agryis and Donald 
Schon, drawing from John Dewey’s theories of pragmatism.  
 
47 Evolutionary scientist David Sloan Wilson asserts that our capacity to form highly functioning small 

groups is a key evolutionary advantage for human beings. Consistent with the findings of social learning 

theorists, he writes:  
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Second, Friedmann’s radical planning practice called for the household to be the center 

of such groups, as he saw it as the primary site for radical practice and the central institution in 

civil society. Drawing from feminist scholarship, he argues that the household has been a 

stronghold of oppressive, patriarchal forces, as well as a site of biological and social 

reproduction that has supported the capitalist economy (Friedmann, 1987, p. 268). As such, he 

argues that households should be the central site of restructuring the economy for the 

“collective self-production of life” (Friedmann, 1987, p. 356).48  

Third, when reflecting on Friedmann’s emphasis on small, non-permanent groups, it is 

helpful to recognize that his emphasis is as much on the size of the group as the quality of their 

interactions and their capacity to value emergent outcomes through self-organization. The 

interactions of such groups are characterized by intrinsic motivation, self-expression, self-

organization, and respectful, caring relationships with group members. Small, trusting, non-

hierarchical, face-to-face groups support the kind of intimacy and mutual support that are 

conducive to the radical openness required for deep learning, suspension of old frames, and 

creation of new possibilities. Given the intimacy Friedmann assumed to be present in 

households, he saw this as another reason that radical practice should engage households. That 

said, two important points warrant emphasis: 1) Friedmann recognizes that dialogue enables 

these conversations, and 2) he asserts that individuals can develop listening skills that allow 

them to participate in such dialogue.  

2.3.3.4 Dialogue: Transformational Conversations  

In reviewing Friedmann’s synthetic generalizations it is important to recognize the importance 

he places on dialogue. Although a direct reading of the third statement above may suggest that 

he defines dialogue as face-to-face interactions, the larger context of his argument and the 

literature on which it is based frame dialogue as a form of communicative engagement 

                                                           
“We are designed as a species to cooperate in small groups that are coordinated and policed by 

norms established by consensus. We hate being bossed around and distrust the assurance that it 

is for our own good. Any group of adults attempts to establish this kind of guarded egalitarianism 

unless circumstances dictate a more hierarchical structure” (D. S. Wilson, 2011, p. 224). 

48 See Chapter 10: “The Mediations of Radical Planning.” Furthermore, more recently, social learning-

based models have been used in large-scale efforts to manage complex challenges (Innes & Booher, 
2010; Kania & Kramer, 2013). 
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characterized by radical openness, mutual trust, and discovery of common understanding. The 

origin of the word “dialogue” comes from the Greek roots “dia,” meaning “across” or “through,” 

and “legin,” meaning “speak.”49 Etymologically, then, dialogue connotes a stream of meaning 

flowing through two or more human beings as a collective through which new understanding 

may emerge (Bohm, 1996, p. 6; Jenlink & Banathy, 2007).  

The word dialogue has been used by philosophers, educators, and social scientists to 

describe highly engaged, deeply connected kind of transformational conversation in which 

frames can be discovered, shifted, and reimagined. For Brazilian educator and social activist, 

Paulo Friere, dialogue is an essential tool for liberation in social learning communities. In 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed, he described preconditions for dialogue and transformation, 

including:  

“Founding itself upon love, humility, and faith, dialogue becomes a horizontal 

relationship of which mutual trust between the dialoguers is the logical consequence. It 

would be a contradiction in terms if dialogue — loving, humble, and full of faith — did 

not produce this climate of mutual trust, which leads the dialoguers into ever closer 

partnership in the naming of the world” (Freire, 1970, p. Chapter 3). 

When Freire says “horizontal relationship,” he means a relationship of equality where all 

parties have equal power, respect, and recognition, and the relationships are free of hierarchical 

patterns of power, control, and influence. As he and Friedmann note, these hierarchical patterns 

always exist and must be suspended in order to engage in dialogue. Furthermore, Freire’s theory 

of dialogue holds that in addition to equality, genuine dialogue requires mutual care among 

participants and a willingness to enter open-mindedly into a conversation through which 

existing thoughts will change and new knowledge will be created (Freire Institute, 2015). 

Dialogue in this sense is a generative and transformative form of conversation predicated on 

deep relatedness among participants and willingness to discover, learn, and create together. 

Dialogue is necessarily unsettling, as it can shift previous assumptions and agreements. It 

requires that participants listen deeply by opening their minds, hearts, and wills to the 

                                                           
49 http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/dialogue early  

 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/dialogue


 

69 
 

possibilities that might emerge in the stream of genuine dialogue. As philosopher and 

theologian Martin Buber put it: 

“There is genuine dialogue – no matter whether spoken or silent – where each 

of the participants really has in mind the other or others in their present and 

particular being and turns to them with the intention of establishing a living 

mutual relationship between himself and them” (Buber, 1965, p. 19). 

The primary intention of dialogue, is not, then, an instrumental means to solve a 

problem. The core intention is to establish a “living mutual relation” – a deep relatedness. Out 

of such relatedness, participants are enabled to share in a common space and a “community of 

creative possibilities” (Jenlink & Banathy, 2007, pp. 161–162). Ironically, the power of dialogue 

to generate high performance outcomes is predicated on a suspension of concern about 

outcomes (e.g., pre-existing agendas, fixed ideas about what constitutes a problem and a 

solution, or a focus on ends that need to be met) (Bohm, 1996). What is required is that we are 

open and attuned to one another and our environment in the present. Through this engaged 

and enlivened experience of full presence, we are able to see more clearly into the present 

moment and discover appropriate action.  

Although the future-oriented field of planning has been somewhat hardwired for 

means-end analysis and instrumental rationality, some developments in the field have 

emphasized the importance of this form of communication. The field and practice of dialogue 

and deliberation and the development of deliberative and inclusionary processes (DIPs) and 

other participatory methods has greatly expanded since Rittel and Webber framed the 

challenges of “wicked problems” (Agyeman, 2005; Dryzek, 1994; NCDD, 2105). The practices of 

appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005) and asset-based community development 

(Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993; McKnight, Block, & American Planning Association, 2010) also 

draw on the mutual respect and care values underlying dialogue. These processes do not start 

out with a pre-ordained problem frame – instead they begin with conversations among people 
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with a particular interest in identifying existing strengths and assets of individuals and the 

experience of their interactions with their social and ecological environments.50  

2.3.3.5 Regenerative Dialogue: Naming and Renaming Our Home Environments  

As briefly mentioned previously, the regenerative design and development literature also has 

named the importance of dialogue in the planning and design of home environments. The 

planning and design firm BNIM calls their community engagement approach a “collaborative 

dialogue of discovery.” As they explain, “Its purpose is not just to enable community input, 

generally a one-way process, but to stimulate dialogue about the natural and cultural systems in 

the place where the project is located, to identify values and goals that motivate participants to 

live sustainably, and to empower participants to sustain continuing evolution” (Hoxie, Berkebile, 

& Todd, 2012). They shared a successful case study in which a town that was devastated by a 

tornado was able to create a collective vision for their town that honored their core values as a 

community and to rebuild in a way that expressed these values. In the case of Greensburg, KS 

the tornado’s devastation created a new, open field from which to create. It is unclear whether 

the dialogue of discovery process also opened creative space by uncovering assumptions that 

had constrained communities in the past, or if those who participated had the experience of 

participating in an open conversation without an agenda. However, in cases in which past 

frames are not shifted by natural disasters, dialogue in deeply trusting and attuned 

conversational spaces can “unconceal the powerful, fragmented, and constraining forces that 

drive individuals and communities to continue using old systems of thought and beliefs” (Jenlink 

& Banathy, 2007) and allow them to more freely and creatively express themselves individually 

and collectively.  

When regenerative dialogue is employed in the design of our home environments, it 

opens new horizons for aesthetic experience and authentic expression. Our built environments 

are enduring expressions of who we choose to be as a society. Accordingly, David Harvey (2008) 

argues, “the freedom to make and remake our cities and ourselves” is “one of the most precious 

yet most neglected of our human rights.” He further explained:  

                                                           
50 This approach is also consistent with advances made in the field of positive psychology and related self-

determination theory, which offers helpful insights about the challenges of sustainability (Grant, 2012). 
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The question of what kind of city we want cannot be divorced from that of what 

kind of social ties, relationship to nature, lifestyles, technologies and aesthetic 

values we desire. The right to the city is far more than the individual liberty to 

access urban resources: it is a right to change ourselves by changing the city. 

Our course, our capacity to create such change in ourselves, our communities, and our 

built and natural environments requires our collective capacity to free ourselves from the 

concealed patterns that bind us in personally, socially, and ecologically destructive habits. At its 

best, regenerative dialogue would create a space for such collective unconcealment and 

envisioning.  

The same reflexive relationship between self-expression and environment holds at the 

household level of our home environments. As Clair Cooper-Marcus (2006) demonstrates 

through her research presented in House As a Mirror of Self, the house and the objects in it are a 

mirror of its inhabitants’ self-as-ego and self-as-soul. Other psychologists have found that homes 

are mirrors of personality type, as well (Gosling, 2009). Homes are, then, powerful sites of self-

expression (or have the potential to be so). Further, Cooper-Marcus’s research emphasizes that 

the physical forms and composition of homes have an effect on their residents’ experience of 

self and life. This suggests that at the moment one begins a home renovation project (or an 

urban revitalization project for that matter), a regenerative dialogue process may help 

individuals, households, and communities name and rename the world according to their more 

fundamental values and visions of the future. Much of the time our ideas about what a desirable 

house and neighborhood looks like is shaped more by consumer marketing, social conventions, 

and inherited tastes than they are a reflection of our deeper values and experiences of 

belonging. At the household level, if a regenerative dialogue formed the foundation of a design 

process for a home renovation project, the homeowners may be able to connect with that 

deeper sense of self and understand what some have called “emotional architecture.” 

Emotionally intelligent designers can then integrate their technical expertise with empathetic 

understanding of household needs and aspirations to design a home that is emotionally, 

ecologically, and structurally sound. When projects are designed from this creative space of self-

expression, the actions taken help reinforce the newly (re)claimed sense of self and belonging 

for the inhabitants. Such inhabitants are more likely to love these dwelling spaces. As an Austin 

green builder who strives to employ such a regenerative dialogue approach in his work 
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observes, this is an often overlooked aspect of green building. He explains, “Sustainability is 

about what you love; you’re going to take care of something you love, you’re going to be a 

better steward.”51 Similarly, a dialogue of mutual care among individuals with one another and 

their ecosystems has also been named as a central element of ecological design, as defined by 

David Orr (2006, p. 39):  

“After all of the intellectualization is finished and all of the clever arguments 

made, whether we choose to design with nature or not will come down to a 

profoundly simple matter of whether we love deeply enough, artfully enough, 

carefully enough to preserve life and the web on which all life depends. 

Ecological design is simply an informed love applied to the dialogue between 

humankind and natural systems. The origins of the practice of ecological design 

can be traced far back in time, but deeper origins are found in the recesses of 

the human heart.”  

 Orr’s challenge to designers to “love deeply enough” requires that they make 

themselves vulnerable to their clients, neighbors, the general public and the ecosystems to 

which they belong. It requires that they notice their positions in existing power structures, 

engage with others on equal terms, and use their positions in support of a more flourishing 

collective future.  

To establish conditions for regenerative dialogue, Reed and Mang underscore the 

importance of self-reflection and self-actualization occurring concurrently with process design 

(2012, p. 31). As they put it, “The participatory and co-creative nature of a regenerative process 

also requires psychological and cultural literacy, and the ability to tap the latent creativity of a 

community by weaving broader sets of expertise and insight into the design process” (2012, p. 

26). Building common vision and collective will among diverse stakeholders requires leaders 

with exceptional emotional intelligence, enabling them to empathize with potential 

collaborators, build networks of trust, and create conditions safe enough for people to share 

their true intentions and nascent ideas (Goleman, Bennett, & Barlow, 2012a). In doing so, 

                                                           
51 I first met Shiloh Travis when I interviewed him in 2006 in the course of research I was conducting on 
the green building sector in Austin. He told me about the guided dialogue and workshop process that 
begins projects he and his father, an architect, use to help the clients attune themselves to their deeper 
desires for their home environment. They call the process TrueHome and have been working to make it 
into a scalable model (Colman, 2010). More information is available at the Truehome website, 
http://truehome.net. 
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leaders can help stakeholder groups harness their untapped collective wisdom and creativity to 

generate context-appropriate solutions (O. Scharmer, 2009). Thankfully, these are skills that can 

be developed.  

2.3.3.6 Deep Listening and Empathetic Inquiry  

In recent years, there has been an increased general awareness about the importance of 

interpersonal skills, emotional intelligence, and even ecological intelligence and the possibility of 

cultivating emotional and ecological literacy (Bendik-Keymer, 2006; Brooks, 2011a; Capra, 2005; 

Goleman, 1995; Goleman et al., 2012a). Accompanying this increased awareness of the value of 

these capacities has been an increase in awareness about practices and disciplines to cultivate 

them.  

Practices intended to develop the capacity of individuals for empathetic understanding 

have been adopted by movements in human-centered design and social innovation, such as 

those advanced by the well-known design firm, IDEO, the Stanford Design School, and the MIT 

Presencing institute.52 Practices such as “empathy walks” and “shadowing” (wherein an 

individual practices looking at a given context or challenge through the eyes of another actor 

engaged in it, often by accompanying that actor as they live their life and do their work) are 

designed to support such empathetic understanding and frame flexibility. 53 Role playing, 

improvisational games like “playback theater,” “serious games” (Hamdi, 2004), and “social 

                                                           
52 IDEO is a design firm that prides itself on a “human-centered, design-based approach to helping 
organizations in the public and private sectors innovate and grow” (IDEO, 2015). IDEO is widely recognized 
as a high-performing firm, in large part because of its highly relational, intrinsically motivated institutional 
culture (Logan, King, & Fischer-Wright, 2008). IDEO has created a free design kit to help build the human-
centered design movement, “The Field Guide to Human-Centered Design” (available for download at 
http://www.designkit.org/). IDEO defines human-centered design as a process of:  

“building a deep empathy with the people you’re designing for; generating tons of ideas; building 
a bunch of prototypes; sharing what you’ve made with the people you’re designing for; and 
eventually putting your innovative new solution out in the world.” 
 

53 The term “empathy walk” appears to have been coined by Edgar Schein (1995) and used as a 
pedagogical practice in his action inquiry and organizational development courses. He challenged his 
students to identify a person or a type of person significantly different from themselves and to establish a 
relationship with one such person, enough to spend a few hours getting to know that person’s world. He 
assigned readings from Goffman (1959, 1967) to provide some conceptual structure on the framing of 
identity and experience. Empathy walks and shadowing are practices recommended by the “U Lab” at 
MIT, based on the framework of Theory U (2009).  
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prescencing theater” (O. Scharmer, 2009) allow individuals to embody alternate roles and 

interact with one another from those assumed perspectives. These practices help the individual 

develop frame flexibility, empathetic understanding and connection with others, and increased 

capacity to imagine alternate future trajectories.  

In addition to such interpersonal practices in which an individual actively practices trying 

on the view of another specific actor, there has been an increase in practices to support 

individuals in developing awareness of how their own frames have been structured by their 

positions in existing power structures. Critical and feminist pedagogy provides helpful 

conceptual tools for individuals willing to develop their critical reflexivity through collaborative 

inquiry (Kitchen, 1999; Plevin, 2006; Sletto, 2010). Before entering the field – or even the 

empathy walks described previously – practitioners can build their frame flexibility and critical 

reflexivity through personal and collegial reflection on culture, race, gender, class, and other 

differences. When in the field, journaling about personal encounters with difference is a helpful 

individual reflective practice (Cook, 2000; Sletto, 2010). Memoing is also an important practice 

for the mediation of theory (a more conscious and advanced type of frame) and grounded 

experience (B. G. Glaser & Strauss, 2007). 

In addition to reflective writing practices, there is an increasing number of other tools, 

practices, and disciplines available to cultivate one’s capacity to be fully present and aware in 

the experience of the social and ecological systems we inhabit with others. As John Dewey 

(1938) put it, “We always live at the time we live and not at some other time, and only by 

extracting at each present time the full meaning of each present experience are we prepared for 

doing the same thing in the future.” The gist of Dewey’s statement is that our capacity to 

understand our experience on a moment-by-moment basis is essential for our capacity to 

create, adapt, and engage fully in the future. When we are fully present in our lived experience, 

our minds, hearts, and wills are open in ways that allow us to connect with the highest potential 

in ourselves, our neighbors, and our environment (O. Scharmer, 2009; Torbert & Taylor, 2007).  

Developing a vocabulary or field guide for the varied experiences of social learning 

environments can help us more artfully navigate their intrapersonal and interpersonal dynamics. 

Otto Scharmer has made such a contribution to social learning theory with his concept of 
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“Theory U,” presented first in 2009. The next section offers a summary of the concept and its 

grammar of the experience of social learning environments. Scharmer’s work is a natural 

extension of previous work in social learning and offers a helpful synthesis of relevant theory. In 

some ways, the work that he and colleagues are initiating around establishing a global social 

learning network of local “U-hubs” could be interpreted as an answer to the call for radical 

planning practice offered by Friedmann in 1987.54  

2.3.3.7 Presencing: Listening With an Open Heart, Mind, and Will 

Like other theories in social learning, Theory U is grounded in the understanding that social 

interactions shape the experiences and understandings of individuals, and individuals shape the 

experiences and understandings of social interactions in social learning environments. Instead of 

trying to avoid or resist the double hermeneutic of social science research, action inquirers in 

the social learning tradition aim to take responsibility for this reciprocal relationship and to 

engage with others in ways that they can better learn and act together.  

Theory U starts with the premise that the action inquirer his/herself, as a human being, 

is his/her best instrument for sensing, learning, adapting, and enacting change. By attentively 

tuning this instrument of self, the action inquirer can generate more actionable knowledge with 

more desired performance outcomes. Theory U suggests that our ability to listen, learn, and 

enact desirable change is often clouded by an automatic voice of judgment, voice of cynicism, 

and voice of fear. In order to listen with an open mind and learn something new, one has the 

opportunity to notice and choose to suspend the automatic voice of judgment (e.g., “no, that’s 

not it,” “I know that already”, “yeah, but,” etc.). In order to listen with an open heart, develop 

sympathetic knowledge, attune oneself to the voice and experience of another, and build 

relational power, one can suspend the automatic voice of cynicism (“yeah, you’ve said that 

before, I know how you are,” “it’s always been this way,” etc.). In order to listen with an open 

                                                           
54 Scharmer and colleagues including Dayna Cunningham established the ULab at MIT to create a global 
social learning that has some striking similarities to Friedmann’s call for networked radical planning 
practice. The ULab offers support for individuals to connect with one another around issues areas and 
geographic areas and also provides tools and practices for peer coaching. Schamer and Karin Kaufer also 
recently published Leading From The Emerging Future: From Ego-system to Eco-system Economies, 
designed to be read reflectively in small groups. This book and the ULab network formed the primary 
structure for a spring 2015 course that engaged 45,000 individuals distributed across the planet, 
“Transforming Business, Society, and Self.”  
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will, one can choose to suspend the automatic voice of fear that clings to the patterned ways of 

being and doing that have worked in the past but may kill off a higher potential future.55 In this 

way, Theory U suggests that we can break free of past frames and habits that have been 

destructive and organize our actions around more fundamental values with greater awareness 

of social and material reality. 

The “U” of Theory U refers to the shape of a process of attuned engagement and action 

through which one moves into fields of attention with increasing regenerative potential, as 

shown in Figure 2.1. An action researcher begins the U process through deep immersion in the 

places that matter most to the heart of the inquiry or challenge. To immerse more fully, the 

inquirer goes “down” the left side of the U into deeper levels of learning and attunement by 

opening her/his mind (seeing with fresh eyes), heart (sensing empathetically through 

attunement with others), and will (being open to a calling to serve a future calling to come into 

being). The bottom point of the U reflects a space of stillness, clearing, and deeply attentive 

listening through which one can recognize one’s authentic voice. This open space is a source of 

personal and collective creativity.  

In the clearing and mental space created by letting go of patterned past voices and 

outmoded frames, we can experience new possibilities for the future. With a new vision of the 

future crystallizing and a clarity of intention, one can engage in prototyping with others, 

allowing the integration of head, heart, and hands to guide the design and embody the 

prototype with the intention. As Figure 2.1 shows, movement down the U is a movement 

through progressively more open and vulnerable levels of listening and greater capacity for 

deep engagement with other human beings. Scharmer refers to these levels as “social fields” to 

                                                           
55 In this dissertation and in Theory U, patterns of “being” and patterns of “doing” are assumed to be 
distinct yet highly interrelated, especially in terms of the quality of results produced. The concept of doing 
is straight forward – there observable, habitual things that we do. The concept of being is a bit more 
difficult to define, but it has to do with the quality of our underlying experience of life and the quality of 
attention and presence we bring to any given situation. Theory U assumes that human beings are 
endowed with the capability to choose being present over being absent. He defines the “being” of 
humans as “the capacity to make the choice between acting in habitual ways and connecting with one’s 
deepest source of creativity, ethical action, and freedom” (Scharmer, 2009: p.96). It is not that there is 
some singular, fixed essence (as Heidegger has discussed “being”) – rather Theory U assumes that there 
are deeper reservoirs of connection, learning, creative potential, vitality and authenticity. Our ways of 
being influences the way we do things, and the things we do can reinforce our ways of being.  



 

77 
 

designate “the totality and type of connections through which the participants of a given system 

relate, converse, think, and act” (2009, p.4).  

 

 

Figure 2.1. Listening with An Open Mind, Heart, and Will 

2.3.3.7.1 Theory U: Regenerative & Degeerative Social Fields 

As Figure 2.1 suggests, there are four levels of listening and observation in the U process, 

characterized by: 1) downloading past frames and patterns, 2) seeing with fresh eyes from an 

open mind, 3) sensing from the field with an open heart, and 4) letting go of past frames and 

being willing listen with an open will to the inner knowledge that may emerge. These levels of 

listening characterize four social fields, each with different forms of attention, awareness, 

learning, communication, and interpersonal organization, as shown in Figure 2.1. 56 Additionally, 

                                                           
56 This notion of “social fields” builds on the social learning tradition’s grounding in the work of the social 
psychologist Kurt Lewin (Friedmann, 1987; O. Scharmer, 2009). Lewin established “field theory” to 
understand interactions between the individual and the total field, or environment, which exerted many 
different forces of influence (Lewin, 1951). He used field as an analogy to the use of field in physics and 
referred to a “lifespace” and “psychological field.” Although Friedmann suggests that Lewin (1890–1947) 
and John Dewey (1859–1952) were contemporaries whose work was tied to each other, Lewin’s concept 
of social field appears to be independent of Pierre Bourdieu’s later conception of field. That said, both 
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shifting into deeper social fields “tends to result in outcomes that include a heightened level of 

individual energy and awareness, a sustained deepening of one’s authenticity and personal 

presence, and a clarified sense of direction, as well as significant professional and personal 

accomplishment” (Scharmer 2009, p.4). 57 For this reason, I call these four social fields of 

increasing presence regenerative social fields.58  

It is important to note that these fields do not represent fixed levels or progressive 

growth. Rather, they are social fields that have distinct qualities and qualitative, lived 

experiences that emerge through the interactions of their participants. Actors can move up and 

down through these fields on a moment-to-moment basis and influence the movement of 

others through these fields through their interactions. In any given group there will likely be 

actors operating at all of these states of attention.  

Most importantly, Theory U suggests that actors can cultivate the capacity to actively 

choose the state from which they operate when they can suspend the influence of others and 

the automatic reactions they may encounter in their interactions with their environments. If 

actors choose to operate from a more open, generative state, they may influence others in 

doing so, and open conditions for trust and reciprocity. When actors interact with each other in 

more deeply attuned social fields, they are able to see more clearly into the heart of the 

challenge and possible solutions. It is also worth noting that multiple forms or coordinating 

                                                           
Lewin and Bordieu saw that social fields were terrains in which individuals aim to advance their social 
status and position. In Lewin’s conception fields were not only hierarchical or limited to status.  
57 Dewey’s writings on education, aesthetics, and experience also discussed the higher level of energy 
involved in environments when human beings could be fully alive in the present moment, lost in the task 
at hand. This appears to have been a central part of his theories early on, as it was part of Art as 
Experience (1934), especially in his section “The Live Creature.” Furthermore, in his essay “Self-Realization 
as the Moral Ideal,” he wrote, “If I were asked to name the most needed of all reforms in the spirit of 
education, I should say: 'Cease conceiving of education as mere preparation for later life, and make it the 
full meaning of the present life.’” In part, this referred to fullness of the experience of life when one is 
deeply engaged, receptive, learning, and alive in the present. Social conditions influence the extent to 
which we experience our actions as work or play.  
58 Scharmer refers to them as fields of emergence. As good and bad things can emerge through 
interactions, and because these four fields offer a progressively enhanced experience of vitality, I chose to 
use regenerative to describe them. In this sense, the first field supports basic system maintenance and 
business as usual – a field conducive to sustaining past patterns. Deeper learning supports adaptive 
capacity.  
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mechanisms (e.g., hierarchies, markets, cooperative networks, and awareness-based collective 

action) can be happening at the same time, influencing the way actors interact with one 

another.  

Of course, just as an actor can influence social dynamics in ways that build trust, 

reciprocity, and strengthened horizontal, network power (Healy, 2009), so, too, can actors 

engage in both overt and subtle ways that sow mistrust, fear, fragmentation and vertically 

oppressive power relationships. This problem has been documented extensively in the planning 

field. Notably, John Forester provided a field guide for those who engage in the challenge of 

“planning in the face of power” in the public sphere where politics of fear, misinformation, 

distortion, manipulation and control are often pervasive and threaten the potential for 

collaborative rationality. Or, in light of the Theory U model, actors engaging these ways sow 

mistrust that weaken the capacity of actors to engage with open minds in the second 

regenerative field.  

To that end, Theory U also recognizes degenerative social fields, with destructive forms 

of interpersonal interaction and organization. They are characterized by progressively closing-off 

of the self from the whole, others, and the self. Rather than operating with an open mind, 

people get stuck with the idea that there is only one truth. Rather than operating with an open 

heart, people get stuck in one us versus them mentality. Rather than operating from an open 

will, people become frozen inside one rigid identity and way of doing things. Worse than 

operating blindly from habit, actors in degenerative social fields actively deny facts that 

compete with their view of the truth. They justify their one entrenched view by making those 

who hold other views wrong and closing themselves off to them, de-sensitizing themselves to 

the experience of others. They may insist on their own will, cutting themselves off from all 

disagreement and using whatever power they have to manipulate and control others through 

delusion and abuse. These destructive patterns of being and relating drain life in living systems. 

Fear, doubt, and cynicism pervade these degenerative social fields. Domination, manipulation, 

control, and scarcity are the coordinating mechanisms. Power is a zero-sum game, in which 

those with power will have power over those who lack it. There is not enough power to be 

shared. Power corrupts and rational knowledge is ignored.  
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When consumers and firms operate out of these degenerative social fields in their 

economic relations, they form economies of destruction. An economy that does not consider 

life-cycle costs or social and environmental externalities is an economy in which actors are 

desensitized to harm caused to self, other, and ecosystems and may deny the existence of these 

problems, holding fast to ways of being and action that worked in the past. At their best, the 

development of the liberal democratic state and economies are intended to prevent such 

abuses of power. At their best, centralized bureaucracies were established to help use rational 

and technological knowledge to advance the public interest, as determined through democratic 

means. At their worst, they are centralized institutions of power that serve the interests of 

controlling elites. The success of these bureaucracies ultimately depends on the democratic 

engagement of the citizens they serve, and the willingness of these actors to collaborate. The 

call to move from degenerative to regenerative social fields may be best summarized by Lewis 

Mumford, another leader of the social learning tradition (Friedmann, 1987):  

“We must alter the parasitic and predatory modes of life that now play so large 

a part, and we must create region by region, continent by continent, an 

effective symbiosis or a co-operative living together. The problem is to 

coordinate, on the basis of more essential human values than the will-to-power 

and the will-to-profits, a host of social functions and processes that we have 

hitherto misused in the building of cities and polities, or of which we have never 

rationally taken advantage.” (Mumford, 1938)  

2.3.3.8 Discussion of Social Learning  

Reflecting on Mumford’s call to action, it is striking that even in 1938, Mumford suggested that 

there were a “host of social functions and processes” that we already had access to, yet had 

previously either misused or failed to employ. Friedmann made a similar call to action in 1987 

with regard to social learning, suggesting that the high-performance learning environments that 

have been used to help private firms shift their internal frames and achieve breakthrough 

results should be extended to households engaged in the collective self-production of life. 

At the same time Friedmann issued his call to action around social learning, leaders in 

the sustainability and environmental justice movements have been significant in making 

progress over the past few decades, working in local groups with global awareness. Observing 

this globally distributed, self-organizing phenomenon, Paul Hawken was moved to write Blessed 
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Unrest: How the Largest Movement in the World Came into Being and Why No One Saw It 

Coming, which documents this emergent phenomenon and its centuries old history. Although 

we still live in a profoundly unequal world, the Internet and other modern communication 

technologies are allowing us to build stronger networks, while still engaging face-to-face locally. 

An excellent example of this was the recent online seminar led by Otto Scharmer and his 

colleagues in the ULab which engaged more than “28,000 registered participants from 190 

countries linked through 350 self-organizing Hubs across cultures, forming 700–1,000 coaching 

circles to co-create an inspired web of connections with change makers across society's sectors 

and systems”(O. Scharmer, 2015). There does appear to be potential for the epistemological 

groundings and the pragmatic practices of the social learning tradition to support action-

oriented scientists, social movement leaders, reflective practitioners, radical planners and 

engaged citizens in collaboratively developing the practical wisdom and collective will needed to 

adaptively manage flourishing home environments from the scale of the household to the 

planet. 

Research in the social learning tradition is also important in drawing attention to the 

reciprocal ways individuals, groups, and their technological and ecological systems adapt 

together. The performance of our home environments is not just a matter of what strategy we 

employ to achieve an intended outcome. Performance is an emergent outcome of our actions 

and interactions with others and our environment. If we want to understand performance, we 

cannot simply study program structures and their inputs and outputs. When interactions occur 

among actors who are intimately attuned to each other and the patterns of their home 

environments and engage in relationships of trust, they are more likely to produce more 

desirable results and even enjoy their experience in the present. When regenerative dialogue 

occurs, actors may be able to develop the power to intervene in their home environments in the 

two most powerful leverage points identified by Meadows: the power to shift and transcend 

paradigms.  

In reflecting on the contributions of social learning as they relate to the potential of 

home repair programs to serve as a leverage point in advancing health in home environments, it 

appears that regenerative dialogue during the home repair process could create new 
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opportunities for community health and well-being. Friedmann suggests that these kinds of 

attuned, transformative conversations are possible at the household level, given the intimacy of 

face-to-face relationships of those who choose to dwell together. Not only are they possible, he 

argues that they are essential in regenerating civil society and realizing the possibility of 

democracy. As John Dewey said, “Democracy must begin at home, and its home is the 

neighborly community” (Dewey, 1946, p. 215). Given this precept, and given the potential for 

transformative household-level conversations suggested by the discussion of regenerative 

dialogue, could neighborhood-based home repair programs be a vehicle for powerful 

community conversations and the regeneration of civil society? Could regenerative dialogues 

occur in households and neighborhoods in ways that could regenerate relationships between 

humankind and natural systems too? If social learning is an epistemology and an approach to 

adaptive management suited to periods of rapid change, could such programs be designed in 

ways that advance environmental justice in neighborhoods said to be experiencing blight or 

gentrification, or that are likely to bear the burden of climate change? In asking these questions, 

it becomes clear that the advances in social learning, environmental justice, and sustainability 

science have complementary strengths that can be employed in addressing the wicked 

problems impeding healthy community design. Could these complementary strengths be 

brought together into a synthetic paradigm for collaborative action inquiry designed to help 

leaders strategically intervene in the complex systems of their home environments in ways that 

advance environmental justice at multiple scales? This question warrants exploration. 

 

2.3.4 Cross Comparisons and Conclusions 

In reviewing these three areas of scholarship, their similarities are almost as striking as their 

contrasts. Each of these areas of inquiry has become increasingly action-oriented and grounded 

in experience and context. Leaders in each of these areas are making (and advancing) calls for 

more transdisciplinary, transformative action-inquiry. They are all increasingly recognizing the 

inquirer as an actor within the systems (s)he examines. They are calling inherited beliefs and 

automatic ways of viewing the world and dwelling in it into question, and challenging all actors 

in these systems to engage in the challenge of envisioning alternatives. Although leading 

inquirers in these areas may have all started from different places (e.g., sustainability science 
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and design emerged through the natural sciences, environmental justice emerged through social 

movements at the grassroots level, and social learning emerged from education and 

management fields), they now largely share a pragmatic epistemological foundation. As such, 

their disparate strengths become complementary in a larger synthetic theory. For instance, 

sustainability science and design brings expert, scientific knowledge of complex, adaptive social 

and ecological systems to the table, along with advanced systems-modeling and scenario tools 

that can support adaptive co-management practices. Environmental justice offers a normative 

frame and emancipatory vision that can help guide practice and move closer to the societal 

goodness longed for by Rittel and Webber while actually drawing strength from diversity instead 

of erasing difference. Advances in social learning help individuals and groups mediate the ideals 

of EJ with the current realities of systems and discover ways they can learn and act more 

powerfully together to name, rename, and enact desired futures in our home environments.  

 

Figure 2.2. Contributions from SS, EJ, and SL to a Renewed HEP  

In considering the complementary qualities of these three bodies of knowledge and 

some of their similar patterns in progression of thought, it is helpful to consider some of their 

common conceptual roots. The paradigms of sustainability science and design, environmental 
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justice, and social learning share a commitment to supporting communities as they adapt more 

successfully together in the face of disruptive change. In sustainability science, environmental 

justice, and social learning, action-oriented inquirers were all seeking ways to collectively adapt 

and create better conditions in rapidly changing home environments over which they had 

relatively little control and where social and ecological problems were escalating. Ultimately, 

they are all grounded in a co-evolutionary understanding of the reciprocal influences of 

individuals, social systems, the technological systems humans create, and the ecological systems 

in which they are nested. Scholars following these three traditions increasingly recognize that 

one aspect of the collective challenge is posed by the artificial ontological divisions between 

individuals and their ecosystems, other human beings, and their own sense of self.  

2.3.5 Ellen Swallow Richards and the Home Ecology Paradigm 

Interestingly, many of the central precepts of these three seemingly disparate fields of inquiry 

were once integrated within a much earlier framework for pragmatic, democratic, 

emancipatory, and transdisciplinary action-inquiry and place-based design: the home ecology 

paradigm (HEP). The HEP was originally established by the pioneering chemist, sanitary engineer 

and social reformer Ellen Swallow Richards (1842–1911) as a research paradigm that supports 

communities in managing co-evolutionary processes in our dynamically changing, complex, 

home environments, from the scales of the household, neighborhood, city, and beyond. 

Although there is no evidence that scholars and practitioners in SS, EJ, and SL knew of Ellen 

Swallow Richards and the HEP and social learning network she cultivated in the late 1880s, they 

share important fundamental assumptions about the nature of reality and the production of 

valid, useful, and actionable knowledge. Although SS, EJ, and SL have different intellectual 

foundations, the history of the HEP shows the potential to integrate the complementary 

strengths of these traditions in a synthetic paradigm for collaborative action inquiry and design.  

Before sustainability science and urban ecology recognized the full interdependence and 

co-evolutionary processes of social and ecological systems, Richards embraced this combined 

understanding of home environments from the scale of the household to the city, region, and 

planet. Oekologie was the science of all organisms in their home environments, including human 

beings. She believed that if women were empowered through a science education, diverse 

households could work together to reduce the negative impacts of the industrial, capitalist 
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economy on our health, quality of life, and capacity to collectively care for our ecosystems. This 

belief led her to develop high-performing social learning networks throughout the U.S. and 

Canada that helped expand social and scientific understanding of problems facing indoor and 

outdoor home environments, while building the social capital needed to translate that 

knowledge into action and positive results. As a skilled scientist, empathetic mentor, and 

courageous, self-reflective individual, Richards practiced an integrated form of first-, second-, 

and third-person action inquiry and design that enlivened herself and others, honored the 

profound interdependence of human beings and ecosystems, and generated conditions more 

conducive to the flourishing of living systems. As such, her life work served to bridge the 

vocational, social, and ecological divisions afflicting the communities of which she was part.  

Revisiting the history of home ecology and the ideas and practices developed by Ellen 

Swallow Richards offers important insight into the challenges we face today in designing healthy 

communities in the face of wicked problems and disruptive change. Through her successes, we 

can see how key elements of SS, EJ, and SL can be seamlessly integrated into collaborative 

action inquiry and design to advance environmental justice. Through the adversity she 

confronted, the limitations she experienced, and the demise of the paradigm she created, we 

can anticipate potential pitfalls in future efforts to take an integrated, collaborative approach to 

improving the social and ecological health of our home environments from the scale of the 

house to the planet. Additionally, since humans tend to adopt new values and practices by 

emulating those of others with whom we can relate, there are benefits to reviewing the history 

of a pioneering woman who significantly advanced healthy community design and planning in 

another period of rapid, disruptive change and vocational, social, and ecological crises. Her 

historical contributions are particularly important to review given past tendencies of planning 

history to omit the contributions of women and other “invisible” individuals and communities 

(Leoni Sandercock, 1998). We can learn from her experience and as we reflect on our own 

particular challenges in the 21st Century. As we reflect on her experiences at the turn of the 20th 

century and our own experiences, we can reimagine our own theories, practices and possibilities 

for action inquiry and design to advance healthy and just development of our multi-scalar home 

environments. As such, Section 2.4 presents a review of the historic foundations of home 

ecology and its extensions (including the municipal housekeeping and settlement house 
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movements), the demise of home ecology, and propositions for creating a new home ecology 

paradigm that builds on these foundations and integrates contributions from SS, EJ, and SL. This 

paradigm is particularly well suited to understanding and expanding the potential of home 

repair programs to advance environmental justice performance at multiple scales. 

2.4 FOUNDATIONS FOR RENEWAL OF THE HOME ECOLOGY PARADIGM 
The prescient, yet forgotten, field of home ecology offers a provocative framework for imagining 

possible alternative futures related to home repairs, as well as identifying and designing 

interventions for leverage points in our home environments that can help us more effectively 

advance environmental justice. First coined in 1863, oekologie, or “home ecology,” developed as 

a scientific approach to addressing the social and ecological problems of dynamic, complex 

industrial cities.59 Under Ellen Swallow Richards’ leadership, home ecology emerged as a 

pragmatic, democratic, emancipatory, and transdisciplinary science that engaged and 

empowered women to understand the science of their homes and develop strategies for 

healthier indoor and municipal living environments through experimentation and collaboration 

in a diverse learning network. This approach succeeded in generating important new data about 

indoor environments and healthy housekeeping practices, empowered women with a practical, 

experimental science education, and likely contributed to the broader successes of the 

concurrent municipal housekeeping movement (also led by women), which generated 

important reforms to ecological crises of the late 19th and early 20th centuries (Clarke, 1973; 

Richardson, 2002).  

                                                           
59 Oekologie was first coined by Ernst Haeckel in 1873 to describe a science that would study organisms in 
their environment, which he left of others to develop while he focused on zoology and phylogeny (Clark, 
39–40). It was indeed picked up by other scientists. One set of scientists picked it up as ecology, studying 
the relationships of non-human organisms in ecosystems largely untouched by humans. Ellen Swallow 
Richards translated the German word back through its Greek roots and developed a different 
interpretation and associated science. She understood that “Oik” was the Greek word for “house,” and 
“Oek” for “the universal house”: the “Oe” made the root universal, or “oecumenical.” (Clark, 39–40) 
Today, the relatively young field of urban ecology, which emerged from a critique of the narrow definition 
of ecology as it was originally developed, is quite similar to the Oekologie cum “home ecology” forwarded 
by Richards in that it understands humans fundamentally to be part of nature and embraces a multi-scalar 
understanding of ecological systems. Yet, home ecology remains distinct in its explicit focus on home as 
including the individual and household scales and its emancipatory social agenda.  
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Building on this epistemological foundation, home ecology is distinguished by the 

following characteristics:  

 It is an inquiry-driven, applied science concerned about consequences in the real world. 

 It is a place-based science, deeply involved with local contexts. 

 It employs a multi-issue and multi-scalar approach to systems thinking. 

 It incorporates local and expert knowledge in social learning communities. 

 It has a normative agenda rooted in home and stewardship of places of meaning. 

 It is a social movement that produces results and draws from the power of a networked 

innovation ecosystem. 

An exploration of the history of Richards’ Oekologie and how it has evolved, 

disappeared and manifested itself in various forms through history provides insight into the 

challenges and potential of such an emancipatory field of research today. Additionally, while I 

argue that Richards’ model of home ecology offers powerful inspiration and guidance for us 

today, it is also important to use the perspective of history to critically consider the fundamental 

assumptions of her science, which would need to be reconsidered for a future home ecology 

research and social mobilization agenda.  

2.4.1 Historic Foundation of Home Ecology 

As Richards looked out at the industrial cities of her time in the late 19th century, she observed 

seemingly intractable crises threatening the health and welfare of urban communities. In a short 

time (from 1870 to 1920), the industrial city became the dominant urban form in the country 

(Hoy, 1980, p. 173). The period brought rapid economic growth, but paid a massive price in terms 

of “overcrowded tenements, congested traffic, critical health problems, smoky skies, mounds of 

putrefying wastes, polluted waterways, and unbearable noise levels” (Melosi, 1980, p. 3). The 

problems of the city were shared by all urban dwellers, yet the impacts were felt especially by 

the working class, new immigrants, and women. In the industrial economy, men left the house 

for jobs in the city as they began to establish their own professions while women were left 

behind at home and kept from rapidly emerging knowledge about a world in which they could 

not participate. The home environment was a largely noxious place: “Contamination outdoors 

was bad enough; pollution under the roof was almost universal” (Clarke, 1973, p. 79).  
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At the time, science offered no simple technological fixes or even certainty about the 

nature of the problems and their potential solutions. At a time when American universities were 

rapidly developing and coming to emphasize specialized fields of ideally objective study that 

looked down on applied science and centered power on experts, Richards dedicated herself to 

developing an adaptive, democratic approach to science with a normative aim to improve the 

health and quality of life of communities. To do so, she sought to address what she saw as three 

interrelated crises: 

 The ecological divide: Human beings had come to see ourselves as separate from our 

ecosystems, a view that supported generation of deplorable impacts on our ecosystems 

and the water, air, and food they provide us.  

 The social divide: Human beings had come to see ourselves as separate from one 

another, with significant divisions between rich and poor, a divided, unequal society 

where few had access to healthful environments. 

 The vocational divide: Human beings had come to see our work as separate from our life 

work, with divisions rendered between our inner voice and our higher callings, our “self” 

and our “Self,” 60 often leading to depression or “ennui,” especially in the case of 

women.61  

Her lifework came to be restoring voice and vocation to women through an 

empowering, democratizing science education that could help them, as leaders of their 

                                                           
60 This is similar to the ontological problem Heidegger and Husserl wrote about, in that the modern 
technology helped create a divide between the inauthentic and authentic self, or being. Modern reality 
ascribes us roles and parts and we relate to ourselves and each other as those parts, without discovering 
our underlying choice (and responsibility) in our ways of being and the nature of our work (Buckley, 2012; 
Wheeler, 2014). Implicit in Richards’ and Hiedegger’s assumptions is that, if it were not for this artificial 
divide, a greater future could be realized, even revealed, by the creative and collective potential of 
authentic, aware, and attuned human beings.  
 
61 Richards did not refer explicitly to such divides, but concern for the vocational expression of women, 
particularly in science, and a concern about women’s related depression was a key motivation in her life 
work (Clarke, 1973). I am calling the third divide a vocational one, based on the original definition of the 
word that transcends occupation and refers to voice and calling. (see below). My definition of “vocation” 
is not a job, but a calling to authentic lifework and self-expression of voice that could be advanced 
through service as an ecological citizen (Bendik-Keymer, 2006) in civil society.  
 
Vocation. early 15c., "spiritual calling," from L. vocationem (nom. vocatio), lit. "a calling," from vocatus 
"called," pp. of vocare "to call" (see voice ). Sense of "one's occupation or profession" is first attested 
1550s.  
 
 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/voice
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households, mediate the ecological and social destruction perpetuated by the “men of 

industry.” As the first woman to earn a bachelor of science degree in the United States, she 

personally experienced the power of this education. Her education and experience fueled her 

belief in the potential of technology to improve lives, and she experimented consistently as a 

designer and sanitary engineer. For example, in her home she experimented with waste and 

ventilation systems, and she also developed industrial designs for worker safety. However, she 

was concerned about the way technology in service of industrial capitalism had become a tool 

for profit, instead of a craft for right living. She believed that if women were empowered with 

science education, they could teach children and prepare a scientifically literate citizenry that 

could create material conditions and a productive economy that actively supported the 

flourishing of all life. She saw the household as a source of untapped potential power and loving 

care that could mediate the excesses of the runaway train of modern development. Also, in 

arguing that the work of women in households and schools was essential to the support and 

reproduction of industry, she was able to convince more elites to elevate women’s work and 

justify access to higher education in science (Richardson, 2002).  

2.4.1.1 Successes 

In the course of her career, Richards made incredible contributions with far-ranging impact. Her 

collaborative, holistic field research, advocacy, and design innovations had powerful 

consequences for living conditions, including:  

 establishment of the first water quality and pure food laws in Massachusetts,  

 expanded access to science education for women and public schools,  

 establishment of the Woods Hole Institute (and guaranteed access for women scientists 

to its laboratory),  

 advancements in workplace safety and indoor air quality through research, design, and 

policy,  

 access to nutritional, affordable meals for working families through the New England 

Kitchen for Working Families and school lunch programs, and 

 sanitary reforms advanced through the municipal housekeeping movement (Clarke, 

1973; Durst, 2010; Hoy, 1980; Richardson, 2002). 

Richards’ integrated approaches for addressing the interrelated ecological, social, and vocational 

divides she observed are summarized in Appendix B. The fundamental precepts of her Home 

Ecology Paradigm are discussed next.  
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2.4.1.2 Precepts 

Richards’ science was a normative, action-oriented, design science – Oekologie was the science 

of “right living.” In 1892, addressing a crowd of leading Boston industrialists and their wives, she 

proclaimed:  

“For this knowledge of right living, we have sought a new name. … As theology is the 
science of religious life, and biology the science of [physical] life … so let oekology be 
henceforth the science of [our] normal lives … the worthiest of all the applied sciences, 
which teaches the principles on which to found a healthy ... and happy life.”62 

Her ideas about right living included a foundational belief that all human beings should be able 

to live in a healthful environment in which they could reach their full potential (Clarke, 1973). 

Her science focused on the home not the house. There are three important distinctions 

between the two.  

First, Richards defined “home” as the multi-scalar environments in which we dwell: our 

house, our neighborhood, our cities, regions, nations, and the world are our home. The 

resources we need to sustain us come from our home environments. In her words, "The quality 

of life depends upon the ability of society to teach its members how to live in harmony with 

their environment — defined first as family, then the community, then the world and its 

resources.” 

Second, Richards understood home to be a dynamic network of co-evolving social, 

ecological, and technological systems. Neither a physical dwelling space nor its social inhabitants 

could be considered separate from nature. All of these systems affect and are affected by one 

another. Human beings build dwellings drawing on material resources of nature. These 

dwellings continue to shape relationships between humans and nature. Natural systems 

continue to physically affect buildings and actions of humans. To make sense of a home, then, 

requires holistic systems thinking. By extension, a home includes people and relationships – it is 

a dynamic, human, social system, whereas a house is an artifact.  

Third, Richards understood that these co-evolving systems of home environments are 

strongly shaped by the choices of humans. Co-evolution was not a passive affair in which 

                                                           
62 (Richardson, 2002, p. 27) 
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Darwinian natural selection operated as an all-controlling invisible hand. Nor were these 

systems and their consequences predestined by some all-knowing God or all-encompassing 

nature or genetic code. While many of her contemporaries were explaining the epidemics of 

contagious disease and the deplorable conditions of urban slums through a theory of eugenics, 

she explained these phenomena through a theory of euthenics. The theory of eugenics allowed 

leaders to frame the problems of slums as natural, and genetic, which absolved leaders from 

responsibility for these problems. The solution to a genetic problem was to select for human 

populations with better genes, either by allowing natural selection to take lives or by restricting 

immigration. In contrast, the theory of euthenics held that health, well-being, and capacity for 

development is based primarily on the environment. Richards’ research identified 

environmental determinants of disease and documented how human choices with regard to 

technology, industry, and land use had led to these adverse environmental conditions. She saw 

the condition of life in the slums as a design problem, not one of natural selection. Because 

humans had a choice in the matter of the design of their built environment and industry, they 

had a responsibility to design in ways that improved instead of degenerated living conditions 

(Richardson, 2002).  

Furthermore, Richards recognized the household as a powerful agent of reform, and the 

home as a site of generation and regeneration that would support people (individually and 

collectively) in reaching their full potential. The home was a center of critical, generative work 

with a strong ethic of care and the potential for mutually beneficial relationships. In these ways, 

she saw the home as a site capable of bridging the ecological, social, and vocational divides she 

saw in her time perpetuated by industrial capitalism, and its misuse and abuse of people, 

nature, and technology (Richardson, 2002). 

The idea or assumption of human potential was central to Richards’ approach. She was 

an equality feminist in that she believed men and women were created equal, just as all humans 

are created equal, even while each human being is unique with their own diverse gifts. She 

believed that humans had a responsibility to create healthful environments, and to develop the 

full potential of each human being. Indeed, she saw that in supporting each person’s full 
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development, all humans could create harmonious relationships with each other and the world 

and its resources (Richardson, 2002). 

The source of her power came from her creation of and participation in social learning 

networks, though which her own power grew as she invested it in others. Through her 

cooperative extension courses, she created a network of women operating in study circles, 

equipped with microscopes, investigating the science of their home environment, and 

corresponding with her, both with their results and the challenges they were facing (as depicted 

in Figure 2.3). She established mentoring relationships that went beyond her scientific expertise, 

including counseling and coaching. She used her empathetic understanding to support them as 

well as the expert knowledge she was rigorously expanding in her own home laboratory, the 

Women’s Laboratory at MIT, and her global network of scientists. To a large extent her 

leadership power came from her network power and the people she inspired, empowered, and 

helped direct. This was an important contribution to her work in bridging the vocational divide.  

 

Figure 2.3. Home Ecology Learning Network Structure  

Just as it is important that Richards’ power came through her social learning networks, it 

is worth noting that the structure of the social learning networks she helped co-produce almost 

always had her at the center, with spokes going out to other individuals. Within the network, 

the number of connections to her (at the center) was high, but the number of connections for 
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any other individual in the network was likely low. She chaired the meetings she led, controlling 

and directing the conversation. She also took the notes, controlling the record of the 

conversation. As much as she was committed to empowering other women, there appeared to 

be a ceiling on her capacity to do so based on her perceived need to stay in control and be 

accountable. Similarly, one reason she expressed for her abstention from the movement for 

suffrage was that she didn’t think that women were necessarily ready for it. One of her 

motivations for expansion of science education was to empower them with an education that 

would put them on par with men. If women got the right to vote but did not have the education 

to participate fully, she was concerned the movement would engender backlash. Many of her 

colleagues experienced her as domineering and controlling, and did not express themselves fully 

in their meetings. There are, apparently, striking contrasts between what some of her 

colleagues said and agreed to at the meetings and what they wrote independently around the 

same time. This controlling leadership style likely stifled some of the collective creativity that 

might have emerged from such meetings.63 When she failed to create environments where here 

colleagues did not feel free or safe to express their best and brightest ideas, she may have 

hindered her capacity to bridge the vocational divide and to generate creative solutions in 

community.  

2.4.2 Extensions of Home Ecology: Settlement Houses, and Municipal Housekeeping  

Ellen Swallow Richards passed away in 1911, but many carried on the essence of her work. She 

directly influenced Jane Addams and the settlement houses, especially after her engagement at 

the World’s Fair in Chicago.64 The settlement house movement, especially at Hull House, 

                                                           
63 Her personality was reportedly something of a loner, and she had to push her way to a credible position 
in academia through traditional research, all the while being criticized for her reform work. On a one-on-
one basis she appeared to be more empathetic, perhaps even vulnerable. Her particular position made it 
difficult to fully engage many people (regularly challenged by other academics for her activism and stuck 
in a defensive position to gain credibility, and then bringing that into other social learning networks) 
(Richardson, 2002). 
 
64 Richardson (2002)observes that many of Richards’ students went on to join the influential Chicago 
Women’s School of Sociology housed at Hull House. Although it is unclear whether Richards and Addams 
had a personal relationship, Richards’ work was influential. In 1893, Addams established a coffee house at 
Hull House, including a kitchen and dining hall modeled after the New England Kitchen. Richards and 
colleagues at Hull House collaborated on projects for the Department of Agriculture. Richards advised 
Addams and her colleagues on the establishment of scientific training programs that could be carried out 
within the Hull House kitchen, a project aimed at enhancing the diets of the immigrants living on 
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embodied many of the philosophical foundations of the HEP. Although the settlement house 

movement did not refer to home ecology, the philosophical, methodological, and activist work 

of leaders in this movement (especially Jane Addams) can be seen as an extension of the 

paradigm. Just as Richards turned her house into an experimental home where she, her 

husband, and students learned through doing, so did Jane Addams establish a communal home 

where its many members engaged in transdisciplinary, action-research endeavors. Like Richards, 

Addams was particularly powerful in her ability to support and inspire others. The settlement 

house movement spread throughout the United States65 and was also tied closely to the 

municipal housekeeping movement, although the municipal housekeeping movement less 

significantly crossed divides of class, race, and ethnicity.  

Richards’ philosophy of knowledge, experience, and learning were similar to those of 

the pragmatists as well. It does not appear that she was in communication with the early 

pragmatists, but her students went on to work with John Dewey and William James (Durst, 

2010; Richardson, 2002). 

2.4.2.1 Empathetic and Embodied Knowledge  

While it appears that Richards cultivated learning networks in a way that benefited from 

empathetic knowledge developed through relationships among co-inquirers and that she drew 

from her own embodied and tacit knowledge developed through practice, she did not explicitly 

discuss these forms of knowledge. Just as Richards brought her knowledge of biology, chemistry, 

and ecological systems to the science of home ecology, Jane Addams brought her knowledge of 

social systems, including macro-level understandings of structural power, and micro-level 

interpersonal power. From an epistemological perspective, Addams wrote about the importance 

of what she called “sympathetic knowledge” (Hamington, 2014). Without second-person, 

sympathetic knowledge (e.g., the capacity to understand the world from another person’s 

perspective), one’s capacity for understanding social systems is significantly hampered. Third-

                                                           
Chicago’s near West Side. However, Addams and Richards’ attempts to improve the diets of the working 
poor were not immediately successful, having failed to adapt to cultural tastes and preferences. 
http://cargocollective.com/mockbox/filter/Jane-Addams  
65 Both Addams and Richards participated in, were influenced by, and influenced international learning 
networks. For instance, Richards was inspired to develop oekologie by Ernest Haekel, a zoologist in 
Germany. Addams was first inspired by Toynbee House and the settlement house movement in Europe.  

http://cargocollective.com/mockbox/filter/Jane-Addams
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person, abstract knowledge is important but insufficient. This was an essential theoretical 

addition to home ecology.66 Jane Addams and other feminist philosophers also emphasized the 

importance of embodied, or lived knowledge (Hamington, 2014; Haraway, 1995). Solutions to 

real world problems rely on use of tacit knowledge, and the embodied knowledge of lived 

experience. Learning through doing reveals knowledge that is more valuable than abstract 

knowledge alone.  

2.4.3 Home Ecology’s Demise: Specialization and Abstraction of Knowledge and Expertise  

Despite all of its practical successes and theoretical grounding, home ecology as practiced by 

Richards and her network was relatively short-lived. She was a pioneering interdisciplinary 

scientist, and her ideas and approaches were unorthodox from the beginning. Her applied, 

inquiry-driven, democratic approach to science – though consistent with the rise of American 

pragmatism at the time, especially in the newly forming social sciences – was radical in her own 

scientific institution and others at the time on three fronts : 1) it was applied instead of pure, 2) 

it incorporated social dynamics into theories of science and technology and put humans in 

control of their destiny, and 3) it had an explicitly normative agenda (Clarke, 1973; Richardson, 

2002). These were radical given that Richards conducted her research at a time when the 

academy in the United States still generally favored pure or basic science (for the pursuit of 

truth) and was working to define and justify itself and specialize (Menand, 2010; Richardson, 

2002). 

Ultimately when Oekologie was incorporated into academia, it went from home ecology 

to home economics. Furthermore, instead of an experimental, experiential democratic science 

in the home, field, and laboratory, the science of home ecology became limited to study by 

experts in labs with results disseminated to consumers of knowledge (housewives, mostly) who 

might implement it. Home economics became a gendered scientific domain and a tool for 

reinforcing existing gender roles instead of liberating women and men from them. Throughout 

                                                           
66 There is little doubt that Richards did not develop sympathetic knowledge, but she did not talk about it. 
Through mentoring and coaching students, in particular, she certainly built sympathetic knowledge. 
However, she did not live among the people at her New England Kitchen, and it’s unclear how much she 
was able to connect personally with people. This is an area in which she has been criticized. Some said 
that her nutritious meals were not tasty to the immigrant families she served.  
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her work, she was adamant that her work in Oekologie was not strictly women’s work and 

directly challenged this categorization.67 She also collaborated with men regularly.  

Furthermore, although she claimed to practice the science of right living, she intended 

that to be a call for a reform agenda that would unite women and men in efforts to improve 

living conditions for all people throughout cities. Unfortunately, instead of becoming a site of 

generation and mediation of industry capable of helping the economy produce conditions 

conducive to life systems, the household became limited to a domain of consumption designed 

to be distinct and separate from broader social and ecological systems (Kaika, 2004). Instead of 

holding industrial capitalism to higher standards, the household came to be the fundamental 

unit of the global economy, effectively designed to reproduce the capitalist economy in its 

existing form (Friedmann, 1987). Home ecology lost its context for social reform and its design-

oriented and action-oriented praxis. These changes significantly reduced the capacity of home 

ecology to address the vocational and social divides Richards observed.  

Not only did home ecology lose is emancipatory foundations as it moved exclusively to 

the laboratory, it also lost its grounding in field studies of home environments, the ecology of 

ecosystems. As home ecology lost its connection to nature as it became home economics, the 

discipline of ecology developed to the exclusion of humans. Human ecology sprung from some 

of the foundations Richards established (she also likely influenced the Chicago School of Human 

Ecology, tied in part to her visit to the World’s Fair68), but not generally attributed to her. 

Human ecology maintained much of the interdisciplinary foundation of home ecology, but found 

it difficult to define itself in an academic environment that called for clear delineation of 

disciplines and objective study. Overall, in the 1900s, academia began to emphasize specialized 

                                                           
67 For this reason, at the World’s Fair she insisted that her demonstration kitchen not be placed in the 
Women’s Building. Ultimately, she had her own building established, the Rumford Kitchen (Richardson, 
2002). 
68 During her residency in 1898 at the Worlds Fair, Richards strengthened her ties to the newly forming 
departments of sociology, philosophy, and education (Richardson, referring to Hunt 1958). She used 
“human ecology” for the first time in 1907, in Sanitation in Daily Life. “Ecology” made its first formal 
appearance in the field of sociology in the 1921 book Introduction to the Science of Sociology by Robert 
Park and Ernest Burgess.  
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expertise and objective or technical knowledge production in laboratories, outside of the field 

and outside of normative goals (Corburn, 2009).  

By the end of the 20th century, crises of expertise had emerged, and academics began to 

question the results produced by these supposed experts, as discussed in Rittel and Webber’s 

1973 article. They had not solved the problems, and it was looking like they couldn’t address 

increasingly wicked problems facing society. Today, there is both a strong need and potential for 

a renewal of home ecology to help address the challenges we face in our built environments. A 

new movement in home ecology can learn significantly from the past and from the personal 

journey of Ellen Swallow Richards. Yet, important changes will need to be made: the 

technologies and infrastructures developed in the late 1800s are not up to the challenges we 

face. We must understand our homes as interdependent parts of ecosystems and develop new 

approaches to managing flows through these systems (Biehler, 2009; Heynen, Kaika, & 

Swyngedouw, 2006; Kaika, 2004; Larson, Casagrande, Harlan, & Yabiku, 2009; McDonough & 

Braungart, 2002; Robbins & Sharp, 2003). Today’s home ecology demands a re-conception of 

the home as it relates to its ecological context and the global economy it helps constitute.  

2.4.4 Toward A Renewed Home Ecology Paradigm 

Drawing from normative, epistemological, and methodological developments in sustainability 

science, environmental justice, and social learning literature, we can reestablish a renewed 

home ecology paradigm to guide action inquiry and design to advance environmental justice in 

the complex, co-evolving, social, ecological, and technological systems we call home. Further 

details about the paradigm, its assumptions, and particular methods will be reviewed in Chapter 

3, Methodology. A summary is provided here to show how it builds on the theories and concepts 

reviewed earlier.  

2.4.4.1 Ontological and Epistemological Assumptions 

The epistemological and ontological foundations of a renewed home ecology emerge from the 

assumptions of social learning, critical theory of environmental justice, and complex, adaptive, 

social, ecological, and technological systems. Ontologically, a foundational assumption of the 

renewed HEP is that what we experience as reality is an evolving phenomenon that emerges 

through the patterns of actors interacting in complex, co-evolving social, ecological, and 
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technological systems. Some patterns take the form of well-worn ruts that constrain possibilities 

for self-organization.  

Epistemologically, to understand this reality, one must understand the interactions of 

actors in these coupled systems. One cannot simply look at component parts of the systems and 

study them. Furthermore, human actors are highly social beings whose interactions with one 

another (especially through conversations in which agreements are made) produce material 

(objective, factual) and experiential (subjective and instersubjective) consequences. The nature 

of the interactions and the conversations is a function of the state of each conscious human 

being involved, and the extent to which that being embraces his/her capacity for choice, self-

determination, and self-awareness. As such, the HEP requires integrated third-, second-, and 

first-person approaches for engaged, collaborative action inquiry. Through such inquiry, actors 

can better collaboratively sense, think, imagine, choose, act, and reflect together as they name, 

rename, and enact their collective futures.  

2.4.4.2 Normative Goal: Environmental Justice as a Goal for Adaptive Performance 

Environmental justice, as an aspirational vision of a social movement and a holistic theory of 

justice, serves as the normative framework (a.k.a. the axiological assumption) of the renewed 

HEP. Environmental justice offers guidance about the substantive outcomes desired for home 

environments, including: 1) healthy communities and ecosystems and 2) distributive equity 

(environmental benefits and burdens are proportionately distributed among people/groups). 

Environmental justice also affirms the importance of full participation and fair and inclusive 

decision-making processes in the design and management of home environments. 

Environmental justice also provides guidance about relational, experiential, and 

attentional aspects of justice that can help leaders of action inquiry more positively influence 

the quality of the social learning environments in which they participate. When actors embrace 

recognition as justice, they are reminded to recognize their personal voice and integrity, that of 

others, and that of the ecosystems of which they are part. With such recognition, they are 

better able to maintain receptive vulnerability. Similarly, when actors embrace capabilities as 

justice, they focus their attention on honoring and building upon capabilities and the highest 

potential of their own selves, others, and ecosystems. By embracing recognition and capabilities 
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as justice, they are better able to heal the vocational, social, and ecological divisions that 

impede adaptive capacity for flourishing in the systems of which they are a part.  

2.4.4.3 Methodological Implications 

The assumptions of the HEP imply a need for integration of third-person knowledge of social, 

ecological, technological systems as if from outside the systems with second-person, attuned, 

and empathetic knowledge of relationships and first-person self-awareness and embodied 

knowledge.  

The HEP has the potential to help actors understand and enhance adaptive performance 

in the home environments of which they are a part. As such, the central methodological 

approach is a regenerative dialogue assessment. Essentially, this is a conversation between 

those who inhabit a home environment and others who have important perspectives (e.g., 

building science or construction expertise) who can engage in dialogue about the past and 

present performance of the home and its potential desired performance in the future. 

As it is reimagined and proposed in this dissertation, the HEP is a transdisciplinary 

approach to action inquiry and design that emphasizes collaborative learning through doing in 

places of consequence.69 As a research paradigm grounded in critical pragmatism, it is 

methodologically pluralistic. Collaborative action research case studies are particularly favored. 

Not only does collaborative action research integrate various knowledge bases that can help 

make sense of complex systems, engaged action research supports adaptive management of 

home environments and generates feedback about how the systems respond to change. 

Additionally, rich case studies and their narratives can help others develop practical and 

empathetic knowledge and situated ethical judgment through the experiences of the co-

inquirers. These rich case studies provide a window into the micro-level and macro-level social 

                                                           
69 “Places of consequence” implies that HEP research is place-based, and that the choice of place is 
intentional. The HEP recognizes the place in which one lives is consequential and that “research on the 
body” can actually improve the validity of research results, as argued by Flyvbjerg in Making Social Science 
Matter (2001) and Heather Campbell (2006a) in an article on “situated ethical judgment.” Flyvbjerg and 
Campbell maintain that when a researcher engages in real world contexts where the research counts and 
conflict is encountered, there is enhanced accountability from outside as well – one cannot hide behind 
the veil of authority of an ivory tower, and one's research is exposed for critical review by stakeholders. 
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and political interactions and the subtle movements of power among agents of change 

operating in real life contexts.  

The renewed HEP I propose also includes use of methods that help make sense of 

predictable patterns and possible system interactions in environments. These include heuristic 

systems dynamics modeling tools such as those developed by Kauffman and Odum. Maps of 

actors and their relationships can also help make sense of interactions and influence in social 

networks. Asset mapping can help identify strengths and resources within households and 

neighborhoods as well. When engaging in home environments, quantitative performance 

measures (e.g., ecosystem services accounting, health impact assessments, system flows, 

management costs, etc.) and qualitative surveys/interviews to assess reported outcomes are 

helpful. Given the importance of empathetic knowledge and self-awareness in a renewed HEP, 

practices that support attuned dialogue and creative and critical self-reflection are also helpful.  

2.5 LITERATURE REVIEW SUMMARY 
This literature review provided an overview of the wicked problems involved in designing 

healthy, just, home environments at the household, neighborhood, city, and global scales. The 

literature review found that the design of our home environments and our patterns of 

habitation have generated public health problems with significant socioeconomic disparities, as 

well as causing ecological harm. Home repair programs have been created as measures to 

improve the health, safety, and ecological performance of home environments in 

neighborhoods experiencing blight as well as those experiencing gentrification. However, these 

programs have typically been designed based on an understanding of the problems facing these 

environments as tame ones when in fact they often have characteristics of wicked problems. 

Drawing on advances in the fields of sustainability science, environmental justice, and social 

learning and the historic successes of the forgotten science of home ecology, the literature 

review provided a foundation for a renewed HEP to help guide collaborative action inquiry 

designed to enhance the health performance of home environments. The HEP holds promise for 

investigating the potential of low-income home renovation programs in centrally located 

neighborhoods experiencing gentrification pressure to advance environmental justice at the 

household, neighborhood, and city scales. 
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3 CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

As established in Chapter 3, Literature Review, low-income home repair programs have been 

established as a strategy to improve the health of home environments, both when these 

neighborhoods are confronted by problems of disinvestment and of rapid reinvestment. In 

blighted neighborhoods, low-income owners are more likely to experience the environmental 

injustice of disproportionate environmental burdens. In gentrifying neighborhoods, low-income 

homeowners are more likely to experience the environmental injustice of displacement from 

their increasingly healthy home environments. Very little is known in the academic literature 

about the program performance of home repair programs specifically in gentrifying 

neighborhoods.  

3.1 STATEMENT OF CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTION 
This literature reviews calls for research around the following central research question:  

What is the performance potential of low-income home repair programs to 
advance environmental justice at the household, neighborhood, and city scales 
in home environments facing gentrification pressure? 

 

In considering this question, it is important to note that the literature review identified 

significant theoretical potential for home repair programs to serve as a leverage point to 

advance environmental justice in home environments. Having demonstrated theoretical 

potential for home repair programs to advance environmental justice in gentrifying home 

environments, how best can this potential be identified and explored in practice on the ground? 

To what extent are low-income home repair programs that have been designed to relieve 

gentrification pressure and to expand access to healthy and safe home environments achieving 

these performance goals? What are the consequences of these programs and what contextual 

and program design factors contribute to program performance? How might the environmental 

justice performance of these programs be expanded? The literature review suggests that a 

renewed home ecology paradigm (HEP) has potential to structure action inquiry around the 

central research question stated above and these underlying questions.  
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This chapter, Methodology, reviews key theoretical assumptions of the HEP and their 

methodological implications for research design, including the importance of place-based, rich 

case study research of home repair programs. In justifying the choice of qualitative case study 

research, it also discusses the value of engaged action inquiry that integrates third, second, and 

first person perspectives.70 In addition, the chapter will provide explicit delineation of 

phenomenon for which evidence is being collected, including identification of “performance of 

home repair programs” as the unit of analysis. It presents a justification of the three Austin 

cases selected and discusses my personal role as action researcher in each case. The chapter 

presents an overview and rationale for the strategic research methods used to collect and 

interpret data as they apply across all case studies, including third, second, and first person 

approaches employed to understand the context, performance outcomes, performance drivers, 

and performance potential of each program. The chapter will present the approach to analysis 

and interpretation of observations and experiences within and across the three case studies. 

The chapter includes a discussion of confounding issues that arose in the collection of data and 

their implications for interpretation of the cases. It also discusses the potential of the results 

from this inquiry to inform the design and management of other home repair programs as well 

as the academic literature that informed the central research question.  

3.2 GROUNDING ASSUMPTIONS OF THE HEP & THEIR IMPLICATIONS 
The end of the literature review presented an outline of a renewed HEP research paradigm to 

support action inquiry to advance environmental justice in home environments contending with 

wicked problems. The paradigm is intended to support communities of inquiry to bridge the 

social, ecological and vocational divides that have impeded the flourishing of social and 

ecological communities. Its key assumptions have important methodological implications in 

general, and specifically with regard to the challenge of identifying the potential of low-income 

home repair programs to advance environmental justice. 

                                                           
70 As discussed in Chapter 2, with third-person methods the researcher collects data as if she is an 
“outside” observer, as is typical in the natural sciences. When using second-person methods the 
researcher collects data by engaging with other stakeholders empathetically. When using first-person 
methods, the researcher collects data through engaged self-reflective practice.  
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3.2.1 #1: Home Environments Are Complex, Social, Ecological, Technological Systems  

Home repair programs emerge from (and are designed for) the complex, co-

evolving social, ecological, and technological systems of home environments. 

Performance is an emergent outcome out of complex interactions of these 

systems and their actors.  

Houses, neighborhoods, and cities are not typically thought of as complex, co-evolving 

social, ecological and technological systems, nor are the home repair programs intended to 

enhance the conditions of these home environments. However, the literature review suggests 

this assumption may be helpful in directing our attention in ways that can help us better 

understand the nature of these challenges and our potential to intervene effectively. As such, 

the assumption merits discussion.  

As it is used here, the word “technological” implies its etymological, Greek root techne. 

As Aristotle used it in his theories of knowledge, techne referred to a way of knowing pertaining 

to the application of technical skills and knowledge in order to solve particular problems in 

particular contexts (Flyvbjerg, 2001). Technologies and technological systems, then, expand far 

beyond our electronic gadgets. They include the techniques and practical strategies we have 

adopted over time to solve this problem or that problem. Having adopted such technologies into 

our daily life in our home environments, we continue to adapt to (and with them) in response to 

the dynamics of our social and ecological systems. Accordingly, as Steven Moore and Barbara 

Brown Wilson have asserted, a given “technology” is not only a “thing” used to solve a problem, 

but “also a body of knowledge and a social practice” (2013, p. 4). Similarly, in considering a 

building as a technology, David Leatherbarrow (2004, p. 7) has urged the field of architecture to 

shift its focus on what the building “is” to what the building “does,” or even on “its acts, its 

performances.” As Leatherbarrow and Thomas Fischer (2015) argue, there is something to be 

gained by understanding buildings as performances and the design of buildings as a 

performance art. From such a frame, the performance of a building has its own context and 

stage and includes a series of acts with different actors whose collective performance generates 

particular experiences and outcomes.  

This somewhat abstract discussion of ontological assumptions about technological 

systems in home environments has concrete implications for investigation of the performance 
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potential of home repair programs. It implies that if we want to fully understand “home repair” 

(or the performance thereof) we can’t simply look at the thing that was done to a home to solve 

a problem and compare that technical intervention against outcomes observed later. The reality 

of home repair is more complex. As a technology, home repair is also a body of knowledge and a 

social practice. Thus, to really understand “home repair” one needs to understand the 

knowledge, beliefs, and motivations of the social actors who perform home repair.  

Furthermore, home repair is not only the domain of home repair providers and what 

they have done to a home, but also about how that home repair performs with those who 

inhabit and manage the home thereafter. There are multiple acts in the overall performance of 

home repair with different actors engaged in each scene. And then, of course, there is the multi-

level stage of the ecological context. The actors and the homes they are repairing significantly 

influence and are influenced by their ecological context. To understand the environmental 

justice performance of home repair programs, one must understand the way they are situated 

in ecosystems and economic systems at multiple scales.  

When viewed from such a perspective, the challenge of understanding “the 

performance of home repair programs” requires understanding the contextual stage, the 

dynamics of actors involved in the production of home repair services and their lived 

experiences, and the outcomes they produce over time. Since the show goes on – both for the 

household served and for the providers who go on to serve more clients – understanding the 

performance of home repair must also mean understanding the potential for expanded 

performance results in the future.  

To summarize, if we assume that home repair programs and the home environments 

they are designed to improve are complex, co-evolving, social, ecological, and technological 

systems, then to understand the performance of home repair programs, our general inquiry 

should investigate four sub-areas:  

1) Performance context (including the social, technological, and ecological systems from 

which and for which the overall program was designed and implemented),  

2) Performance outcomes (i.e., the extent to which the programs achieved desirable 

outcomes and/or generated unanticipated outcomes),  
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3) Performance dynamics (i.e., the ways in which various actors engaged with one another 

and with their environments at the level of the home), and  

4) Performance potential (i.e., the potential for enhanced performance of home repair 

programs in the future).  

 

In considering how to study these four aspects of home repair performance, it is 

important for the researcher to consider her relationship to the performance. Will she be a 

member of the audience, possibly attending as an aesthetic critic – or in the terms of qualitative 

research, a participant observer?71 Will she interview key actors from the stage and other 

audience members to get a more complete understanding of performance dynamics and 

outcomes achieved, using qualitative methods of surveys and/or in-depth interviews?72 Will she 

study performance from an ongoing role within it, either as a choreographer, a lead actor, or 

supporting role, engaged in the qualitative methods of participatory action research?73 The 

different methodological choices made will be discussed in subsequent sections as they relate to 

the central research question. Regardless of the choice, adoption of the HEP as a research 

paradigm assumes that no matter what role a researcher chooses, she will always be influencing 

the dynamics of the social system she observes. As an observer, she is still inextricably part of 

the system. This brings us to a second key assumption of the HEP.  

                                                           
71 Participant observation will be discussed in the context of the research design later. Participant 
observation refers to a broad continuum of field research and roles for a researcher observing social 
phenomena of interest in the field (Babbie, 2005). As I use it in the sentence above, I am implying a level 
of observation akin to that described in the phronetic research presented by Bent Flyvbjerg (2001), in 
which the researcher participates consistently and transparently in the role of observer and social critic. 
Having collected his observational and experiential data through the performance, he then delivers his 
interpretations to the public for further deliberation.  
72 Surveys and depth interviews reflect a broad continuum of qualitative methods for finding out what 
others think about a given situation. Surveys and depth interviews have complementary strengths and 
weaknesses. Their role in the research design for this project will be discussed in subsequent sections.  
73 In referring to participatory action research (PAR), I refer to a broad research tradition with an extensive 
history in many fields of social inquiry and practice (Kemmis & McTaggert, 2005). The tradition of action 
research is typically understood to have begun with the work of social psychologist Kurt Lewin [see 
Literature Review for discussion of his contributions to social learning], who argued that to really 
understand a social system, you must attempt to change it and observe the way it responds. Participatory 
action research (PAR) grew as a field of purposeful, emancipatory inquiry in the Third World, with roots in 
liberation theology and neo-Marxist approaches to community development, such as in Paulo Freire’s 
work [see also the discussion of social learning in Literature Review]. PAR as it relates to this research 
project will be discussed in subsequent sections.  
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3.2.2 #2: The Researcher Has Responsibility as an Actor in Home Environments 

Since the researcher is, for better or for worse, an actor in the social, ecological, 

and technological systems of home environments she studies, she has a 

responsibility to locate and use her role and draw on her full capabilities for the 

betterment of the collective performance.  

Wherever a researcher decides to situate herself on the continuum of participation in 

field research, adoption of the HEP implies that she has a responsibility to use herself in that 

role to support the enhancement of overall system performance. This challenges even more 

reformed understandings of participant observation, such as the phronetic approach called for 

by Flyvbjerg. Flyvbjerg and others often encourage participant observers to enhance the validity 

of their research through “disinterested” participation and “self-removal,” but the assumptions 

of the HEP encourage participant observation that involves the observer’s full presence, open to 

the complete sensory experience (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 135).74 Drawing on Theory U and 

pragmatist theories of experience, the challenge is not to participate with disinterest or self-

removal, but rather to sense the full experience by temporarily suspending the automatic 

judgements, pre-ordained analyses, and selfish interests that cloud the experience of the 

present.75 In other words, the challenge is to suspend the self-interest in order to engage the 

Self and experience the present reality fully. When observing performance art, this is common 

and involves suspension of disbelief – this temporary suspension allows one to step into another 

world and experience it, knowing that the critical mind will later be able to compare it to other 

assumptions and subject it to critical analysis and interpretation. Thus, even in situations where 

                                                           
74 Interestingly, despite Flyvbjerg’s primary argument in Making Social Science Matter is that the pursuit 
of objectivity and neutrality are part of the undoing of social sciences, he is the one arguing for self-
removal here, quoting Nietzsche’s Gay Science. Scharmer’s research agenda is to understand the problem 
wherein power suppresses rationality. As such, much of his research draws from social science research 
focused on abuses of power based on narrowly construed self-interest. His case study of Aalborg in 
Rationality and Power, offers an excellent experiential tour through what I called the degenerative social 
fields described by Theory U, in which individuals are increasingly self-interested and isolated. Flyvbjerg 
does not make distinctions about “self” (as in narrow personal interests) versus “Self” (a deeper, fuller, 
self-actualized notion of individual being). When he discusses “self,” it appears to be in reference of a self-
interested, habitual, unexamined “self” that is a liability in the realm of truth-seeking. Additionally, 
although his arguments for phronetic social science research are similar to arguments for participant 
action research, he generally maintains that phronetic researchers are not active participants, only 
participant observers.  
75 Dewey wrote extensively about the aesthetics of experience and the relationship between the observer 
of art, the art itself, and the creators of it in Art as Experience (Dewey, 1934).  
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it would appear that a researcher is in a role largely limited to a third person perspective, the 

assumptions of the HEP imply that attuned second- and first-person perspectives enrich the 

experience and the understanding of the performance.  

That said, continuing the performance analogy, when a researcher has the opportunity 

to play a supporting or leading role in program performance, her potential to understand and 

contribute to potential performances increases. There is only so much that one can learn or 

contribute from a position in the audience – even with a back-stage pass to interview key 

performers or the opportunity to talk about what happened with other observers. Being in the 

spotlight may be intimidating, but it can stimulate greater awareness and self-responsibility. 

Overcoming one’s own fears and immediate judgments of others is particularly important in 

improvisational performance, where attunement to oneself, others, and the movements of the 

whole all become important for performance. Having the opportunity to step back and seek an 

outside perspective or to look at the performance as if from the outside can also support the 

creative process of high performance.  

In the same way, social learning theory suggests parallel opportunities for enhanced 

understanding, situated ethical judgment, and positive contribution are possible to researchers 

as engaged participants in a trusting, attuned community of inquirers working purposefully to 

enhance collective performance.76 Accordingly, if a researcher wants to understand the 

potential of low-income home repair programs to advance environmental justice performance, 

she would be well-served to take the best of what she knows about these programs and their 

potential theory and to collaborate with others who are already leading home repair programs 

or those who would be interested in creating one. This requires developing an understanding of 

one’s own role in that system, both explicitly (e.g., an official position) and implicitly (e.g., one’s 

positionality with regard to larger structures of power).77 Through an adaptive, reflective 

                                                           
76 John Friedmann, Donald Schon, Otto Scharmer, Bill Torbert, Meg Holden, 
77 This is a necessary part of critically reflective praxis (Angotti & Sze, 2009; Friedmann, 1987). Pierre 
Bourdieu’s discussion of “social fields” is also relevant to consideration of the researcher’s positionality, in 
that these social fields are terrains in which people compete for status that permeate yet are not 
bounded by other structures such as bureaucratic roles (Bourdieu, 1993). For researchers with light skin, 
consideration of positionality might include reflection on “white privilege” (McIntosh, 1989).  
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process of learning and doing, the researcher gets to discover the potential of home repair 

programs both through pitfalls and breakthroughs in practice.  

By employing methods and practices of participatory action research and collaborative 

design,78 action researchers can more skillfully, critically, and creatively engage in the reflective 

praxis required to productively engage with the conflicts, power imbalances, and other 

challenges that arise in the field (J. F. Forester, 1999; Reason & Bradbury, 2007). True to its 

epistemological roots in critical pragmatism, this approach to research is highly adaptive and 

cannot follow a singular or linear approach in its methodology.  

3.2.3 Explicit Ontological, Axiological, and Epistemological Assumptions 

The discussion above provided a basic recap of two key assumptions of the HEP that have 

important implications for research design. The assumptions discussed touched on key 

ontological, axiological, epistemological, and methodological assumptions that form the 

theoretical spine of the HEP. These assumptions and their implications are explicitly summarized 

in the following sections.  

3.2.3.1 Ontological Assumptions (what is the nature and structure of reality?) 

As the presentation of the HEP in Chapter 2 establishes, the HEP includes distinct ontological 

assumptions, e.g., assumptions regarding the nature of being, the basic structure of reality. A 

principal goal of philosophical ontology is “to articulate a theory of the nature and structure of 

reality that is as encompassing as possible of actual configurations experienced” (Lawson, 2003, 

p. 120). Fundamentally grounded in the tradition of pragmatism, the HEP includes an 

assumption that ontological theories like all other knowledge are partial, fallible, and socially 

constructed agreements about what the structure of reality is, based on our experience (and our 

attempts to make sense of that experience). Drawing on its foundations in social learning, 

sustainability science and environmental justice, the HEP includes three key ontological 

assumptions:  

1. Material reality exists as a product of complex, adaptive systems. The material realities 

we experience are the outcome of interactions within dynamic, complex, co-evolving 

social, ecological, and technological systems. 

                                                           
78 The subtle distinction between participatory action research and collaborative design will be reviewed 
in a later section.  
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2. Social systems shape material reality. A defining feature of social systems is that they 

are communicative systems through which human being engage in social learning to 

adapt to their home environments. Reality, then, itself is a social construct; we create 

the world and our shared understanding of reality through language and symbols. 

Furthermore, we experience a material world of objects (i.e., material reality) and a 

social world of relationships with human beings (i.e., social reality). 

3. Individual experience shapes social and material reality. If material reality is shaped by 

social reality, then social reality is fundamentally shaped by experiential, individual 

reality, i.e., our lived experience. Similarly, our personal interpretations of our 

individual, social and material realities shape our experience and those of others.  

In summary, material and ecological realities are shaped through the interactions of 

social processes with technological and ecological ones. Social processes are shaped by the 

interactions of individuals. Individuals interact with the world based partly on their own 

individual conscious choices, but also via automatic habits and reactions that are substantially 

influenced by the social, ecological, and technological environments they call home, as reflected 

by Figure 3.1.  

 

Figure 3.1. Material, Social, and Individual Functions of Reality 

Given these fundamental assumptions about the nature of reality, if we as humans want 

to improve our experience of living and our living conditions, we have the opportunity to 
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examine and change the assumptions and habits through which we live our everyday lives and 

make new agreements, create new technologies, and restructure our world.  

Of course, the goal of “improving our conditions” involves normative assumptions about 

how the world should be. Although such a normative assumption would be considered a bias 

and a weakness in positivist epistemologies, social scientists are increasingly recognizing that 

they have a responsibility to forthrightly engage in the classic value-rational questions: “Where 

are we going? Is it desirable? What should be done?” (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 130; Hiles, 2008). As 

such, research paradigms should make their axiological assumptions explicit.  

3.2.3.2 Axiological Assumptions (what is worth knowing?) 

Axiological assumptions are ethical questions about value: What is worth knowing? Why should 

inquiring minds want to know? What counts as valuable knowledge? (Hiles, 2008; Kvanvig, 

1998). The HEP includes an axiological assumption that knowledge that is worth knowing is 

actionable knowledge that advances environmental justice as a positive vision for flourishing, 

equitable home environments. The Literature Review Chapter provided a detailed overview of 

environmental justice as an affirmative vision and a holistic theoretical framework of justice that 

guides inquiry in the HEP (see Section 2.3.2.2).  

1) recognition (mutual respect, care, and recognition of value and integrity in others), and 

2) capabilities (related to the opportunity of individuals and communities for self-

expression, self-determination, well-being, and realization of their full capabilities)79  

As a review, substantive, distributive, and procedural justice are all helpful in directing 

and assessing observable outcomes and practices of home repair programs: Did the home repair 

services improve substantive living conditions? Were the services distributed fairly? Did 

households get to participate in the design process?  

Recognition and capabilities are more relational and contextual theories of justice that 

can guide development of empathetic relationships among actors engaged in home repair. They 

also support a strengths-based, appreciative approach to action inquiry (Kretzmann & McKnight, 

1993; McKnight et al., 2010).  

                                                           
79 By extension, this applies to the well-being of ecosystems and opportunities for their wellbeing and 
resilience.  
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Environmental justice praxis has important ethical implications for research practice 

that are helpful for avoiding historical pitfalls in qualitative research. The history of qualitative 

methods is rooted in colonialism, where colonizers used research as “an objective way of 

representing the dark-skinned Other to the white world” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 1). After 

some of the most egregious abuses of researchers’ power, the Institutional Review Board was 

set up to ensure informed consent and other protocols intended to protect research subjects. 

However, these protocols still reinforced existing power structures and some argue that these 

guidelines were meant to protect institutions, not individuals or communities who were the 

subject of research (Christians, 2005). Rules were in place, but underlying paradigms and the 

basic way that researchers framed their relationships with the people they studied did not. 

Recognition and capabilities as ethical values require researchers to reframe their view of 

people involved with their studies – it calls on researchers to relate empathetically, recognize 

the value of local, situated knowledge, and to provide opportunities for partnership.  

When operating from this frame of mind, researchers are more likely to consider 

opportunities for community-based participatory research and participant action research that 

are well-developed in environmental justice scholarship (Angotti & Sze, 2009; Corburn, 2005, 

2009) and more generally in the social sciences (Reason & Bradbury, 2007). Environmental 

justice scholarship specifically focuses on cultivating mutually beneficial relationships among 

humans, between humans and their environment. This shift in paradigm fundamentally 

challenges the Enlightenment’s mindset on rationality and freedom of the autonomous 

individual (Christians, 2005). It challenges the researcher to locate her own position within 

larger systems and to share power and shift power relationships through the research process 

with community partners. Doing so requires vulnerability on the part of the principal researcher 

as much as, if not more, than it does on the non-academic research partner. More poignantly 

put, this frame shift calls on researchers to answer the charge put forth by Lilla Watson, an 

Aboriginal elder, activist and educator from Australia: “If you have come to help me, you are 

wasting your time. If you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us 

work together.”  
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Such liberation depends on the researcher’s willingness to practice self-reflection. The 

HEP implies that actors in home environments can engage more generatively if they center their 

attention on three key groundings: 1) an intentional grounding to serve the whole ecosystem, 2) 

a relational grounding that acknowledges full interdependence with others and recognizes their 

individual voices and capabilities, and 3) a vocational grounding that helps focus attention on 

the actor’s personal contribution to social and ecological systems.80 When a researcher engages 

with research “subjects” with these groundings they can cultivate relationships of mutual 

respect and reciprocity. They might also discover new opportunities for action aligned with core 

values and capabilities of other actors, or even the larger organizational systems and ecological 

systems of which they are part. Self-reflective practices help individuals tune in to recognize 

their authentic voices (personally and collectively) so that they might develop together into their 

full capacity and regenerate healthful conditions in the social and ecological systems they call 

home.  

To that end, the axiological assumption of environmental justice also presumes that 

one’s personal home environment is an appropriate area for inquiry. When we look at we can 

do starting with ourselves, we are likely to see opportunities for collaboration with others. The 

assumptions of the HEP imply the value of research in one’s own home environment, especially 

given the enhanced validity associated with “research on the body” (Haraway, 1995). Contrary 

to the assumptions of positivist and post-positivist research methods that emphasize the 

importance of detached, outside, impartial observers, Bent Flyvbjerg (2001, p. 166) argues that 

if we are to “re-enchant and empower social science,” then “we must take up problems that 

matter to the local, national, and global communities in which we live, and we must do it in 

ways that matter.” Environmental justice praxis recognizes that the liberation of all research 

participants from a world beholden with oppressive patterns of social and ecological 

relationships comes from collaboration that equally honors the full diversity of capability its 

participants. 

                                                           
80 These grounding intentions for action inquiry are drawn from Otto Scharmer’s Theory U: Leading From 
The Emerging Future (2009).  
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In summary, the flexible, holistic, normative framework of environmental justice 

provides a general sense of direction while also emphasizing the importance of suspending rigid 

norms and maintaining receptive vulnerability to engage in relationships with others engaged in 

home environments. In the context of low-income home repair programs environmental justice 

is particularly appropriate given its focus on 1) expanding substantive improvements to living 

conditions to households that are disadvantaged by the current larger economy, and 2) 

recognizing individuals, households and communities in their full dignity, and 3) supporting 

expansion of adaptive capacity in home environments. The ontological and axiological 

assumptions of the HEP have important epistemological and methodological implications. A 

summary is provided in Table 3.1.  
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Table 3.1.  Ontological, Axiological, and Epistemological Assumptions & Implications  

Ontological 
assumptions 

Sample axiological  
assumptions  

Key epistemological  
assumptions 

Corresponding strategic 
methods for data collection 

Material reality = 
f(co-evolving 
social, ecological, 
technological 
systems) 

Knowledge of material reality should 
be used to:  
- Expand equal access to healthy air, 
water, food, energy, shelter 
- Regenerate ecological health in living 
systems 
- While humans cannot “control” these 
complex systems, we profoundly 
influence them and have a 
responsibility to do so in ways that 
advance environmental justice.  

- While "reality" is constantly evolving and humans 
always influence reality, methodological rigor can 
help us identify and control for biases, allowing us to 
see more clearly into the nature of complex home 
environments.  
- To be able to understand the systems shaping 
reality, we must look for patterns and relationships 
and cultivate capacity to relate parts to wholes.  
- Quantitative and qualitative methods of natural and 
social sciences are important in understanding past 
patterns and predictable futures. 

Household level assessment 
methods include expert 
assessments by home building 
scientists, consideration of 
quantitative utility bills, and blower 
door tests.  

Social reality = 
f(quality of 
adaptive capacity 
of social learning 
communities, and 
collective 
capabilities of 
individuals 
participating in 
them).  

Knowledge of social systems should be 
used to:  
- Undo social divisions that have unjust 
outcomes and ecological degradation 
- Establish fair democratic processes 
and just social relationships 
- Lead inclusive social learning 
communities, drawing on local and 
expert knowledge, values, and 
capacities 

Humans cannot truly study social systems without 
influencing them and being influenced by them. 
Further, conversations shape material reality and 
individual experience. As such, to produce valid and 
valuable knowledge, methods should include:  
- Engagement that fosters empathetic knowledge 
- Processes for group learning that support discovery 
of common vision, strengths and collective action  
- Social processes that engage questions of power 
and privilege critically, to prevent distortion from 
systemic blind spots  

Household pre- and post-
assessment for Holly Neighbors 
Helping Neighbors included a 
deeply engaged regenerative 
dialogue with residents about the 
home’s history, essence, and their 
needs and aspirations. Trusting 
dialogue bridges expert and local 
knowledge. 

Individual reality = 
f(quality of 
awareness and 
way of being) 

Experiential and self-knowledge 
should:  
- Undo vocational division at individual 
level by attuning oneself to one's own 
voice and expressing it in action, 
- Undo vocational division at 
community level both by inspiring 
others by personal practice and 
through mutual recognition and 
attentive listening for potential.  

Individual humans are capable of self-awareness and 
reflection and transformative learning. To build valid 
and valuable knowledge, practices should: 
- Support critical reflection regarding understanding 
of relationships between self and whole systems.  
- Develop awareness and capacity for choice at a 
level of being, or quality of attention.  
- Ground oneself intentionally (vision of the whole), 
relationally (connection to others), and vocationally 
(connection to voice and Self) 

Before household level 
assessments, the interview team 
grounded themselves and centered 
on key team intentions, and 
afterwards reflected on 
experiences. 
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3.2.3.3 Epistemological Assumptions (how can we “know”?) 

The ontological and axiological assumptions of the Home Ecology Paradigm correspond to 

important epistemological assumptions with methodological implications. 

1) There is a material reality about which we can and should generate actionable knowledge, 

while acknowledging that this knowledge is fallible, contextual, and based on our best 

possible agreements.  

 

Epistemological claim: We can develop this knowledge by drawing on methods of natural and 

social sciences that offer tools and practices that allow us to observe, model, describe, and 

predict system dynamics as if we were viewing them from outside the system from a third 

person perspective. Systems and asset mapping, ecological assessment, building assessments, 

and outcomes measurements are all helpful methods that have been developed by scientific 

and professional communities to help us make sense of systems and notice disconfirming data 

we might otherwise look past. Furthermore, social scientists have developed tools to help us 

map structures in social systems as well, as if from an outsider’s perspective. Tools developed by 

the natural and social sciences can helps us see more clearly into the nature of material and 

ecological reality and the systems that constitute it from an outside, third-person perspective.  

 

2) Material reality and our understanding of that reality are profoundly shaped by a social 

reality constructed through social processes, conversations, stories, and agreements 

created and shared by social learning communities.  

 

Epistemological claim: Through methods of social inquiry and social learning, we can not only 

see more clearly into the nature of social and material reality, we can also actively and ethically 

shape the systems of which we are part. We can develop our capacity to sense systems 

empathetically from within social relationships in communities of inquiry through dialogue and 

collaborative design processes. We can attune ourselves to other inquirers drawing on methods 

form a second-person perspective. 

 

3) The quality of social learning communities, the knowledge they produce, and the action 

they galvanize is influenced by the attention and participation of each individual, each 
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individual’s subjective experience of life, and each individual’s capacity for deep, attuned 

listening and frame shifting.  

 

Epistemological claim: We can develop knowledge about such experiential reality through first-

person methods of reflective practice that help individuals build their internal and collective 

capacity for reflective action that advances environmental justice in the social and ecological 

systems of which they are part. Such tools include reflective practice (Schön, 1983, 1987) and 

generative listening practices (O. Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013) through which we can practice 

personally to develop our capacity for frame suspension and frame shifting. Dialogue with 

others – including “critical and civic friends” (J. F. Forester, 1999) and structured peer coaching 

circles (O. Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013) also help us identify and move through our personal blind 

spots and see more clearly into given challenges.81  

As this summary underscores, the HEP implies that the adaptive capacity of social 

learning communities to advance environmental justice depends on knowledge drawn from 

third-person, second-person and first-person perspectives. These three perspectives are useful 

in developing material/ecological knowledge, social knowledge, and experiential knowledge. 

3.2.4 Summary of Methodological Implications for Research Design 

The above discussion of central assumptions of the HEP and implications for home repair call for 

a research design that enables investigation of the nuances of home repair program 

performance, including performance context, outcomes, dynamics, and potential. A 

quantitative survey of home repair program designs and their outcomes would not be able to 

control for the number of codependent variables and feedback loops identified in the literature, 

nor capture the nuanced complexities of interaction effects.82 Qualitative data are richer in 

                                                           
81 In The Deliberative Practioner, John Forrester defines critical friends as friends who "care enough to 
listen for more than what has been said, who care enough to wonder about what has been missed, who 
are engaged and collaborative enough to help, yet detached and independent enough to carry forward 
their own projects." He also refers to civic friends as "new friends of a diverse public; new friends who 
hope to seek out those affected and who will attend to their inclusion; new, civic friends who can create a 
space for speaking and listening, for difference and respect, for the joint search for new possibilities, and 
ultimately, for newly fashioned agreements about how we shall live together." 
 
82 Reductionism in quantitative inquiry may focus too narrowly on certain variables to the exclusion of 
other important ones and reduce the whole to parts (Babbie, 2005; Flyvbjerg, 2001). Qualitative data are 
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meaning and detail and be more helpful in achieving understanding of an interesting and 

complex case (Babbie, 2005, p. 25). Since qualitative research more accurately depicts what’s 

happening on the ground and can generate significant insight into actionable knowledge, it is 

more valid.83  

Investigation of the central research question calls for a rich case study approach to 

study the performance of home repair programs that are likely to reveal insights relevant to the 

central research question’s focus on multi-scalar environmental justice performance outcomes 

in gentrifying neighborhoods. Place-based, wicked problems involving social action are best 

explored through contextualized research and a case study approach is ideal. Preferably, the 

case studies would be conducted through a participatory action research approach that would 

enable more nuanced understanding of the organizational dynamics of the home repair 

organizations and provide an opportunity to explore future potential of programs through 

engaged environmental justice praxis.  

3.3 JUSTIFICATION OF CASE STUDY APPROACH  
Case studies are increasingly being recognized for their value in developing actionable, context-

appropriate knowledge in complex environments. Case studies allow a nuanced understanding 

of complex challenges and contextual dynamics from the context of a house to that of an 

organization. Bent Flyvbjerg (2001, p. 140) argued convincingly in Making Social Science Matter 

that rich, contextual case-study research “explores historic circumstances and current practices 

to find avenues to praxis.” Furthermore, a contextual, value-based, and power-aware approach 

to case study research helps to “clarify and deliberate about the problems and risks we face and 

to outline how things may be done differently, in full knowledge that we cannot find ultimate 

answers to these questions or even a single version of what the questions are” (2001, p. 140). 

Rich case studies also help build a knowledge-base that supports the development of practical 

wisdom required to generate solutions to complex, real-world challenges. First of all, it helps the 

                                                           
much richer in meaning than quantitative data and may be more helpful in achieving understanding of an 
interesting and complex case (Babbie, 2005, p. 25). 
 
83 The enhanced validity of qualitative research for socially relevant questions like the one posed in this 
research has been discussed by many scholars (Babbie, 2005, pp. 343–344) 
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action researcher and her team develop situated, ethical judgement and practical wisdom 

through direct experience, empathetic understanding, and embodied knowledge (H. Campbell, 

2006b; Flyvbjerg, 2001, 2006a; J. F. Forester, 1999; Haraway, 1995; Schön, 1983). Such engaged 

environmental justice praxis can also build emotional and ecological intelligence of participants 

(Goleman, 1995, 2011). As communities of action inquiry move towards mastery, they share and 

reproduce this knowledge within the community and can also relay it to others in intersecting 

learning networks, allowing greater transfer of innovation (Holden, 2008). Research suggests 

that the only way to develop mastery is through depth and breadth of experience (Dreyfus, 

Dreyfus, & Athanasiou, 1986; Flyvbjerg, 2001). The best way to learn how to do things well is to 

develop experience with an expert, through cognitive apprenticeship (J. S. Brown, Collins, & 

Duguid, 1989) wherein an individual can pick up the expert’s tacit knowledge through 

observation, modelling, or practice in the context of a trusting relationship.  

In the absence of direct experience, rich case studies can serve as a proxy for experience 

for those who read them and have the opportunity to explore another reality. As discussed in 

the literature review, narratives are incredibly helpful cognitive strategies for making sense of 

an otherwise overwhelming amount of data in our complex world. Telling stories allows us to 

convey wisdom drawn from many ways of knowing. Furthermore, when case studies are 

sufficiently richly detailed, it gives the reader an opportunity to question the case narrator’s 

interpretations, imagine alternative plot developments, and make more informed comparisons 

about the differences between the study context and the context of the reader. As such, they 

are frequently used in professional education to prepare students for real-world practice by 

building the situated ethical judgment they will need to engage with social, ecological and 

technological complexity (Flyvbjerg, 2001; VanWynsberghe & Khan, 2007). 

Simply put, we learn how to engage productively with complex environments through 

case experience. Rules and best practices are helpful when they are explored through context, 

but they do not advance mastery alone. What works in one place may not work in another, and 

to be able to tell how it works in practice, it is helpful to understand how it worked in context to 

begin with. Valid, actionable knowledge depends on experience and cases support the 

development of experience. While this likely sounds somewhat commonsensical based on our 
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personal experiences of rich learning experiences, it is still a noteworthy distinction for 

academia. The standard of validity for the social sciences has long been to produce objective, 

epistemic knowledge that could be applied anywhere and everywhere. However, a growing 

movement of qualitative researchers argue that for the social sciences to fulfill on their 

potential, they must achieve actionable, contextually appropriate knowledge with concrete 

benefits for nature and society (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Flyvbjerg, 2001; Reason & Bradbury, 

2007).  

Since place-based case studies enable mixed-method approaches and triangulation, to 

delve into the complexity of practice in context, reveal the nuances through which human 

actions (and interactions) translate into results, and use rich narratives to help convey the 

complexity of situated experience in ways that can be understood by an audience, they are 

particularly valuable in building a body of relevant, actionable knowledge.  

Yet, for all of these benefits, the “case study” has been also criticized as a “catch-all 

category for a variety of research methods, methodologies, and designs” that loses meaning, 

specificity and rigor (VanWynsberghe & Khan, 2007). As such, the power and rigor of the case 

study draws from the appropriate choice of research paradigm for the research questions at 

hand, the explicit delineation of phenomenon for which evidence is being collected, and the 

appropriate selection of methods to collect such data. This methodology chapter outlines these 

specific strategies. 

Recognizing that “case study research” refers to a wide variety of research methods, 

methodologies, and designs, VanWynsberghe and Khan (2007) argue that the power and rigor of 

case study research draws from: 

1. Appropriate choice of a research paradigm for the research questions at hand,  

2. Explicit delineation of phenomenon for which evidence is being collected, and  

3. Appropriate selection of methods to collect such data.  

To that end, each of these choices was given significant deliberation in the research 

design process. The justification for use of a renewed HEP grounded in the traditions of social 

learning, environmental justice, and sustainability science has been provided above. The 
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following sections provide an overview of the research design and strategic methods of data 

collection relevant to the central research question.  

3.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS & DELINEATION OF PHENOMENON FOR OBSERVATION AND 

ANALYSIS 
Strong case study research is explicit about the phenomenon under investigation for which 

evidence will be collected. As established previously, the central research question asks, “what 

is the performance potential of low-income home repair programs to advance environmental 

justice at the household, neighborhood, and city scales in home environments facing 

gentrification pressure?” To investigate such performance potential, this research collects and 

analyzes data pertaining to the performance of low-income home repair programs. As such, the 

overarching unit of analysis for the case study research is the performance of low-income 

home repair programs.  

Analysis of home repair performance considers the extent to which performance 

advances environmental justice. Performance with regard to environmental justice will be 

considered primarily at three scales: the micro-scale of the household, the meso-scale of the 

neighborhood, and the macro-scale of the city. To provide a holistic understanding of 

performance, each home repair program case study will investigate four areas with their own 

sub-questions conducive to descriptive, explanatory, and theoretical research:  

1) Performance context: What is the historic context of the social, technological, and 

ecological systems from which (and for which) the low-income home repair program 

was designed and implemented? How did actors interacting with one another and the 

larger social, technological, and ecological systems of which they are part influence 

overall program performance?  

2) Performance outcomes: To what extent did the low-income home repair programs 

achieve desired outcomes and/or generate unanticipated outcomes)? How do 

homeowners view the consequences of the home repairs they received? How do 

observed outcomes compare to potential environmental justice84 outcomes?  

                                                           
84 As established in Chapter 2, Literature Review, environmental justice outcomes include the extent to 
which programs advanced substantive justice (e.g., material improvements in living conditions and 
physical well-being), distributional justice (e.g., improvement in access to desirable living conditions to 
vulnerable, disadvantaged individuals and/or social groups), procedural/participatory justice (e.g., full 
participation by vulnerable individuals and/or social groups in decisions about their home environments), 
recognition as justice (e.g., all actors, especially vulnerable household members, are recognized for their 
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3) Performance dynamics: At the household level, how did the interactions of various 

actors with one another and with the complex home environment influence observed 

home repair performance outcomes? How did home repair providers engage with 

household members during the repair process? What strategies did homeowners 

employ in the ongoing management of their homes?  

4) Performance potential: How do actors view the performance potential of home repair 

programs, especially to enhance health, safety and general well-being of residents, to 

reduce gentrification pressure, and to reduce environmental burdens generated at the 

household-level? How can theory help interpret observations on home repair 

performance to identify further performance potential?  

 

Having established the units of analysis as the performance of low-income home repair 

programs, the next step of case study design is the selection of cases. Section 3.5 provides a 

justification of selection of three home repair programs in Austin, TX. Section 3.6 provides an 

overview of strategic methods for data collection for the four research areas identified above.  

3.5 JUSTIFICATION OF SELECTION OF THREE CASES IN AUSTIN, TX 
In considering my choice of case studies, it was important to select home repair programs that 

would allow me to meaningfully address all dimensions of the central research questions. Since I 

sought to understand the extent to which home repair programs were advancing environmental 

justice in the context of gentrifying home environments, it was important to choose home repair 

programs that faced the challenge of gentrification and in some way intended to advance 

environmental justice. Ideally, I would also study some programs that took a holistic, multi-

scalar, systems-design approach to home repair in order to more effectively leverage scarce 

resources to generate greater environmental justice performance outcomes.  

Since I also aimed to enhance performance of such programs instead of simply 

observing them, it was also important for me to select home repair programs in which I could 

conduct research as a participant action researcher. In participant observation and participant 

action research, the role of the researcher falls within a continuum of involvement and 

engagement, ranging from participation in a more passive manner where the researcher still 

                                                           
full dignity and contribution), and capabilities as justice (e.g., all actors are afforded an opportunity to 
expand their own development and exercise their capabilities more fully).  
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participates with a largely outsider perspective observing dynamics and seeking to disrupt the 

social environment as little as possible, to a deeply engaged role where the researcher is 

engaging in reflective practice while participating fully in the life and leadership of the 

organization (Stringer, 1999). My goal in case selection was to allow me to use my existing role 

in the home repair ecosystems productively and without over-extension. A mix of levels of 

involvement would likely be appropriate and synergistic. 

These priorities led to five main selection criteria for home repair programs in which to 

study performance:  

1. Intends to support low-income households facing gentrification pressure 

2. Intends to advance environmental justice goals at household level 

3. Intends to advance environmental justice goals at neighborhood level 

4. Employs strategies to leverage home repairs to generate environmental justice 

outcomes beyond the household level 

5. Offers opportunities for engaged action research by principal investigator 

In addition to these five central criteria, it was also strategic to study multiple programs 

in the same urban context experiencing gentrification pressure and environmental justice 

challenges. From a logistical perspective, studying multiple home repair programs in the same 

city was manageable. From a research design perspective, it could also allow a more meaningful 

cross-case comparison of programs if they shared the same general context, given the important 

role of contextual factors that has been established.  

3.5.1 Justification of Austin, TX  

I ultimately chose to investigate three city-funded home repair programs in Austin, TX. This was 

an ideal choice for two key reasons. First, the city is a fast growing one that has been contending 

with gentrification challenges. Second, there were several interesting low-income home repair 

programs that could help advance understanding of the general question. These two claims will 

be reviewed next. 

3.5.1.1 Fast-growing City with Attractive Urban Core 

Austin is a fast-growing city that is a strongly representative case of an urban environment that 

is challenged by gentrification pressure (Heimsath et al., 2001). The city’s centrally located urban 

neighborhoods have aging housing stock, rapidly rising property taxes, and rapidly shifting 
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demographics. This is especially true in central East Austin neighborhoods where long-term, 

low-income residents of color are being replaced by residents who are more educated, have 

higher incomes, and typically white (Castillo, 2011; EAC & PODER, 2012; Gallagher, n.d.; 

Smithson, 2009; Sobel, 2008). With over 110 people moving to Austin every day, Austin has one 

of the hottest real estate markets in the country, and gentrification is becoming an issue of 

concern from residents throughout the city (Robinson, 2010; Swiatecki, 2013).  

3.5.1.2 Four Municipally Funded Low-Income Home Repair Programs 

Secondly, the City of Austin had provided municipal funding for four home repair programs. Two 

of these were city-wide programs: 1) the General Obligation Bond Home Repair Program (GO 

Repair), and 2) the weatherization program of the public utility, Austin Energy. The other two 

programs served the Holly Neighborhood, a centrally located neighborhood experiencing 

gentrification pressure: 1) the city-run Holly Good Neighbor Home Repair Program (HGNP), and 

2) the neighborhood-run Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors Initiative (HNHN). All four of these 

programs belonged to the Austin Housing Repair Coalition (AHRC), a self-organized, cross-sector 

social learning network that came together in as a collective effort to better leverage 

community resources for the wellbeing of low-income homeowners suffering from poor housing 

conditions.  

Importantly, each of these programs offered opportunities for some level of 

participatory action research. From 2011-2014, I served as the Vice Chair of the AHRC and from 

2010-2011 I served as the Chair of the Weatherization Sub-committee which focused on 

developing the AHRC’s strategic approach to green and healthy housing. As a resident in the 

Holly Neighborhood since 2007, I co-founded HNHN with my neighbors and with support from 

AHRC partners. As a stakeholder in these programs, albeit with very different roles, these 

problems provided opportunities for participatory action research and collaborative design 

practice.  

Given the opportunity to study multiple home repair programs with intrinsic and 

comparative value for exploration of the central research question and the opportunity for me 

to study programs from third, second, and first person perspectives through participatory action 

research, Austin was an ideal context to study. Out of the four municipal programs, I chose to 
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study the three programs that expressed a deliberate intention to ameliorate gentrification 

pressure: GO Repair, HGNP, and HNHN. The value of each for case study selection is reviewed in 

turn and the appropriateness according to the selection criteria is summarized in Table 3.2. 

Table 3.2  Suitability of three selected case studies according to established criteria 

Ideal Criteria for Home Repair Program GO Repair 

Program & 

AHRC 

Holly Good 

Neighbor 

Home Repair 

Program 

Holly 

Neighbors 

Helping 

Neighbors 

Intended to support low-income 

households facing gentrification pressure 

High High High 

Directly or indirectly tied to 

environmental justice goals at household 

level 

High High High 

Directly or indirectly tied to 

environmental justice goals at 

neighborhood level 

Low Medium High 

Offers opportunities for engaged, 

reflective practice by principal investigator 

High Medium High  

Employs strategies to leverage home 

repairs to generate environmental justice 

outcomes beyond the household level 

Medium 

(some ARHC 

members)  

Low High 

3.5.2 Justification for Selection of GO Repair Program 

The city-wide GO Repair Program was established to ameliorate gentrification pressure in 2009 

with funds from a 2006 bond for affordable housing. The program focused on provision of 

health and safety repairs, but advocates for the program also anticipated it being used in 

conjunction with Austin Energy’s weatherization program.85 The GO Repair Program appears to 

be the first home repair program in the nation to have used municipal bond funding to support 

a home repair program, let alone one focused on addressing gentrification.86  

                                                           
85 GO Repair was started in 2009, just as the federal stimulus program began pumping funds into the 
Weatherization Assistance Program, which AE administered. GO Repair could make homes 
“weatherization ready” and help WAP reach more families in need.  
86 Austin appears to be unique in public funds for private home repair, based on my review of the 
literature, internet searchers, and interactions with other home repair providers in the country. However, 
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Although it is funded by the City of Austin, the GO Repair Program is implemented by 

nonprofit home repair providers who formed the core of the AHRC, a group of over a dozen 

individuals and organizations involved in the provision of home repair services. As such, the GO 

Repair Program supports several interesting (and in some cases innovative) low-income home 

repair programs in Austin that advance one or more different environmental justice priorities 

and some employ particularly innovative approaches to do so. For instance, American Youth 

Works is a nonprofit home repair organization that prepares disadvantaged youth for careers in 

the green economy through green building training. Not only does this program provide 

weatherization and home repair support to low-income households in need, it also builds 

community capacity and the local economy. Study of the GO Repair program also involves study 

of the AHRC as a social learning network. Considering that HUD has been encouraging these 

kinds of social learning networks among home repair service providers through its support of 

the Green and Healthy Homes Initiative (see Literature Review), understanding the performance 

of this self-organizing network should help inform the practice of home repair learning networks 

in other cities.  

3.5.3 Justification for Selection of the Holly Neighborhood & Its Home Repair Programs.  

The two other programs I selected for case study were both designed for the Holly 

Neighborhood, an ideal case in which to study home repair as it relates to the challenges of 

environmental racism and environmental gentrification as described in the Literature Review. 

The research seeks to understand the potential of home repair programs to advance 

environmental justice at the neighborhood-level. A study limited to documentation of the 

impacts of a city-wide program implemented at the household scale would have been 

insufficient. As the home ecology research paradigm and its epistemological and ontological 

assumptions emphasize multi-scalar analysis and embodied knowledge situated in a particular 

place and that is understood through collaborative inquiry, a neighborhood level action research 

                                                           
Austin, like most cities across the country, also supports home repair programs through federally 
conferred public funds (e.g., the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD’s) 
Community Development Block Grant program, HOME Investment Partnerships Program, and the 
Department of Energy’s Weatherization Assistance Program). It is highly unusual for municipalities to 
invest local public funds into home repair programs. 
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study is an important part of the overall study. The Holly Neighborhood was an ideal context 

and its two programs had intrinsic and comparative value for the central research question.  

The Holly Neighborhood is a historically working-class Hispanic neighborhood with a 

long history of environmental injustice that is currently facing environmental gentrification. The 

Holly Street Power Plant was built in the neighborhood in 1960, following its demographic 

transition from a fairly mixed-race neighborhood to becoming a predominantly working class 

Hispanic neighborhood. The power plant was decommissioned in 2007.  

3.5.3.1 Selection of Holly Good Neighbor Home Repair Program 

The Holly Good Neighbor Home Repair Program (HGNP) was established in 1993 by the City of 

Austin as a goodwill gesture to the neighborhood surrounding the Holly Street Power Plant. 

After accidents and neighborhood protests of the natural gas plant increased in the late 1980s 

and 1990s, the City of Austin established started the HGNP and also established a Holly Good 

Neighbor Community Fund (Community Fund). The Community Fund was a grant program that 

supported initiatives of neighborhood groups and nonprofit groups that served the 

neighborhood culturally and socially. Originally the HGNP was administered by Austin Energy 

but it was switched to the Neighborhood Housing and Community Development Department in 

2003. In 2013, the program still had $1.5 million of unspent funds. Despite the apparent need 

for home repair support among low-income home owners in the neighborhood, people were 

not signing up for the program in significant numbers. The HGNP included a forgivable loan of 

up to $50,000, but Holly neighbors appeared to be afraid of the lien associated with this 

program offering and were not taking advantage of it. There was not a built-in system in the 

program to solicit feedback from households who received work. Environmental justice 

scholarship calls on researchers to give voice to those on the ground, and there had not been a 

systematic study of the HGNP, let alone from the perspective of those who received support and 

were affected by the power plant in the past and gentrification in the present. Because NHCD 

was under pressure to spend or relinquish the remaining funds, obtaining information on 

program performance was timely and consequential. Because this home repair program was 

designed in an attempt to restore environmental justice, it was particularly appropriate for the 

general research question.  
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3.5.3.2 Selection of Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors Initiative 

While the HGNP was established by the City of Austin in response to allegations of 

environmental racism, the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors Initiative (HNHN) was started by 

neighbors who were concerned about environmental gentrification pressure. As a co-founder of 

this program, I was able to design HNHN as a prototype to apply the principles of the HEP and 

apply the highest potential theories and practices I had encountered over the course of my 

research. The primary goal of the neighborhood-based, volunteer-led, green home repair 

program was to reduce utility bills and increase the quality of life for low-income neighbors. 

Additional goals included strengthening the social fabric of the community (which was being 

disrupted by social tensions related to gentrification). Participation in HNHN both inspired and 

empowered other neighbors to take action in their own homes to reduce their environmental 

footprint. Volunteers experienced fulfillment through the implementation of actions that 

reduced utility bills in their own homes and increased their own quality of life. 

The potential value of HNHN as a prototype merits further discussion. First, it is 

important to distinguish the city-run, long-established HGNP from the volunteer-run, pilot 

HNHN. The HGNP had been serving the neighborhood in various forms since 1993 and its 

effectiveness was being challenged publically because of its difficulty in spending allocated 

funds. The HNHN was an experiment to test the potential of home repair programs to serve as a 

leverage point to advance environmental justice at the household and neighborhood scales. As 

such, lessons learned from the prototype would have the potential to influence the future 

design and management of the HGNP. Additionally, the opportunity for comparative, 

neighborhood-level case analysis was afforded by the selection of two home repair programs in 

the same neighborhood.  

To summarize, the potential for generalization was expanded both through potential 

theories derived through comparative analysis and through the adoption of innovations in a 

social learning network (Holden, 2008)). Similarly, it could inform the approach of other home 

repair programs to volunteer-based home repair projects. The results would likely be 

particularly interesting to Austin Habitat for Humanity, especially given that this Chapter had 

become one of the first to sign on as a pilot project of the Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative 

(see Literature Review). Rebuilding Together’s national learning network might also find the case 
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study of interest.87 Should the program be replicated successfully, it could be further piloted 

locally and then adopted nationally.  

3.5.4 Comparative Analysis In A Living Laboratory and Learning Network  

In summary, each of the three cases selected hold value for the research intrinsically (as each 

offers interesting dynamics for study unto itself that are relevant to advancing understanding of 

the central question and reviewed literature), instrumentally (as the study of each has the 

potential to improve performance of the program and to provide concrete lessons to other 

home repair programs), and collectively (as interesting insights are likely to be drawn from an 

understanding of how each program contributes to a larger whole, and how individual parts 

compare to one another) (Stake, 1995). Taken together, the three case studies allow for a rich 

investigation of the potential of low-income home repair programs to advance environmental 

justice at the scale of the household, the neighborhood, and the city. Comparisons across cases 

is facilitated by the same general areas of inquiry applied in each. Additionally, since some 

households received support through multiple programs, households could provide their 

interpretations of the programs’ relative successes.  

The integration of the three case studies, their program actors, and their interactions 

are summarized in Figure 3.2 below. Households served are symbolized by gold circled H’s, with 

84 homeowners interviewed in the GO Repair, 17 in HGNP, and 3 in HNHN. The neighborhood-

level home repair programs are represented in green rectangles and the city-wide home repair 

program is represented by a blue rectangle. Directional arrows are used to show the primary 

direction of influence between actors. The two city-run programs have directional arrows 

pointing from them to the households. This is meant to show that the primary direction of 

influence was a one way transaction, in which the programs significantly influenced a household 

through repair, but the households did not significantly influence the program in return.88 

                                                           
87 When I met with a leader of the Rebuilding Together chapter in Baltimore, he told me about periodic 
learning network conversations RT affiliates have from across the country. He indicated that he once 
made a presentation to the network about the potential to apply the Natural Step (a sustainable design 
strategy) to program operations (Diel, Bessor, & Malone, 2012).  
88 There are three caveats. First, the HGNP was established in response to neighborhood protests about 
the power plant and a small group of leaders continued to monitor the HGNP through the Community 
Development Commission which advices the NHCD. Some of them received support through the program. 
However, there was no deliberate intent to incorporate feedback from households who received support 
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Directional arrows go both ways for HNHN and households since the program was designed 

through a social learning model in which all partners were engaged in the challenge of 

improving the pilot project. The directional arrows also show that four households interviewed 

received support from multiple programs. 

 

 

Figure 3.2.  Overview of Case Study Research Design 

Figure 3.2 is helpful in showing how the case studies are integrated and how the 

programs are set up to learn and adapt. What is not pictured in Figure 3.2 is the way the findings 

about the performance of these three case studies could inform broader theory or literature. 

Although the case study selections are legitimate for their intrinsic value as interesting cases and 

for their instrumental value in their potential for improving these three home repair programs 

themselves (Stake, 1995), lessons learned have relevance for home repair programs throughout 

the country, both in terms of the design of individual home repair programs and for social 

learning networks of home repair providers. Furthermore, the cases will contribute case 

experience to the expanding body of literature in social learning, environmental justice, and 

                                                           
to improve the program. Second, some contractors for these programs involved the household members 
in the design of the home repairs beyond the application, but this was professional discretion. Third, it is 
important to note that both of these programs actively partnered with me to get feedback about 
homeowner experiences. That willingness was the foundation of this research. 
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sustainability science reviewed in Chapter 2, as well as testing and refining the possibilities for a 

renewed HEP.  

In summary, the city-wide GO Repair Program and the Holly Neighborhood and its two 

home repair programs represented ideal selections for case study. Not only would these three 

programs afford an excellent opportunity for multi-scalar comparative analyses of home repair 

program performance, the challenges being studied have immediate relevance to home repair 

providers locally and nationally who are engaged in a distributed, common inquiry about how to 

strategically intervene through home repair programs to further enhance the well-being of 

communities. All three programs contended directly with the challenge of gentrification and 

understanding their performance has potential to be helpful to leaders in many other 

communities facing similar challenges. The Holly Neighborhood comparative case study provides 

an excellent opportunity to understand neighborhood-level dynamics and performance 

outcomes. It was ideal for the central research question because it provided a context with a 

history of significant environmental injustices, current challenges around gentrification, and 

opportunities for strategic intervention to advance environmental justice through home repair 

programs. 

3.6 STRATEGIC METHODS FOR DATA COLLECTION, ANALYSIS & INTERPRETATION  
In each of the three studies, strategic methods of data collection and analysis were used to 

better understand home repair program performance in terms of 1) performance context, 2) 

performance outcomes, 3) performance dynamics, and 4) performance potential. These areas of 

inquiry involved different approaches to research design. The research design drew strongly 

from HEP’s integrated approach to third, second, and first person approaches to observing, 

interpreting, and engaging purposefully in home environments to advance environmental 

justice.  
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Figure 3.3. Integrated Perspectives of HEP Action Inquiry  

One set of third, second and first person methods was used to collect and interpret data 

related to performance context, particularly with regard to the evolution of program design and 

implementation by key actors. This set of methods and their approach to ethical conduct, 

analysis and interpretation are discussed in Section 3.5.2. Another set was used to investigate 

performance outcomes and underlying performance dynamics experienced by the 

homeowners who received support. This set of methods and their approaches to ethical 

conduct, analysis and interpretation are discussed in Section 3.5.3. The methods used for all 

three of these areas also generated data relevant to identifying the performance potential for 

home repair programs, especially through the recommendations of various actors involved in 

the home repair programs. As such, investigation of performance potential was worked into 

methods described in Sections 3.5.2 focused on performance context and Section 3.5.3 focused 

on performance outcomes and dynamics.   
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Table 3.3 Performance Context: Strategic Methods of Data Collection  

 Methodological 
Approach 

Case 1: AHRC & GO Repair Program Case 2: HGNP Case 3: HNHN 

Th
ir

d
 P

er
so

n
 M

et
h

o
d

s 

Secondary 
Sources  

 Newspaper Articles (city and 
program context). 
 City task force reports (e.g., 
gentrification). 
 Review of websites and program 
materials for AHRC members. 
 
 

Holly Power Plant & HGNP History  
 Newspaper Articles (including a 
feature story on the program in the 
Austin American Statesman).  
 NHCD website (outdated material, 
inconsistent site).  

Neighborhood Context 
 Newspaper Articles about 
Holly Neighborhood. 
 2011 Community needs 
assessment conducted by 
neighborhood church.  
 Demographic research 
(census-based, and reports from 
City Demographer). 

Program 
Records 

 Records from NHCD with all homes 
served from 2010–2012. 
 Records from AE with homes 
weatherized from 2010–2012. 
 
 

 Records from NHCD with all homes 
served from 2003–2012 
 Reviewed NHCD contract files for most 
HGNP interviewees before interviews, 
which allowed me to observe changes in 
terms and conditions in program.  

 Public information request filed with 
Austin Energy for records on program 
guidelines and records of work, but info 
records were unavailable.  
 

 I personally maintained 
detailed HNHN program 
records.  

Archival 
Research  

None  Searched at Austin History Center for 
records about Holly Street Power Plant 
and community programs.  

Neighborhood Context  
 Searched at Austin History 
Center on Holly Neighborhood, 
Fiesta Gardens, Longhorn Dam, 
Town Lake, Brown Berets, etc. 

Systems 
Mapping 
(Interpretive 
Practice) 

 Created actor and asset maps of 
AHRC network and related community 
assets (used to track who needed to be 
at the table).  

  Created regenerative and 
degenerative systems maps 
related to home repair.  
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Table 3.3 Continued  
Se

co
n

d
 P

er
so

n
 M

et
h

o
d

s 
 

Interviews with 
key actors 

 Formal and conversational 
interviews with AHRC leaders. 

 Formal and conversational interviews 
with Holly Good Neighbor Working 
Group members with Community 
Development Commission (Ruby Roa, 
Susana Almanza). 
 Conversations with NHCD staff about 
draft HGNP report accuracy.  

 Regular turnover in City staff led to 
limited institutional memory.  

 Weekly check-ins with core 
team leaders.  
 

Participant 
Observation 

 2009-2013 observed monthly 
meetings of AHRC, took notes.  

 Occasionally observed public meetings 
related to the decommissioning of the 
power plant and to the HGNP, but did 
not archive notes.  

 Attended Holly 
Neighborhood Coalition, 
recorded minutes as Secretary 
(2011–2013) 
 Documented HNHN program 
history (meeting minutes, 
project spreadsheets, etc.) 
  

Participant 
Action 
Research & 
Collaborative 
Design 

 2010–2012, served in leadership 
roles in AHRC 
 Used principles and practices of HEP 
collaborative design process to 
advance whole-home approach with 
AHRC.  
 Led collaborative study of program 
performance (2010 – 2012), working 
with partners to design and administer 
first and third rounds of interviews.  

 Established research team including 
Spanish-speaking research assistant from 
the neighborhood. 
 Engaged NHCD as a supporter and 
funder of project (NHCD provided 
documents, paid for research assistant 
and supplies, and reviewed report).  

 Fully piloted the HEP 
Collaborative design process to 
develop the HNHN prototype. 
 Conducted online surveys 
after each demonstration 
project for volunteer feedback 
to collectively improve program. 
 Interviews with volunteers in 
focus groups (helped identify 
neighborhood-level effects).  

Fi
rs

t 
P

er
so

n
  HEP Reflective 

Praxis 
 Practiced journaling (in bound journals) and memoing (in MSWord documents organized in computer) 
 Engaged in conversations with critical and civic friends at times when stuck, or at choice points.  
 Practiced grounding myself in HEP intentions before meetings/dialogue 
 Practiced generative listening and reflected on level of attention I  
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3.6.1 Strategic Methods for Understanding Performance Context 

As a participant observer with varying levels of engagement in all three home repair programs, I 

investigated the performance context of these programs through a mix of third-, second-, and 

first-person approaches to data collection, analysis and interpretation, as summarized in Table 

3.3 and discussed subsequently. The questions guiding investigation of performance context 

are: What is the historic context of the social, technological, and ecological systems from which 

(and for which) the low-income home repair program was designed and implemented? How did 

actors interacting with one another and the larger social, technological, and ecological systems 

of which they are part influence overall program performance?  

3.6.1.1 Third Person Approaches 

In all three programs, I conducted background research on the city and neighborhood context 

and program histories drawing on a number of different external data sources. To understand 

contextual histories of the Holly Neighborhood and Austin, I conducted literature reviews with a 

focus on gentrification, affordable housing, environmental justice issues related to land use, the 

Holly Power Plant, primarily drawing from newspaper articles, published reports, neighborhood 

plans, and guides to neighborhood history. To understand the design and implementation of the 

HGNP, GO Repair, and other nonprofit providers in the HRC, I visited program websites and 

reviewed program records that program leaders shared with me. To further understand the 

social, ecological, and technological history of the Holly Neighborhood, I conducted archival 

research at the Austin History Center.  

To help make sense of the data I collected, I developed conceptual maps to observe and 

track relationships among different actors as well as community assets and problems. Early on in 

my engagement with the AHRC, I created a map of the different stakeholders involved, the kinds 

of services they offered, and their eligibility requirements. This helped me understand the AHRC 

as an ecosystem with different organizations working in particular niches (in turn, from a second 

person view, this helped other stakeholders understand their complementary relationships as 

well). As I mapped out these actors, assets, and challenges, I also began to see how different 

parts influenced one another. I used a basic systems mapping approach (Kauffman, 1980) to 

make sense of these dynamics and to better understand potential leverage points. This was 
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particularly helpful in imagining strategies through which to intervene more effectively in the 

Holly Neighborhood through the practice of home repair.  

3.6.1.2 Second Person Approaches 

To understand the social dynamics and design process employed by the three programs, I 

employed a variety of strategic, qualitative methods with differing degrees of personal 

involvement. This included interviews with key actors and participant observation, as well as 

participant action research and collaborative design. Through these qualitative, interpersonal 

research strategies, I was able to further collect data about the “who, what, where, and when" 

of program evolution while also building empathetic knowledge of the social dynamics of actors 

involved with the programs.  

As a participant observer in the three programs, I developed a practice of taking notes 

during meetings about what was said and by whom. After the meetings were concluded, I wrote 

down separate notes about the dynamics I observed and my role in them. As shorthand, I made 

a habit of jotting down a subjective assessment of the interpersonal dynamics and my personal 

quality of attendance according to the typology of social fields presented in Theory U. The 

conscious act of such reflection alone was helpful for me in making sense of the social landscape 

and noticing subtle shifts. This was helpful as a researcher documenting an unfolding history. It 

was also helpful as a facilitative leader89 in that it helped me notice social tensions developing 

and to address them early on (e.g., checking in with a team member who seemed surprisingly 

withdrawn, etc).  

Applying facilitative leadership skills was an important part of the participatory action 

research (PAR) I conducted in each of the three home repair programs. Although I was not 

involved directly in the design or administration of HGNP, I used PAR in designing the research 

                                                           
89 Facilitative leadership skills enable individuals to help groups harness conflict productively and achieve 
high performance through social learning. In the planning field, John Forester’s Planning In The Face of 
Conflict: The Surprising Possibilities of Facilitative Leadership (2013) presents case studies of facilitative 
leadership in action. He characterizes facilitative leaders as those who demonstrate care for others, equal 
respect for every view, addressing animosity to prevent deadlock, creating safe places for others to open 
up, and reminding stakeholders that through collaborative work, rewards are collectively shared. As 
planning took a communicative turn, extensive participatory methods have been developed to support 
planners in facilitative leadership roles (Creighton, 2005).  
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to evaluate it, both in my decision to hire a research assistant with deep roots in the 

neighborhood and in developing a partnership with NHCD to support the study with funding and 

access to program records.90 In the GO Repair and HNHN case studies, PAR went beyond a 

performance evaluation; I participated as a leader in the social learning communities that 

designed and implemented these two home repair programs. While I used PAR to guide my 

research, I went beyond the neutral facilitator role traditionally assumed by PAR academics to 

that of a transparently purposeful co-inquirer in the collaborative design processes91 of two 

home repair programs.  

As the results chapters will discuss, when I became involved with the ARHC and HNHN, I 

did not start as a neutral facilitator. In both cases, I arrived as an individual with my own values, 

concerns, knowledge, and resources as well as a genuine interest in understanding the same in 

others. Although I did not come with a set agenda, I did share what mattered to me and I 

listened attentively to what mattered to others. Listening with an open mind, heart, and will, I 

was ready to discover common interests, complementary strengths, and possibilities for 

collaborative action. Sure enough, other actors and I made such discoveries and I helped lead 

                                                           
90 Although I invited my research partners to participate in shaping the interview guide, they mostly 
deferred to my judgement in terms of research design. Facilitative leadership practices were helpful in 
maintaining the integrity, mutual respect, and trust of the research project. My best efforts failed with the 
first research assistant, but they contributed to an excellent collaborative working relationship with the 
second research assistant.  
 
91 Collaborative design can be considered a form of participatory action research, but its intellectual 
history is distinct. Whereas PAR traditions grounded in the social sciences sometimes progressed from a 
scientific objectivity to a facilitator’s goal of neutrality in collaborative inquiry (Kemmis & McTaggert, 
2005), collaborative design comes from the more prescriptive tradition of design. Designers are not 
intended to be objective or neutral, they are to start with an intention and devise a solution with all 
available knowledge of context and craft available to them (Buchanan, 1992). However, when design 
thinking became narrowly focused in different design disciplines, it lost some of its strength as an 
integrative practice of experimental thinking that could help enrich human life, especially in the face of 
wicked problems (Buchanan, 1992). The discipline of design and practice of “design-thinking” is 
increasingly being recognized for its potential to “connect and integrate useful knowledge from the arts 
and sciences alike, but in ways that are suited to the problems and purposes of the present” (Buchanan, 
1992, p. 6). Movement toward collaborative design emphasizes the importance of bringing all those 
involved with using the results of design thinking into its process. Design as it has been more recently 
framed also comes from an epistemological tradition of pragmatism (Buchanan, 1992). While PAR and 
collaborative design may have different intellectual histories and practices, they have important common 
epistemological roots. 
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collaborative design processes in both the AHRC and HNHN. The collaborative design processes 

employed will be presented in Chapters III and IV, but a few key principles, practices, and 

processes merit discussion in this methodology chapter.  

First, a key role that I played in both organizations was one of collective envisioning. I 

drew on my personal knowledge of theory and practice related to holistic approaches to home 

repair derived from literature reviews, my knowledge of community assets and leaders, and the 

systems dynamics I had begun to anticipate through the third person approaches mentioned 

above coupled with my commitment to environmental justice to imagine future possibilities for 

home repair at the neighborhood and city levels. I employed solution-oriented envisioning 

practices recommended by Donella Meadows (1994) as well. Also, in effect, I engaged in 

practices of frame alignment (Snow et al., 1986) to help foster strength in unity from diversity of 

stakeholder interests.92  

Second, I drew on the collaborative design process presented in Theory U and the 

regenerative design framework of LENSES to create a basic scaffolding structure for an HEP 

collaborative design process. This design process for HNHN is thoroughly documented in 

Chapter 6 and summarized here:  

1. Contextual immersion (including observing, sensing, connecting, and exploring with 
other actors in consequential places and systems, as well as using systems thinking 
approaches to map resource flows and assets);  

2. Co-initiation with project partners (including discovering shared foundational values and 
common intentions, identifying the range of actors who could contribute to the success 
of future efforts, and practicing collective envisioning);  

3. Co-creation and design of the program (including translating the vision into concrete 
agreements and actions to bring the vision into existence through collaborative action);  

4. Prototyping and co-evolution of the project (including learning through doing and 
dialogue, with regular feedback to support adaptive management) 

                                                           
92 At the time, I did not call this practice “frame alignment.” However, having learned from the 
environmental justice movement and other social movements, I understood that a powerful guiding 
vision that directed purposeful action with measurable success by a diversity of actors was important.  
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This process largely follows those presented by Theory U and the LENSES framework.93  

Theory U is a general facilitation framework intended to help communities of inquirers 

move through progressively more regenerative social fields conducive to collective creativity 

and collaborative action, as discussed in Chapter 2, Section 2.3.3.7 and visually depicted by 

Figure 2.1. The collaborative design process includes movements through co-initiation, co-

sensing, co-presencing, co-creating, and co-evolving, depicted as follows in Figure 3.4. These 

movements map onto the U process depicted in Figure 2.1.  

LENSES is a more prescriptive framework intended to help actors build their social and 

ecological systems thinking capacities and to imagine possibilities for collaborative action that 

support the flourishing of living systems (Plaut et al., 2012). As represented in Figure 3.5 and 3.6, 

LENSES moves groups through an exploration of 1) foundational values and principles (i.e., 

foundation lens), 2) flows of resources and energy essential to vitality of living systems (i.e., 

flows lens), and 3) brainstorming of possibilities for regenerative and degenerative future 

scenarios (e.g., vitality lens). Although participants are encouraged to bring their own lenses and 

interpretations to explorations in each conversation, the framework focuses attention towards 

values, system flows, and performance metrics that experts have found to be helpful in 

advancing regenerative outcomes.94  

The Theory U and LENSES process frameworks are complementary ones, with LENSES 

providing particular support for advancing third person regenerative systems thinking capacities 

and Theory U advancing second and first person systems thinking through regenerative social 

fields. Figure 3.6 shows how they can be combined. For instance, in the co-initiation phase of 

Theory U, it is valuable for actors to engage in dialogue that explores foundational values, 

interests, and frames. Actors can consider the extent to which foundational values such as 

                                                           
93 Although both of them start off with a co-initiation phase, I outlined my approach starting with an 
immersion phase. By immersing myself in the contexts of interest to the challenges that interested me, I 
came to get to know the social, ecological, and technological landscape in ways that made it easier for me 
to identify potential partners. 
 
94 I have served as a LENSES Working Group member since 2013 and have been supporting the 
prototyping of this framework through my work with the Festival Beach Food Forest project. This process 
framework is still in development.  
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interdependence and justice are important, and what they mean by these values. In the co-

sensing phase, actors can engage together in the field with an open mind, heart, and will. While 

maintaining that openness, they can also focus their attention on particular patterns they 

observed with regard to wellbeing of inhabitants, energy flows, land use, and other areas of 

importance in the flows lens. In the creative moments of co-presencing, actors can freely 

explore regenerative possibilities for the future. Although LENSES is intended to be an 

alternative to prescriptive design processes, without a framework for second- and first-person 

systems thinking such as that provided by Theory U, it runs the risk of being used in a reductive, 

prescriptive manner.  

It is also important to note that the potential of these processes to cultivate collective 

creativity and sustained collaborative action is assumed to depend on the extent to which actors 

engage with open minds, hearts and wills throughout the process. Social learning theory95 

suggests that conditions of trust, reciprocity, and integrity that allow for horizontally distributed 

network power are essential to support such a process. The quality of attention and presence 

that each actor contributes influences the larger organization and vice versa. Action researchers 

have a responsibility to be aware of their influence on social fields, as is discussed in Section 

3.5.2.3, “First Person Approaches.” 

 

                                                           
95 Dewey’s experiential learning, Habermas’s communicative action, Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed, 
Scharmer’s Theory U, Elinor Ostrom’s theories of common pool resource management and Albert 
Bandura’s social cognitive theory of human behavior all underscore that the strongest learning 
environments are non-coercive, mutually supportive, trusting ones that are conducive to creativity and 
intrinsic motivation.  
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Figure 3.4. Theory U Collaborative Design Process 

 

Figure 3.5. LENSES Collaborative Design Process 

 

Figure 3.6. LENSES + Theory U Collaborative Design Process  
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3.6.1.3 First Person Approaches  

Because an assumption of the HEP is that the regenerative power of a whole group depends on 

the full presence and engaged participation of each actor in it, the action researcher (or 

collaborative designer) has a responsibility to use her defined role and personal capabilities to 

contribute to the flourishing of self, others, and whole living systems. Keeping such grounding 

intentions mindfully present (e.g., before entering meetings, etc.) can help bridge the 

vocational, social, and ecological divisions of concern. When the researcher joins a community 

of inquiry based on the resonance of her values and vision with others, she and other actors 

have a responsibility to keep those values present. At the same time she holds a clear intention, 

she somewhat paradoxically strives to listen attentively with an open heart, mind, and will. As 

such, she practices generative listening practices wherein she trains herself to notice when inner 

voices of judgment, cynicism and fear lead her to react and withdraw from others automatically. 

In noticing them, she is better able to suspend them, at least temporarily. Critically reflexive 

practices also help her locate herself within larger systems of power that might constrain her 

ability to support horizontal relationships of power. The above practices can be supported 

through journaling and memoing, as well as engaging in conversations with critical and civic 

friends who can create a safe place to notice one’s blind spots.  

3.6.2 Strategic Methods for Understanding Performance Outcomes and Dynamics 

In all three case studies, strategic methods of data collection were used to understand the 

performance outcomes and underlying performance dynamics of home repair programs, 

especially from the perspective of the homeowners who received the services.96 As such, 

homeowner interviews were conducted with clients who received services in each of the 

programs. In the performance study of the GO Repair program, eighty-four homeowners were 

interviewed. In the HGNP study, 17 homeowners were interviewed. In the HNHN study, the 

                                                           
96 By way of review, key questions regarding performance outcomes include: To what extent did the low-
income home repair programs achieve desired outcomes and/or generate unanticipated outcomes)? How 
do homeowners view the consequences of the home repairs they received? How do observed outcomes 
compare to potential environmental justice outcomes? Key questions regarding performance dynamics 
include: At the household level, how did the interactions of various actors with one another and with the 
complex home environment influence observed home repair performance outcomes? How did home 
repair providers engage with household members during the repair process? What strategies did 
homeowners employ in the ongoing management of their homes? 
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three homeowners who received services through the demonstration projects were 

interviewed. Third, second, and first person approaches to data collection were employed to 

develop as complete a picture of household-level performance as possible, as summarized in 

Table 3.4 and discussed subsequently.   
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Table 3.4 Performance Outcomes & Dynamics: Strategic Methods of Data Collection 

 Data Collection Approach Case A: AHRC & GO Repair Program Case B: HGNP Case C: HNHN 

Th
ir

d
 P

er
so

n
  

Lists of Completed Repairs 
Home repair provider records of work 
completed used to structure interviews. 

 NHCD, nonprofit provider, and AE 
records used when available.  

 NHCD records 
used 

 NHCD, nonprofit 
provider, and AE records 
used as applicable. 

Energy Performance Measures 
● AE monthly energy use data  
● Third party blower-door tests 
● Third party full energy audits  
Methods were used when available 

 Used in A2 and A3 to triangulate 
with homeowner reports. 
Unavailable for A1. 
 Used in A4 to guide interview and 
interpret.  

NA  Energy use data used 
in post-hoc RDA. 

Property Data 
Travis County Appraisal District (TCAD) data 
on property value changes, tax exemptions, 
size of home, HVAC, and length of tenure.  
 

 Used to prepare for interviews. 
 Used afterwards in interpretation.  

 Length of tenure 
used for sample 
selection  
 Used to prepare 
for interviews.  

 Used to understand 
context. 

Se
co

n
d

 P
er

so
n

 

Semi-structured interviews  
(68 homeowners interviewed by volunteer 
research partners) 

 A1 (30, Summer 2011)  
 A3 (38, Summer 2012) 

NA NA 

Depth Interviews (Narrative Inquiry) 
(16 homeowners interviewed) 
 

 A2 (7 Habitat clients, Fall 2011, 
detailed notes)  
 A4 (9 homeowners who received 
AE weatherization and GO Repair, 
Summer 2013, audio recorded 
interviews and transcribed) 

 Audio recorded 
interviews and 
transcribed. 

 (part of RDA) 

Regenerative Dialogue Assessment (RDA) NA NA  Took detailed notes 
with RDA, member-
checked with core team. 
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3.6.2.1 Third Person Strategic Methods of Data Collection, Analysis & Interpretation  

To understand household-level performance dynamics, it was helpful to have as much 

contextual background information about the homes as possible about the home, including 

official lists from home repair providers about the specific interventions they completed on the 

homes, energy use data, and property data (e.g., property value changes, duration of 

homeownership, square footage, and presence of HVAC). When this information was available 

prior to the homeowner interviews, it helped jog homeowners’ memories about the exact work 

that was completed and it enabled the researcher to ask more contextualized questions and 

probes. When such data was available afterwards, it was still helpful for triangulation (e.g., 

actual energy use could be compared to claims about energy savings in the interview).  

3.6.2.2 Second Person Strategic Methods of Data Collection, Analysis & Interpretation  

Three different levels of interview approaches were used for the homeowner interviews as 

summarized in Table 3.4: 1) semi-structured interviews, 2) in-depth interviews, and 3) 

regenerative dialogue assessments.  

3.6.2.2.1 Semi-structured interviews 

Sixty-eight semi-structured qualitative interviews were conducted with homeowners who 

received services through the GO Repair program. These interviews were conducted in two 

rounds (30 in Summer 2011 ad 38 in Summer 2012), with two very similar structured interview 

guides that were designed collaboratively with leaders in the AHRC. The purpose of the 

interviews was threefold: 1) the nonprofits believed that evaluation research was conducted, 

they would be able to demonstrate the success of the programs which would help with future 

funding efforts, 2) nonprofits wanted feedback for their own adaptive program management, 

and 3) the interviews would support my dissertation research on holistic approaches to green 

and healthy home repair. There were sometimes conflicts between these different goals. The 

AHRC members were not interested in homeowner behaviors in the home, but I was interested 

since it had a strong bearing on energy and indoor air quality performance and we were all 

interested in demonstrating the extent to which the programs affected these areas. The 

approaches to informed consent and interview guides are included in Appendices C and D 

respectively. The Institutional Review Board at the University of Texas did not consider this to be 

human subjects research because the three case studies were performance evaluations of home 
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repair programs. However, I guaranteed all participants that I would protect their anonymity by 

using pseudonyms and keeping their addresses confidential, unless they specifically requested 

that their names be used.  

In the first of these rounds, I piloted the interview guide with an intern working at Meals 

On Wheels and More and trained her in interview techniques to help keep a conversational tone 

while still being able to cover the specific questions in the interview guide (most of which were 

closed questions). The next summer I trained teams of volunteers to administer the interviews 

in a similar fashion. In both cases, volunteers took written notes on the interview guides and 

then coded their responses into a master spreadsheet I had prepared to facilitate data 

management, analysis, and interpretation. Each row represented a different household 

interviewed and each households was coded with a letter (A,B,C,D) to represent the round of 

interview and a number to distinguish each household within the interview group. I was able to 

combine records submitted by each interviewer into a master list and use “count” functions in 

Excel to tally results. I manually counted responses by code to confirm accuracy. When direct 

quotes were used from the interviews in the results presented in the dissertation, I used a 

pseudonym recorded in the spreadsheet to humanize the quote. When family name reflected a 

particular ethnicity, I chose a pseudonym typical of that ethnicity to represent the household. 

The master spreadsheet and the paper copies of interview notes have been archived with 

names and addresses stripped.  

The strength of the semi-structured interviews administered by volunteers was breadth, 

both in terms of the numbers of individual homeowners who were reached, and in terms of the 

scope of questions that were asked (with the exception of questions about behavior change). 

These results were particularly helpful in identifying outcomes observed, but less helpful in 

understanding dynamics.  

3.6.2.2.2 Depth Interviews (Narrative Inquiry)  

To better understand the qualitative experience of the households who received support and 

the underlying dynamics at play in home repair performance, I personally conducted in-depth 

interviews with 16 homeowners served by GO Repair and 17 served by HGNP. These interviews 

were intended to capture the lived experiences of the households in their homes and the ways 



 

146 
 

that home repair influenced such experiences. Nearly all of them shared nuanced stories of their 

home environments. In the in-depth interviews with GO Repair clients, homeowners were 

invited to talk about how they approached management of their home, as well as their 

perspectives on their neighborhood. In the HGNP interview, homeowners told more extensive 

stories about neighborhood dynamics.  

Recognizing the importance of narratives in conveying lived experiences in complex 

home environments (see Section 2.3.1.6.1, “Stories of Home Environments” in Literature 

Review), these in-depth interviews employed a narrative inquiry approach (Chase, 2007). When 

some speak of narrative they refer to a very particular literary form involving a set of characters 

engaged in a plot involving a conflict that reaches a peak and then a resolution. In narrative 

inquiry, it is framed differently (Chase, 2007, pp. 656–657, emphasis added): 

Narrative is retrospective meaning-making—the shaping or ordering of past 

experiences. Narrative is a way of understanding one’s own and others’ 

actions, or organizing events and objects into a meaningful whole, and of 

connecting and seeing the consequences of actions over time. Unlike a 

chronology, which also reports events over time, a narrative communicates the 

narrator’s point of view, including why the narrative is worth telling in the first 

place. Thus, in addition to describing what happened, narratives also express 

emotions, thoughts and interpretations. Unlike editorials, policy statements, 

and doctrinal statements of belief, all of which also express a point of view, a 

narrative makes the self (the narrator) the protagonist, either as an actor or as 

interested observer of other’s actions. Finally, unlike scientific discourse, which 

also explains or presents an understanding of actions and events, narrative 

discourse highlights the uniqueness of each human action and event rather than 

their common properties.  

Listening to (and for) such narratives through the interviews had three important benefits for 

the research. First, such narratives advanced understanding of the dynamics (including form, 

function, and experience) underlying home repair performance. Second, given the axiological 

assumptions of environmental justice, this approach to interviewing afforded full recognition of 

the homeowners as individuals and engaged them in telling stories that showcased their own 

capabilities in managing their home environments. Third, by keeping the homeowner as the 

protagonist in the story and by engaging with the homeowner empathetically in dialogue, the 

assessment interview created conditions ripe for social learning and enhanced adaptive 
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management. Research on behavior change and learning shows that people are more likely to 

integrate and internalize values and new behaviors in contexts of relatedness, competence and 

autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2006). If, in the context of 

a homeowner telling her own story, she responds to an open question that has her understand 

her environment in a new way that affords her a new opportunity to more fully realize (or 

clarify) her needs and aspirations, the assessment conversation itself has the possibility to 

expand adaptive capacity.  

Essential to such an approach is a shift of the interviewer-interviewee relationship into 

one of narrator and listener: “[t]o think of an interviewee as a narrator is to make a conceptual 

shift away from the idea that interviewees have answers to researcher’s questions and toward 

the idea that interviewees are narrators with stories to tell and voices of their own” (Chase, 

2007, p. 660). This is not to say that the interviewer should fecklessly abandon the interview 

guide and let the storyteller spin a tale. The listener takes an active role, drawing main 

questions, follow-up questions and probes designed to help the storyteller share a complete 

story:  

“Depth involves asking about distinct points of view while learning enough of 

the history or context to be able to put together separate pieces of what you 

have heard in a meaningful way. Depth implies searching for an answer that 

goes beyond the superficial, beyond the first response to a second and third 

level, and maybe more”(Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 130). 

To be able to find these deeper levels of responses requires that the researcher has used her 

background research and empathetic capacity to anticipate complex, underlying dynamics. In 

my case, background knowledge about building science, indoor air quality, environmental 

health, and energy efficiency helped me ask probing questions when someone indicated a 

particular symptom or an outcome related to energy performance. The stories that were 

shared, then, were a co-creative act, in which I used probes based on my expertise to allow the 

homeowners to share more completely from their experience.97 Expert and local knowledge 

                                                           
97 For instance, if a homeowner reported that the home repair provider removed a space heater, my 
understanding of the indoor air quality hazards posed by unvented gas space heaters helped me ask a 
probing question about whether they noticed any changes in dizziness before or after repair. The more I 
understood building science, the better I was able to conduct an interview that gave a more complete 
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became interwoven into the homeowners’ narratives and both participants had opportunities to 

learn. 

Given this kind of engaged relationship of storytelling and listening, narrative comes to 

be understood as a “socially situated interactive performance – as produced in this particular 

setting, for this particular audience, for these particular purposes” (Chase, 2007, p. 667). As an 

example, in the HGNP interviews I conducted with research assistant, Yolanda Velasquez, I am 

confident that the quality of trust, attunement and engagement experienced with the 

homeowners we interviewed significantly shaped the fullness of the stories shared by 

homeowners. Although this conception of narrative inquiry implies that replicability is rather 

impossible because the story is particularly situated, the rich stories shared provide important 

insight into the homeowner’s experience of self, reality, and experience of daily life in their 

house and neighborhood home environments (Chase, 2007). Depth of understanding (and the 

potential for enhanced adaptive capacity), not replicability, became the ideal standard of valid 

knowledge.  

With each depth interview, I developed a greater understanding of the range of possible 

experiences in the contexts I was studying, which allowed me to listen and ask questions with 

progressively greater attunement to the homeowners and their contexts and to achieve a better 

conversational flow. This is, of course, the benefit of case knowledge. Given 1) the 

irreproducibility of the situated storytelling and 2) the benefits of expanded case knowledge for 

the researcher, it was valuable for me to conduct these narrative interviews myself.98 

Furthermore, I was able to adapt the interview structure on the fly as needed to respond to the 

interviewee and to capture “depth, detail, vividness, richness, and nuance” (Rubin & Rubin, 

2005, p. 129). This adaptability is a strength of qualitative research:  

                                                           
picture of home performance. In some interviews, my lack of understanding of HVAC systems made it 
more difficult to understand stories that interviewees shared and I was unable to pinpoint problems that 
had happened.  
98 Although other interviewers would have been unlikely to find radically different results, in qualitative 
research, the interviewer is the research instrument. In the semi-structured interviews, it was easier to 
calibrate among different interviewers through a common training on use of a structured interview guide 
and a shared set of interpretations. For the in-depth interviews with more significant variability, it would 
have been much more difficult to calibrate and control for variations in the style and sensitivity of the 
interviewer-as-instrument.  
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Qualitative interview design is flexible, iterative, and continuous, rather than 

prepared in advance and locked in stone. …. Design in qualitative interviewing is 

iterative. That means that each time you repeat the basic process of gathering 

information, analyzing it, winnowing it, and testing it, you come closer to a clear 

and convincing model of the phenomenon you are studying. … The continuous 

nature of qualitative interviewing is redesigned throughout the project” (Rubin 

& Rubin, 1995, pp. 46–47) 

That said, deliberate research design is essential – and as qualitative researcher Valerie 

Janesick notes (2007), qualitative research design is a dance. In her metaphor, the 

choreographed research design and interview guide is the spine of the research and core 

strength, which then allows the researcher to flexibly adapt in the field as needed. Interview 

guides and informed consent protocols are included in Appendix D.  

3.6.2.2.3 Regenerative Dialogue Assessment  

In reflecting on the approach to narrative inquiry described above, it is also important to note 

the importance of the researcher listening with an open mind eager for disconfirming data and 

alternate ways of managing a home, and an open heart listening empathetically. As researchers 

with clear ideas about practices and technologies that contribute to high home performance, it 

would be easy to approach the interview as an outsider assessing the extent to which the 

homeowner measured up to a standard and using the visit to try to fix a problem. The discussion 

of narrative inquiry and self-determination theory above suggest that not only is such an 

attitude arrogant, it is also likely to close off opportunities for learning by all participants. 

However, if the participants are willing to create conditions of dialogue, new possibilities for 

learning and action may emerge.  

Furthermore, if all actors engaged with open minds, hearts, and wills, new possibilities 

for action may surface that give concrete expression to values and intentions (C. O. Scharmer, 

2009). When a shift in values and frames of mind is coupled with concrete action, these actions 

serve to shift the way we view ourselves, our neighbors, and the home environments we 

inhabit. If, through dialogue, we are able to name and rename our worlds with the power of our 

open hearts and minds, then we can recreate the world with the power of our open will. If, as 

asserted by David Harvey in Chapter 2, “the freedom to make and remake our cities and 

ourselves is …one of the most precious yet most neglected of our human rights” (Harvey, 2008), 
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then the surest way to discover that freedom and assert the related right and responsibility is 

through transformative dialogue and collective action. For better or worse, discovery of that 

freedom requires vulnerability, risk, and disruption of deeply patterned ways of relating to 

ourselves, one another, our technologies, and our ecosystems. If we can create a safe place for 

such dialogue, perceive each other as co-authors of our collective futures, and agree to take 

actions together in service of the possibilities we imagine for ourselves and our ecosystems, we 

might yet claim the most neglected of our human rights.99  

In the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors initiative, Shiloh Travis and I developed a 

prototype approach to regenerative dialogue assessment in an attempt to exercise this 

fundamental right through the practice of home repair. Travis had been practicing a deep 

dialogue approach in his design-build practice with his father: Truehome. He had witnessed how 

the practice of home renovation and construction had generated restorative, healing effects for 

his clients. Although his practice had been limited to the high-end residential market, he wanted 

to make the approach available to low-income households as well.100 Moved by Lilla Watson’s 

invitation to recognize that my own liberation is bound up with those of my neighbors, I wanted 

to create a regenerative dialogue conducive to collaborative action in my own neighborhood. In 

a neighborhood riddled with environmental injustice, I wanted to co-create one modelled after 

environmental justice.  

With these intentions and experiences, we developed a basic structure for a 

regenerative dialogue assessment that would build on the narrative inquiry approach discussed 

above, but also more directly engage in a collaborative visioning process and the development 

of an action plan. While the discussion of narrative inquiry focused on narrative as co-creative 

act of “retrospective meaning making,” the regenerative dialogue assessment (RDA) was 

                                                           
99 The idea that this act of self-determination and co-creativity could be a right – instead of a capability or 
responsibility that comes from within – stems from an understanding of justice as recognition (see 
Literature Review). We grant one another the right to name and rename our worlds through our 
willingness to recognize one another as capable human beings with whom we are deeply interrelated and 
interdependent. This is a declared right that we create. When we stop creating this right, it is unavailable 
to us. We have the opportunity to create and exercise this right through dialogue.  
100 It is worth noting that conditions for authentic dialogue and co-creativity, predicated on trust and 
mutual understanding, are often easier to create among people with similar socioeconomic and cultural 
backgrounds.  
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designed based on the assumed potential of narrative to be a co-creative act of collective 

dreaming and enacting shared future stories. It, too, was designed to incorporate the expert 

knowledge of the building scientist with the local knowledge of the homeowner to provide a 

richer understanding of the past and present performance of the home as a complex, co-

evolving social, ecological, and technological system. If the RDA could develop this 

understanding, it could also open the possibility for exploration of potential performance in the 

future.  

In the basic structure of the interview, we would first invite households to share their 

stories of home – how they came to live here, important experiences in the home, and the 

nature of daily life in the home. Having listened attentively to what mattered to them and the 

values and frames of mind that shaped their experience and actions, we anticipated developing 

a sense of the workings of the home, with its existing capabilities and constraints (Travis would 

conduct a technical assessment of structures in the course of the home visit). In addition to 

inviting stories of the past and developing a realistic assessment of current form, function and 

patterns of inhabitation in the home, we would invite the homeowners to dream, free of the 

existing constraints they had named. Together, we would open ourselves to dreaming, “because 

without dreams, we won’t find new worlds, we won’t invent new futures” (Hamdi, 2004, p. 

133). The rationale was that even if the dreams shared were outlandish, they would likely reflect 

the cores values and self-expression of the homeowners, and open up areas of life that had 

been closed off by resignation, cynicism, or fear.  

Having reconnected to these more essential values, small concrete actions could then 

be designed to express them, recognizing that “dreams alone can also ‘give wings to fools’ 

unless they are grounded and tested, unless they are worked with and made real by people 

whose lives will be changed” (Hamdi, 2004, p. 133). Indeed, the moral hazard of such an 

interview is to develop unrealistic expectations that lead to failures or disappointments that 

reinforce past fears and diminish self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). To address this ethical challenge, 

we planned to introduce this part of the dialogue as a game, not a commitment, striving to 

strike the delicate balance of inviting possibilities without irresponsibly creating unrealistic 

expectations. More importantly, we planned to make concrete, decisive commitments about a 
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few specific actions we would take to advance that larger dream in the course of the 

conversation. Although we would need to deliberate on the full work plan for the home repair 

project after the interview, we anticipated that making concrete plans that could be followed 

through on helped give the regenerative dialogue assessment integrity and regenerative power. 

We anticipated collectively creating a new context, and establishing a plan for the first step 

forward into that future.101 The basic interview guide is included in Appendix D and Chapter 6 

describes how these RDAs unfolded in practice.  

3.6.2.3 First Person Strategic Methods of Data Collection, Analysis & Interpretation  

As described above, the narrative inquiry and RDA approaches to homeowner interviews 

required a high level of attention, attunement, and reciprocal vulnerability on the part of the 

interviewer. This required rigor in generative listening by the researcher, involving an active 

practice of suspending automatic voices of judgment, cynicism, and fear over the course of the 

dialogue. In qualitative research, the researcher herself is the instrument (Janesick, 2007) and 

this instrument must be calibrated, attuned, and cleared of noise just like any other. First person 

practices to manage oneself as the research instrument involved three primary practices.  

First, before interviews, I reviewed specific contextual factors known to be shaping the home in 

question (e.g., neighborhood context, HVAC system, age of home, in some cases energy use) 

and walked myself through the interview guide, imagining the possible cadence of conversation. 

As part of my preparation work, I also practiced grounding myself in the three HEP intentions 

before interviews (e.g., connection to self, others, and whole).  

Second, during interviews, I practiced noticing the inevitable reactions I had around how 

things “should be” in the home or how they would inevitably be and worked to suspend them as 

conclusions. Sometimes I would let go of them completely, other times the reaction might signal 

a good question. I practiced listening with an open heart, mind, and will in the RDAs, and at least 

an open mind and heart in the in-depth interviews.  

Third, after the interviews, I wrote down striking or surprising aspects of story, reflected 

in quality of my own listening (also noting what distracted me in cases where I listened poorly), 

                                                           
101 The process described also follows the cadence of movements through the U of Theory U’s 
collaborative design process. The RDA is essentially a collaborative design process at the household scale.  
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and characterized the social dynamics of the interview. Reflections helped me improve myself as 

an instrument, as well as the interview guide. 

3.6.2.4 Data Analysis and Interpretation 

To record the depth interviews and RDA I took detailed notes in all cases and in some cases I 

used my smart phone to record them, as summarized in Table 3.3. I was surprised that most 

homeowners were comfortable being recorded and that detailed note taking did not appear to 

impede the conversation. I transcribed audio recordings verbatim, as it was important for the 

narrative inquiry approach to represent the personal voice and tone of the homeowners.102 

Three complementary approaches to the analysis were conducted.  

First, I used the pre-established themes of interest from the semi-structured interviews 

(especially related to outcomes) and coded the detailed notes and transcripts from the depth 

interviews according to those categories. This allowed me to 1) enter summary counts into the 

master spreadsheet of homeowner responses for the GO Repair Program, and 2) complement 

summary counts with the variety of nuanced perspectives related to those counts to humanize 

the data. Similarly, by using the same general themes across all three case studies and multiple 

rounds of interviews, I was better able to draw comparisons across cases.  

Second, when I conducted the analysis for each home repair program, I read through 

the full set of interview records and identified other important themes and issue areas that I 

then used as category codes. I started to use HyperResearch but found that I had more control 

over a more manual process using MS World. I created a Word Document with headers 

reflecting the general codes (e.g., health problems). I then created a second copy of each of the 

transcripts and went through each to cut text and place it in relevant categories in the master 

analysis document. As I cut out text, from the copy of the transcript, I was able to see what was 

remaining and particular to that homeowner. Sometimes there were interesting particularities 

that were then added as codes.  

                                                           
102 Detailed notes and verbatim transcripts from recorded interviews (with pseduonyms and no address 
information) have been archived. Recordings will be deleted and unavailable to be shared in recognition 
of the commitment to anonymity afforded to participants.  
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One of the primary categories of analysis in all the interviews was “performance 

potential,” since this was one of the key areas of interest in the dissertation. In this category I 

included comments by the homeowner about what they liked and did not like about the 

program and what they would like to see in the future of the program.  

3.6.3 Summary of Strategic Methods of Data Collection, Analysis, and Methods 

The integration of the third, second, and first person strategic methods of data collection, 

analysis and methods described and outlined above helped provide a richly layered 

understanding of home repair performance for three low-income home repair programs serving 

homeowners in neighborhoods experiencing gentrification pressure. These methods were 

designed to understand the performance context of the programs (including both the overall 

neighborhood and city context as well as the evolution of program design and management), 

multi-scalar performance outcomes observed by actors involved in provision or receipt of 

services, performance dynamics (including the social interactions of actors involved as well as 

the experience of particular households in their homes), and performance potential. The results 

reported in Chapters IV, V, and VI are valuable for improvement of the programs themselves, 

other home repair programs facing similar challenges, and other planners and designers seeking 

to advance environmental justice in the face of wicked problems.  

3.7 LIMITATIONS  
Before proceeding to a presentation of research results, it is important to consider three specific 

limitations of the research conducted: 1) risks of quantitatively interpreting qualitative findings, 

2) limited access to energy performance data, 3) voices excluded from data collection, analysis 

and interpretation.  

3.7.1 Risks of Quantitatively Interpreting Tables of Qualitative Findings 

The results presented in the “Performance Outcomes” sections of each of Chapters IV and V are 

presented in summary tables. In them, each row presents a type of home repair outcome along 

with a tally of the number of homeowners from each round of interviews who reported having 

experienced that outcome. Given this quantitative presentation, it would be tempting to 

translate this into a percentage and then try to generalize to the entire population of 

homeowners served by GO Repair of HGNP. There would be a number of problems in doing so. 
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First of all, the interviews were not conducted as surveys in which each individual was required 

to answer every question. This implies that there were some questions that only a few 

households answered. The tables and their descriptions generally make an effort to make total 

numbers of responses to a question clear to provide a better sense of responses within the 

sample. Even so, the numbers reported should be understood as minimums, not maximums 

within the sample. Furthermore, they should not be used to make generalizations about the 

population of all who received GO Repair support. Efforts were made to select a sample from all 

GO Repair programs that were distributed proportionally among the different nonprofit 

providers, but there may be other selection biases. In the HGNP evaluation, all households who 

had discernable ties to their home going back before 1960 were invited to participate in the 

interviews, but not all did. In summary, the tables are helpful for making comparisons within the 

samples interviewed, but not for generalization.  

3.7.2 Limited Access to Energy Performance Data 

The original intent of this research project had a stronger emphasis on investigation of energy 

and resource performance of homes in addition to health and safety performance. There were a 

number of factors that limited my ability to fully include robust and consistent energy analysis. 

First, it would have been better to have included more households who had both weatherization 

work and GO Repair work done in the first case study, or even to compare home repair 

performance between those who received only weatherization and those who received only GO 

Repair support. Unfortunately, Austin Energy became tied up in challenges with the 

administration of the stimulus funds and it was difficult to include their clients in the larger 

rounds of interviews. They were later able to help me identify 50 households that received both 

GO Repair and weatherization. I attempted to reach out to all of them and was only able to 

arrange for nine interviews in the summer of 2013.  

There were also challenges in the accessibility of energy use data. I could only access 

energy use data with a signed authorization form by the homeowners. In the first round of 

interviews with MOWAM clients, we did not bring forms for signatures to the interviews. In the 

second and third rounds, we had homeowners sign the forms and we used them for 

triangulation, but realized that we would be much better served if we could bring energy 

performance data to the interview itself, so as to enrich the conversation about factors 
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contributing to energy performance. In the last round of interviews, I made two visits to each 

homeowner, first to get the signature and introduce myself in person, and then to conduct the 

interview once I had a personalized energy profile to share with them. Another problem was 

that there was limited access to energy data from Austin Energy. Bryan Bomer at Austin Energy 

was incredibly helpful, resourceful, and committed to helping me access and appropriately 

interpret data. However, there were many changes that happened in client billing and database 

administration that meant there were times he did not have access to any data, and that when 

he could access data, he could see data for a limited range in time that did not always enable a 

strong assessment of pre- and post- repair comparisons.  

Additionally, the leaders of HNHN originally intended to do full energy audits and blower 

door tests before and after repairs for each of the three demonstration projects. This did not 

happen. In the first project, during the assessment phase it was clear what needed to be done in 

the home and the tests were seen as unnecessary for decision-making. We neglected to 

consider their importance for pre- and post-assessment for the purposes of the demonstration 

project. In the second and third projects, tests were conducted pro-bono at during the 

assessment phase, but both of the homeowners found the blower door tests to be invasive and 

were very reluctant to have them performed again. I was unconvinced that the value added by 

the tests would offset the inconvenience to the homeowners and to our partners. Ideally, they 

would have been included to more objectively assess the technical, material performance 

capacity of the homes.  

Finally, claims about factors influencing energy performance are challenging given the 

complex array of variables affecting energy use. The number of inhabitants, each inhabiants 

behaviors, the solar orientation of the home, the efficiency of appliances in use, the extent of 

gas appliances versus electric ones, the health of inhabitants and their comfort needs with 

regard to temperature, and other   

3.7.3 Excluded Voices in Contested Landscapes 

The participatory action research design of the HGNP performance study (what we called the 

Holly Good Neighbor Voices Project) was intended to shift the power dynamics in the 

neighborhood toward more horizontal ones built on trust and mutual understanding and to 
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create conditions for dialogue that would allow those left out of program design discussions to 

have their voices heard.  

In many ways, this was a successful endeavor. Ms. Velasquez and I developed a 

wonderful rapport as an interview team that set others at ease. Because Ms. Velasquez, a recent 

retiree, had lived in East Austin her whole life and was active in her church and other service 

activities, she either knew or had a great deal in common with the people we interviewed and 

they delighted in recounting stories from the past. Within this trusting and conversational 

atmosphere, homeowners were comfortable sharing their personal stories in response to the 

direct questions we asked from the interview guide and they did not seem self-conscious about 

the interviews being recorded. This strengthened the richness and validity of these narrative 

interviews. Seventeen people who were unlikely to show up at public meetings or to call the City 

with concerns or request help, shared extensively about their experiences in their own voice. 103  

That said, the project was not without controversy. When I originally assembled the 

research team, I had established a partnership with a self-identified Latina woman in her early 

30s who grew up in the neighborhood and is the third generation of her family to call the 

neighborhood home. She remembered protesting the power plant as a child with her mother 

who has been an activist in the neighborhood since the 1970s. She shared my interest in 

evaluating the program and working to help adjust it to help those in need. As we ventured into 

a research partnership, we were both aware of our very different positions of privilege in a 

contested, gentrifying neighborhood landscape. An onlooker familiar with the tensions around 

gentrification in the neighborhood would expect us to be at odds with one another and we each 

had some reasons to be suspicious of one other. However, we had a sense of common purpose 

                                                           
103 With regard to validity, Susan Chase (2007, p. 657) argues that narrative inquiry assumes that 
narratives are “socially situated interactive performances.” In other words, they are acts of self-expression 
produced in a particular setting, for a particular audience, for particular purposes. The validity comes from 
the richness of personal expression, while recognizing that the same individual might very well share a 
different story with a different interviewer. She explains, “when researchers treat narration as actively 
creative and the narrator’s voice as particular, they move away from questions about the factual nature of 
the narrator’s statements. Instead, they highlight the versions of the self, reality, and experience that the 
storyteller produces through the telling. Although narrators are accountable for the credibility of their 
stories, narrative researchers treat credibility and believability as something that storytellers accomplish” 
(2007, p. 657).  
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and found inspiration in the possibility of using this project to foster unity in the neighborhood 

among old and new neighbors who had common interests. We both made ourselves vulnerable 

and gave each other the benefit of any doubt in order to take something on for the wellbeing of 

our greater neighborhood. Unfortunately, as circumstances and interpersonal reactions 

transpired, that working relationship fell apart. Its demise deepened pre-existing schisms. 

Neither she nor any of the other leaders in her neighborhood association who had been at the 

front lines of efforts to close the power plant or monitor the HGNP were willing to have 

anything to do with the research project after that. Although their voices have been regularly 

heard in public meetings, their voices are not represented in this report. This is an unfortunate 

omission, but their voices are strong and will be included in ongoing public conversations about 

the future of the program.  

Readers should be aware in reading narrative accounts that there are other stories and 

opinions that matter in the future evolution of the HGNP program as well as other home repair 

programs. The households who need but have not applied for nor received home repair support 

are important, as are program leaders who did not participate in key informant interviews or 

regular meetings of the AHRC. That said, this research succeeds in bringing the personal voices 

of many people who are normally excluded from the home repair program design process but 

were most impacted by it into a more public discourse about the future of the programs.  

3.8 CHAPTER CONCLUSION  
This chapter provided a comprehensive overview of the research design used to explore the 

potential of low-income home renovation programs to advance environmental justice at the 

household, neighborhood, and city levels in home environments contending with gentrification 

pressure. It justified the use of the HEP’s integrated third, second, and first person approach to 

place-based action inquiry intended to advance environmental justice through cultivation of 

actionable knowledge guided by situated, ethical judgment. It explained the potential for the 

case study approach to capture the complexity of the dynamic, co-evolving social, ecological, 

and technological systems of particular home environments in ways that could help build 

practical knowledge within the program under study and to transfer practical wisdom and 

experience to others who read the cases and their narratives. The chapter reviewed strategic 
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methods of data collection, analysis and interpretation as well as limitations involved in the 

research. Chapters IV, V, and VI present the results of the home repair program performance 

studies for the GO Repair Program, the Holly Good Neighbor Program, and the Holly Neighbors 

Helping Neighbors Program respectively.  
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4 CHAPTER 4: PERFORMANCE OF GO REPAIR PROGRAM 

Chapter 4 presents the results of the rich case study and performance assessment of the City of 

Austin’s GO Repair Program, a municipal home repair program funded with general obligation 

bonds and administered by nonprofit home repair providers in the Austin Housing Repair 

Coalition (AHRC). The GO Repair Program is the first municipal bond-funded home repair 

program created to address growing concern about gentrification pressure on low- and fixed-

income homeowners. Assessment of the GO Repair Program provides insights into the potential 

for home repair programs to advance environmental justice at the household, neighborhood, 

and city scales. As the only citywide program studied in the dissertation, it is particularly 

important for understanding environmental justice performance at the city scale. As a member 

of the AHRC who played increasingly influential leadership roles in the AHRC learning network 

from 2009-2012, I was in a unique position to lead a participatory performance evaluation of the 

program.104 The results are presented in four sections:  

 Section 4.1, “GO Repair Performance Context,” 

 Section 4.2, “GO Repair Performance Outcomes,” 

 Section 4.3, “GO Repair Performance Dynamics,” and  

 Section 4.4, “GO Repair Performance Potential.” 

Section 4.1 shows how the GO Repair Program emerged from the interactions of diverse 

stakeholders who ultimately formed the AHRC. AHRC, which mobilized the political will to fund 

the program, helped design it, and administered home repairs. Section 4.2 presents the 

household-level outcomes of the GO Repair Program reported by homeowners: enhanced safety 

                                                           
104 Epistemological and ethical implications of the HEP’s approach to participatory action research were 
presented in Chapter 3, Methodology. Through participation, I was able to assess the GO Repair Program 
and the AHRC through integrated third-, second- and first-person perspectives. I joined the AHRC as a 
doctoral student with a clearly stated interest in understanding holistic, green and healthy home repair 
programs. Members of the AHRC were already working towards a more holistic approach and soon after I 
joined the AHRC I was asked to chair a weatherization subcommittee to help integrate the work of GO 
Repair providers with Austin Energy weatherization providers. I used my facilitative leadership skills I this 
capacity to help other members find and claim common ground and vision. Although I could not be 
considered a neutral facilitator because I came in with a vision of what was possible for home repair, my 
genuine interest and commitment in seeing the whole network perform well led others to trust me and 
look to me to help lead the network as a whole. Although some methodological traditions would view my 
incoming interest and vision as a liability, from the perspective of the HEP the combination of vision and 
open receptivity is an epistemological advantage.  
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and independence; health; pride, social health, and self-expression; pest management, moisture 

management; affordability; comfort; and general satisfaction. Section 4.3 delves more deeply 

into the homeowners’ experiences and the co-evolving, social, ecological, and technological 

systems. Finally, Section 4.4 reviews the performance potential of the GO Repair Program, 

drawing from homeowner recommendations. 

4.1 SECTION I: GO REPAIR PERFORMANCE CONTEXT 
The co-evolutionary history of the GO Repair Program and the Austin Housing Repair Coalition 

(AHRC), explains how diverse actors expanded the environmental justice performance of home 

repair services in Austin as they shifted from an atomistic assembly of stakeholders to a 

collaborative, innovative, and adaptive ecosystem for providing home repair services. This 

account is based primarily on my experience as an active leader and participant observer in 

AHRC from 2009 through 2012. It is drawn from my experiences, AHRC meeting minutes, and 

interviews with leaders of nonprofit organizations involved in the GO Repair program.  

This contextual history traces the co-evolution of the AHRC and the GO Repair program 

through three key development phases summarized by Figure 4.1. Through each phase, AHRC 

members strengthened the trust, reciprocity, and affinity of their relationships and expanded 

their capacity for collective learning, innovation, and action. This co-evolutionary history of the 

GO Repair Program and AHRC reveals ways the environmental justice performance is an 

emergent phenomenon of the interactions among the diverse actors involved. Tables 4.1 and 

4.2 provide an overview of key nonprofit, public, and private organizations in AHRC. These 

tables are helpful reference points in mapping actors in the collaborative ecosystem of the 

AHRC. 
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Figure 4.1.  AHRC: Evolution of a Resilient, Collaborative Ecosystem 
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Table 4.1.  AHRC: Home Repair Provider Members (2009–2013) 

 Home Repair 
Organization  
 

Key Leaders  
Roles in AHRC 

Mission / Key Services 
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Meals On 
Wheels and 
More 
(MOWAM) 

Charles 
Cloutman 
Chair of AHRC 
(2011–present) 
 

MOWAM “seeks to nourish and enrich the lives of the homebound 
and other people in need through programs that promote dignity 
and independent living.” Their Home Repair and Architectural 
Barrier Removal program serves low-income homeowners with 
serious structural issues resulting in a decline in health and safety. 
Their Handy Wheels program provides minor, safety-related home 
repairs and improvements.  
 

Austin Habitat 
for Humanity 
(AHFH), A 
Brush With 
Kindness 

Jo Ropiak 
Jesse Porter 
Kate Hermann 
Kelly Weiss 
(Treasurer, 2012–
present)  

AHFH “brings people together to build homes, community, and 
hope” through “faith in action,” and in service of a vision of “a 
world where everyone has a decent place to live.” Their home 
repair programs “revitalize neighborhoods, eliminate substandard 
housing, improve energy efficiency, and keep low-income 
homeowners in their houses.” Their Brush With Kindness program 
focuses on exterior repairs. Their newer Neighborhood 
Revitalization Initiative advances a neighborhood approach. 
  

Interfaith 
Action Central 
Texas (IACT), 
Hands On 
Housing (HOH) 

Tom Spencer 
Simone Talma 
Flowers 
Kathy Weiner  

IACT’s Hands on Housing program uses volunteers and skilled 
professionals to repair homes of senior citizens and disabled 
individuals living in deep poverty. Their goal is “to keep our 
homeowners safe and help them remain in the homes and 
neighborhoods they love.” This interfaith group transforms 
communities based on the belief that “repairing homes restores 
hope to those who need it most and changes the hearts of those 
who do the work.” Hands on Housing is “a transformational 
expression of compassion in action.” 
 

Austin Area 
Urban League 
(Urban League) 

Brian Sykes 
Rudy Rios 

Urban League’s mission is to assist African Americans and all other 
under-served Austin area residents achieve societal and economic 
equality by focusing on educational improvement, employment 
readiness, health and wellness, and the preservation of affordable 
housing. Their home repair program provides emergency and 
critical repairs to owner-occupied homes located in the City of 
Austin (COA). Urban League has been the longstanding nonprofit 
contractor for HUD emergency repair funds administered by the 
COA.  
 

American 
Youth Works 
(AYW), Casa 
Verde Builders 
(CVB) 

David Clauss 
Ted Roan 
(Treasurer, 2010–
2012) 

Casa Verde Builders (CVB) is “a green jobs training service program 
teaching youth ages 18-24 cutting-edge, green construction 
techniques. Participants build energy-efficient, affordable homes in 
East Austin for first-time homebuyers and learn the construction 
process from foundation to finish.” They also provide 
weatherization and home repairs. For participants, AYW 
emphasizes leadership development, community service, and 
creating a positive community of adults and youth committed to 
each other’s success. 
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Table 4.1 Continued 

 

1 house at a 
time (1 house), 
A Program of A 
Nurtured 
World (ANW) 

Effie Brunson 
Weaver 
Elizabeth Frisch  
Mike Frisch 

1 house at a time’s mission is to improve “the quality of life of low-
income homeowners through our Residential Resource Efficiency 
(RRE) work events and renewable energy installations.” Their 
events “encourage community building and civic engagement 
through hands-on experience that benefits both the homeowners 
and the volunteers financially and also reduces the environmental 
footprint.” 
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Neighborhood 
Housing & 
Community 
Development 
(NHCD)  

Betsy Spencer 
(Director) 
Rebecca Giello 
(Deputy Director) 

The City of Austin Neighborhood Housing and Community 
Development (NHCD) department administers seven home repair 
programs, most using federal funds from Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD), including its HOME Investment Partnerships 
Program (HOME) and Community Development Block Grants 
(CDBG) programs:  

 GO Repair! Focuses on repairs that pose health and safety 
concerns for low to moderate-income residents (funded 
through affordable housing bond). 

 Emergency Home Repair: Contracts with Urban League to 
make repairs for low-income homeowners facing a life-
threatening condition or health and safety hazard. 

 Architectural Barrier Removal: Provides up to $15,000 in 
home improvements to expand accessibility.  

 Lead Program: Provides inspections for lead hazards and 
up to $30,000 in lead removal. 

 Home Rehabilitation Loan Fund: A 0% loan program to 
help homeowners bring their homes up to code and make 
them safe, livable, and healthy. 

 Private Lateral Program: Supports replacement and repair 
of wastewater private lateral lines.  

 Holly Good Neighbor Fund: Provides home repair services 
to qualifying neighbors in the area around the Holly Street 
Power Plant site (funded through Austin Energy). 

 

Austin Energy 
Weatherization 
Program 

Joe Guerrero 
Steve Saenz 
Liz Jambor 
(database 
specialist) 

Austin Energy (AE) offers free home energy improvements to 
customers with low-to-moderate incomes to reduce energy costs 
and enhance indoor comfort. AE used $5.8 million of Federal 
Stimulus funding for a Weatherization Assistance Program beyond 
the pre-existing, city-initiated program. Free home energy 
improvements include:  

 Attic insulation 

 Minor duct repair and sealing 

 Air sealing (caulking around plumbing penetrations, door 
weather stripping) 

 Solar screens 

 Carbon monoxide and smoke detectors 

 ENERGY STAR® compact fluorescent light bulbs 

 Minor plumbing improvements, such as new faucets and 
aerators. 
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Table 4.1 Continued 

 

Water Utility Peter Vargas The Austin Water Utility participated in AHRC, helping low-income 
homeowners with water conservation and eliminating water leaks. 
At different times they offered:  

 Free low-flow toilet program  

 Funding for private lateral repair 

 Rebates for water conservation technologies  

 Free low-flow shower heads and aerators 

O
TH

ER
 

Travis County 
Texas Gas 
 

Various 
representatives 

Travis County operates a home repair program and partners with 
Austin-area nonprofits.  
Texas Gas can remove unvented gas space heaters and replace 
them with safe units.  
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Table 4.2.  AHRC: Affiliate Members (2009–2012) 

Key Leader(s) 
Organizational Affiliation(s) 

Mission / Key Interests 

Ruby Roa 
Community Development 
Commission 

Ms. Roa is committed to the well-being of the poor in Austin. She served as a 
primary convener of AHRC from 2006–2010.  

Johnny Limon 
Community Development 
Commission, HousingWorks 
Board 

Mr. Limon is committed to the well-being of the poor, especially in East 
Austin, where he and his extended family have lived for generations. He 
served as a primary convener of AHRC from 2006–2010. 

Thuy Phan & Clint Smith 
HousingWorks Board 

Mr. Phan (an Asian American community leader) & Mr. Smith (an African 
American community leader) advocated for low-income home repair.  
 

Mary Dodd 
Community Advancement 
Network (CAN) 

Ms. Dodd helped convene AHRC and provides ongoing support. CAN is a 
partnership of governmental, non-profit, private and faith-based 
organizations that leverage mutual resources to improve social, health, 
educational and economic opportunities.  
 

Barbara Brown Wilson 
Austin Community Design 
and Development Center  

From 2007–2009, Dr. Brown Wilson supported AHRC with organizational 
support from Christine Buendel. ACDDC provides design, planning and 
development services. 
 

Christine Buendel 
Secretary of AHRC (2011–
2014) 
HousingWorks (2006–2012) 
MOWAM (2012–2014) 
 

First through her role at HousingWorks and then as a MOWAM employee, 
Ms. Buendel served as an organizational anchor for AHRC from 2006 through 
2014. She served as AHRC Secretary from 2011–2014. 

Elizabeth Walsh 
Vice Chair of AHRC (2011–
2013) 
Doctoral student, University 
of Texas (UT) 
 

As a doctoral student in Community and Regional Planning and the Indoor 
Environmental Sciences and Engineering Program at UT, Ms. Walsh came to 
AHRC with an interest in advancing a whole-home approach to home repair 
that integrates health and resource-efficiency improvements. Before serving 
as Vice Chair, she facilitated the Weatherization Subcommittee (2009–2011).  

Stuart Hersh 
Pro-bono Affordable 
Housing Policy Consultant 

With years of service dedicated to expanding access to safe, decent, 
affordable housing in Austin in the public and nonprofit sectors, Mr. Hersh 
has regularly attended meetings, provided pro-bono consulting services, and 
served as an advocate for AHRC in the policy arena. 
 

Bruce Kravitz 
Austin Groups for the 
Elderly (AGE) 
 

The mission of AGE is “tackling the challenges of aging with expert 
solutions.” One key strategy is providing information and resources to 
caregivers. Mr. Kravitz was a regular participant in AHRC meetings in its first 
phase, supported AHRC advocacy and helped ensure elderly homeowners 
and their caregivers were aware of AHRC resources.  
 

Joyce Pohlman 
Family Eldercare 

Family Eldercare is a nonprofit organization providing services for older 
adults, people with disabilities, and their caregivers. Ms. Pohlman did not 
regularly participate in monthly meetings, but Family Eldercare was a regular 
source of home repair referrals.  
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4.1.1 Phase I: Recognition of a Community Problem Facing Diverse Stakeholders (2005–2007) 

In Phase I of the GO Repair and AHRC, community activists convened conversations among low-

income home repair providers who had been operating in isolation without awareness of one 

another. These activists brought attention to the communitywide need for home repair and 

began to frame the problem as one of fragmentation and scarcity of funds. These leaders 

recognized the potential for home repair providers to collaborate on solutions and citywide 

advocacy to expand funding. They were attuned to the larger context of affordable housing 

politics and saw a window of opportunity to address these needs. In this phase, an atomistic 

assembly of diverse nonprofit home repair programs, federally funded public home repair 

programs, and advocacy organizations identified a common interest in expanded home repair 

services in Austin and put this concern on the housing policy agenda. 

4.1.1.1 A Fast-growing City with an Affordable Housing Problem 

By 2005, Austin community leaders recognized the need for a policy response to help low-

income, cost-burdened homeowners who are an essential part of Austin’s unique 

neighborhoods. The cost burden was increasing in Austin due to rising property taxes and 

energy rates. Between 2000 and 2005, property taxes increased by 60% to 100% in 

neighborhoods with high rates of low-income homeownership (P. Frank & Robinson, 2005; 

Robinson, 2005). Rising property taxes were causing long-time, low-income homeowners to 

move out of central locations, especially in East Austin. Gentrification had become a growing 

public policy concern. The Planning Commission first called for a report on “Gentrification and 

Neighborhood Planning” in 2000, which was updated in 2001 and in 2003 (City of Austin, 2003; 

Heimsath et al., 2001). In 2005, the City of Austin passed an enabling ordinance to adopt a 

Homestead Preservation District to combat gentrification pressure in East Austin, following 

enabling legislation established by Texas State Rep. Eddie Rodriguez permitting inclusionary 

zoning tools in specially designated districts (RBC, 2009).105  

Increasingly, Austin leaders recognized a need to intervene strategically to preserve 

affordability in the city. Affordable housing advocates succeeded in including affordable housing 

in a municipal bond package for the 2006 election. Although advocates had tried to do so in the 

                                                           
105 To date, the Homestead Preservation District has yet to be implemented.  
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past, 2006 was the first time they were successful. That success can be attributed to growing 

public awareness of the need for affordable housing, as well as savvy political maneuvering by 

affordable housing advocates. Diverse players in Austin’s affordable housing community joined 

under the umbrella of new nonprofit, HousingWorks, which then initiated a political campaign 

with progressive environmentalists to support a consolidated bond package, instead of each 

fighting for particular items. These groups were powerful in combination. All bond items were 

approved by voters that year. Decisions were made after the bond was passed about how the 

$55 million would be allocated. Prior to the election, home repair had not been a public policy 

priority for affordable housing advocates (Roa & Limon, 2015). 

4.1.1.2  4.1.1.2 Bringing Home Repair to the Table (2006–2007) 

Two respected community organizers and advocates for low-income families are commonly 

credited with making expanded home repair funding a priority item: Ruby Roa and Johnny 

Limon. Limon comes from a large, highly engaged East Austin family and has used his retirement 

to contribute to the community. He became actively involved in housing advocacy in the early 

2000s. As he rallied support for the 2006 housing bond, he met Roa, a full-time community 

advocate. She had retired from Austin Energy to serve the poor. Ms. Roa was active in the 

affordable housing community and recognized that a community board would be established to 

oversee the housing bond. She recommended Mr. Limon for an appointment, which overlapped 

significantly with that of the local advocacy organization HousingWorks. Soon, Limon joined Roa 

on the Community Development Commission for the City of Austin. (Roa & Limon, 2015). 

Limon’s primary motivation for sitting on the HousingWorks Board was helping families 

secure access to home repair. An observant and connected East Austin leader, he saw the need 

all around him. Roa did, too, and recalled the frustration she experienced as a Lady of Charity 

volunteer visiting a household with dirt floors and deplorable conditions just three miles from 

the Capitol City’s granite center of power. On the HousingWorks Board, Limon discovered that 

other community leaders including Thuy Phan (Asian American) and Clint Smith (African 

American) shared his concerns and wanted to make home repair a priority for HousingWorks 

and the affordable housing bond. As they visited families who had work done on their homes, 

they found significant inefficiencies. In one case, one organization came in to fix a floor, but the 

roof wasn’t fixed, so floor damage would happen again. In another case, one group fixed kitchen 
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cabinets, but did not repair plumbing. When another group came in to address the plumbing, 

they had to tear down the cabinets. Limon and others started to work with Roa to develop a 

strategic plan. 

The team visited one-on-one with every home repair provider they identified as serving 

Austin households. They started with Austin Area Urban League (Urban League), Austin Habitat 

for Humanity (AHFH), and Hands On Housing. They inventoried what services each group 

provided and who they were serving. In doing so, they discovered each organization’s 

differences. They discovered that none of these groups knew about the scope of work others 

were providing. They found the Urban League had a backlog of 165 households in need of roof 

repair, and were mostly meeting the requests for plumbing, electric, tree trimming, and tasks 

other organizations couldn’t do. Habitat provided roof repairs and had the capacity to do more 

of them, but they lacked the funds to do so. As the team continued to reach out to different 

organizations, they saw how each organization had its own limited set of resources and roles. 

The organizations were making a difference, but it was all patchwork. The team was struck by 

both the complementary strengths among the groups, and the groups’ lack of knowledge about 

each other. Roa recalls how this prompted her to ask: How can we leverage our monies from 

those organizations to take a more holistic approach? How do we coordinate the services to get 

the best for our buck? If these organizations worked together, could they reach more people 

and serve them better? (Roa & Limon, 2015).  

Inspired by a vision of leveraged and expanded resources, Roa and Limon brought the 

diverse players together for a meeting. Roa’s primary strategy was to unite them around a 

common sense of purpose:  

The focus was on the people we need to serve, the people who need it. You 

need the money to do the work, but that’s secondary. If we can really focus on 

the needs of the people, then the money will follow (Roa & Limon, 2015). 

As she organized these groups, she also imagined it would be possible to secure 20% of 

the housing bond for home repair, but she kept silent about this possibility to keep the focused 

intention clear. She saw that if a diverse group of people were clearly committed as a whole to 

the same goal, the flow of resources would align at City Hall (Roa & Limon, 2015).  
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Roa and Limon reached out to Mary Dodd of the Community Action Network, who 

helped them recognize a need to bring groups that provide other social services to the elderly 

and the disabled to the table along with the home repair providers. With Dodd’s connections, 

they invited such groups, including Meals On Wheels and More (MOWAM) and Austin Groups 

for the Elderly (AGE). Tom Spencer of AAIM (now I ACT), Christine Buendel of HousingWorks, 

and others did research to see if similar coalitions existed in other parts of the country. Finding 

no models upon which to build, they began developing a homegrown, grassroots network in 

Austin. 

Around the same time Roa, Limon, Phan, and Smith were advocating for home repair 

within the influential HousingWorks Board and convening conversations among home repair 

providers, the St. David’s Community Health Foundation and the Aging Services Council of 

Austin/Travis County released an influential report identifying home repair as a key priority for 

Travis County’s older adults. This report, “Living Independently: Travis County’s older adults 

speak on their needs and the challenges of maintaining their independence” was published in 

January 2006. Based on a survey of more than 200 Travis County residents age 75 and older, the 

report found 89% of respondents lived in their own homes or apartments, and that 92% of 

those adults own their own homes. Of all households surveyed, 33% reported needing help with 

home maintenance and repairs to allow them to continue living independently in their homes 

(ASC, 2006). The St. David’s Foundation hosted preliminary convening conversations about how 

existing community networks could support the elderly and provide needed home repair 

services.  

By 2007, diverse stakeholders providing home repair services to low-income 

homeowners were in communication with one another, even as they were still in competition. 

As community organizers, Roa, Limon, and Dodd recognized that doing work in an environment 

with scarce resources led them to see one another primarily as competitors rather than 

collaborators. The trio convened conversations among the competing organizations, appealing 

to their common interests in leveraging and expanding resources for home repair. The call to 

action brought most key players to the table. Once at the table, they began recognizing shared 

interests and seeing opportunities to gain power and agency by negotiating as a network.  
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4.1.2 Phase II: Networks of Negotiation (2007–2009) 

In the second phase of AHRC’s development, diverse stakeholders progressed from an atomistic 

assembly of isolated actors to a network of actors committed to leveraging and expanding 

resources. The primary opportunity that kept them at the table was the possibility of securing 

expanded funding through the housing bond. Because HousingWorks and the bond task force 

were recognizing home repair as a priority, Roa and Limon brought this incentive to the table 

(Roa & Limon, 2015). Participants took pride in the possibility of being the first city to undertake 

an initiative like this (Spencer, 2011). In 2008, the group of 17 nonprofit, public, and private 

stakeholders officially banded together under the umbrella of AHRC. Barbara Brown Wilson of 

the Austin Community Design and Development Center and Christine Buendel of HousingWorks 

helped facilitate and manage the meetings as neutral parties.  

Although there were incentives to come to the table, significant frictions remained. 

Power was unevenly held among the home repair providers. Austin Area Urban League was in a 

fixed agreement with the City in which they were guaranteed $1 million per year for emergency 

home repair services. They were not interested in participating in the AHRC early on. 

Presumably this was based on a fear that if they participated, they would be asked to share 

resources. Although they still had a 165 household backlog on roof repair, they had the funds to 

do the work. From a perspective of institutional survival, they gained little through collaboration 

with the other home repair providers who had much less financial support from the City. Urban 

League would come to an occasional meeting, but often claimed to be too busy. Tom Spencer 

(2011) recalled that in the early days, many organizations kept showing up because Roa and 

Limon kept “pestering us,” while others seemed to attend mostly to keep an eye on things. 

Spencer said that some saw it in their best interest (especially with the possibility of securing 

bond funding), but his organization and others were still guarded about their time and full 

commitment. Although Spencer was interested in expanding funding for his organization’s home 

repair program, his program staff had concerns that taking City funds or partnering with other 

organizations could jeopardize the high level of trust and caring relationships with their clients 

(Roa & Limon, 2015).  

When I started participating in the organization in the summer of 2009, I witnessed both 

the friction and the potential within the network. I started attending with my own personal 
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agenda of establishing a partnership with weatherization and home repair providers for a 

research study on the indoor air quality impacts of weatherization. In partnership with AHRC 

members 1 house at a time, Austin Energy, and a Community Advisory Board including many 

members of the AHRC, I submitted a research proposal through HUD's Green and Healthy 

Homes Technical Studies grant with academic partners in the University of Texas School of 

Architecture and Cockrell School of Engineering on November 16, 2009. As I developed the grant 

proposal, I participated in AHRC as an observer and note-taker, supported the group in 

developing a common intake form, and explored ways home repair nonprofits and the 

weatherization program could work more closely together to take an integrated approach to 

green and healthy home repair. Significant expansions of federal funding from the 2009 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act were slated for Austin, giving Austin Energy an 

interest in working with the home repair providers to expand the number of weatherization-

ready homes.  

AHRC made progress in this time period by creating spreadsheets of eligibility 

requirements and services provided and reaching an agreement for households to sign a release 

form allowing providers to share application information to streamline the referral process. 

Emails circulated among the distribution list with referrals and requests to which others 

responded. Familiarity, mutual recognition, trust, and reciprocity began to increase among the 

stakeholders in this period, but the motivation for participation appeared to remain as 

institutional survival. Although there were certainly advances in the capacity of the network to 

leverage existing resources, the biggest focus during this time was securing funding from the 

housing bond for home repair.  

Securing home repair funds proved to be challenging. Neighborhood Housing and 

Community Development leaders initially did not support using bond funding for home repair, 

and City Council members were more concerned about prioritizing homeless shelter and 

affordable rental and development expenditures. Additionally, the City’s legal department was 

concerned about using general obligation bonds in a way that confers growth of private wealth, 

a possible threat to Texas constitutional law. AHRC had grown into a broad coalition with 

seasoned community advocates, including Stuart Hersh, an affordable housing advocate with 
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years of experience working within the City of Austin. Roa and other leaders remained 

determined to extend home repair support to the elderly and disabled who were the most 

vulnerable. She recalled responding emphatically to resistance, “Don’t tell me it can’t be done. It 

can be done. And it will be done. Because the people need it” (2015) AHRC continued to lobby, 

engaging with City Council members at monthly meetings and at City Hall. Council members 

were increasingly impressed with the level of coordination in the home repair network.  

A number of factors created a unique window of opportunity that coincided with a well-

organized political base for support and allowed for a policy change in 2009. When ARRA 

increased funding in the Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) program, more money 

was available for projects previously slated for bond funding. The question came up: Can we 

reach some of these homes in need of home repair with general obligation bond money, and 

use CDBG for the other projects? That question changed the landscape. The question became: 

What, if any, are the real legal limits of using bonds for home repair? Ultimately, advocates were 

able to resolve an agreement with the City Attorney and the State’s Attorney to get around 

complicated legal issues by:  

1. Capping the level of investment for any one individual property owner 

2. Putting income limits on who could receive the support.  

When the General Obligation Repair (GO Repair) program began in 2010, it provided 

$5,000 for general home repairs through nonprofit contractors, and $5,000 for roof repair or 

other emergency home repair through a separate process through the City of Austin. As 

implementation began, AHRC demonstrated that $5,000 was too low and negotiated for an 

increase to $10,000 per home through the nonprofit contractors. Ultimately, AHRC negotiated 

for a total of $15,000 per home through a nonprofit provider, with another $3,000 available for 

administrative costs. These limits were within the legal threshold to avoid legal risks of 

conferring public monies to private wealth production; the repairs provided were not 

substantial enough to lead to an increase in property valuation and they were available only to 

homeowners whose gross annual income did not exceed 80% Median Family Income (MFI). 

Although the political environment in which the GO Repair program was initiated 

emphasized gentrification concerns, the language of the new program emphasized this less. 
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Interestingly, it mentioned the goal of supporting the capacity of local nonprofit home repair 

providers who had campaigned for the program: 

The purpose of the General Obligation Bond Home Repairs Program (GOB-HRP) 

is to address substandard housing conditions of low and moderate income 

homeowners residing within the corporate city limits of the City of Austin. The 

program provides financial assistance to make repairs that will eliminate health 

and safety hazards and/or provide improved accessibility. This new program 

also seeks to remove many of the logistical barriers among local organizations 

currently operating home repair programs, reduce or eliminate waiting lists and 

build the capacity of local nonprofits to provide these specific repairs to 

qualified individuals. 

The program specified eligible improvements intended to reduce physical health and 

safety issues. Indoor air quality concerns were not a direct consideration, and flooring could be 

replaced only if it was damaged. No funds were to be used for cosmetic repairs, inside or 

outside. Furthermore, the GO Repair program guidelines had no explicit intention to improve 

resource efficiency or decrease utility bills. Those repairs are the purview of Austin Energy’s 

weatherization program. Repairs provided by the home repair program indirectly supported 

Austin Energy’s energy-efficiency goals by making more homes weatherization-ready. 

The growing power of the AHRC to negotiate on behalf of home repair providers and 

their clients is reflected by an explicit statement in program guidelines that said repairs under 

the GO Repair Program need not bring the entire housing unit in compliance with the City of 

Austin Building Code(s). AHRC negotiated this agreement based on home repair providers’ 

recognition that program funding was not sufficient to bring many houses into code compliance. 

Putting households in a position where the City of Austin could enforce code violation could do 

more harm than good. Over time, AHRC created a stronger relationship with Code Compliance, 

engaging them as a partner in supporting low-income homeowners.106  

4.1.3 Phase III: Collaborative Ecosystem (2010–2012) 

Once the GO Repair Program was established at the end of 2009, AHRC expanded from a 

network of negotiation to a collaborative ecosystem in which members collectively managed the 

                                                           
106 Prior to the explicit statement in the GO Repair guidelines and the relationship building, some 
community advocates and home repair providers perceived Code Compliance as a potential adversary. 
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newly established, bond-funded GO Repair Program. The central leadership shifted from a few 

outside convening advocates to an organizational structure supporting the self-organization of 

highly engaged nonprofit providers. Under the leadership of nonprofit anchor organizations, 

private and public home repair providers and supporting affiliates continued to come to the 

table each month, or at least stayed engaged in the network and participated on an as-needed 

basis. 

Figure 4.2 presents a map of AHRC actors directly providing repairs to low-income 

homeowners in the City of Austin. Interactions of these agents as they organized around the GO 

Repair guidelines and the specific vision, mission, and guidelines of each home repair 

organization ultimately generated the performance outcomes of the GO Repair Program.  

The lines demarking relationships in Figure 4.2 suggest a centralized, hub-and-spoke 

style of network, which largely reflects the organizational structure of AHRC around 2009. With 

the exception of a close working partnership between 1 house at a time and its two key partner 

organizations (MOWAM and AYW), organizations interacted with one another through the 

central hub of AHRC (e.g., through monthly meetings or the distribution list). However, as AHRC 

shifted from being primarily a network of negotiation to a collaborative, innovation ecosystem, 

the density of interactions among AHRC members began to increase. As individuals in the 

network experienced positive, productive interactions, they reached out to each other more 

directly and independently, building a web of network relationships.  
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Figure 4.2  Home Repair Actor Network of the Austin Housing Repair Coalition  

 

 

Legend and Description of Figure 4.2 
Light blue box: Nonprofit programs providing low-income home repair services.  
Medium blue box: Public programs providing low-income home repair services.  
Dark blue box: Private companies providing low-income home repair services. 
Each of the blue organizations include different types of actors that influence the particular character and 
the performance of their program, including:  

 Program LEADERS designated in yellow bars, 

 CONTRACTORS designated in green bars,  

 VOLUNTEERS designated in blue bars, and  

 TRAINEES designated in gray bars.  
Black lines designate membership in the AHRC. Green lines connect contractors with the organizations 
they support. Blue lines connect organizations that partner closely in a structural way (or connect sub-
programs to their overarching program in the case of the Neighborhood Housing and Community 
Development department).  
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Relationships among AHRC members continued to grow in trust, reciprocity, and 

affinity. Additionally, the network as a whole began to collaboratively pursue new opportunities, 

explore innovative strategies, and support one another as agents in a mutually supportive, 

adaptive learning network. The following sections will review 1) key leverage points that 

enabled deep collaboration and learning, 2) organizational structures that supported learning 

and innovation, and 3) expanded performance outcomes demonstrated by the AHRC as a 

collaborative ecosystem.  

4.1.3.1 Key Leverage Points for Deep Collaboration and Learning 

Three key developments factors contributed to the shift from a network of negotiation to a 

collaborative ecosystem: secured bond funding, common vision, and strengthened leadership 

capacity.  

4.1.3.1.1 Leverage Point 1: Secure Funding 

The most obvious event that precipitated this shift was securing bond funding to be allocated by 

the City of Austin through an open call for proposals to which all of the nonprofits could apply 

on equal footing. Funding expansion removed a significant concern about program survival and 

freed up time and attention among the organizations to consider possibilities for collective 

advancement. Individually and collectively, they used this stability to pursue additional funding 

and collaborative endeavors.  

4.1.3.1.2 Leverage Point 2: Common Vision 

AHRC was also propelled forward by the establishment of a shared vision that drew upon the 

unique strengths and aspirations of key network players. AHRC members informally responded 

to the call to collaborate generated by Ruby Roa and Johnny Limon, but they did not officially 

name a common vision and mission until March of 2010. This vision emerged first through the 

Weatherization Subcommittee, a group that I facilitated beginning in February, 2010.107 Since 

integration of health and safety home repairs through GO Repair with federal weatherization 

support was a time-sensitive priority of the AHRC, the group met on a weekly basis to forward 

                                                           
107 I agreed to serve at the request of AHRC members and the urging of Ruby Roa. I had come to the AHRC 
with an interest in studying the health effects of weatherization programs in southern states. I brought 
knowledge about efforts around the country to take a whole home approach that incorporated green and 
healthy repairs.  
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this priority. Creating a shared vision was a strategic move to make the purposes of partnership 

explicit, especially as Austin Energy had not fully engaged in the coalition previously. The vision 

reflects the original call to coordinate to maximize resources and minimize disruption for low-

income clients. It also reflected my research on whole-home approaches being developed 

nationally. The integration of weatherization with health and safety interventions was 

pioneered by the Washington State Opportunity Council’s Weatherization Assistance Program in 

2001, followed by the Cleveland & Cuyahoga County Healthy Homes Initiative in 2003, and 

advanced nationally through the leadership of the National Center for Healthy Housing, other 

nonprofit organizations, and the HUD Office of Healthy Housing. The resulting vision emphasized 

that AHRC was committed to delivering “whole-home” retrofits to families in need, as detailed 

in Figure 4.3, “Shared Vision as of March 2010.”108 

                                                           
108 It is important to note that the formation of a common vision occurred through a collaborative process 
in which I was influential. Although this breach of neutrality would be seen as a problem in some research 
paradigms, validity and ethical responsibility in the HEP calls on the researcher to engage with co-
inquirers with 1) an intentional grounding to serve the whole ecosystem, 2) a relational grounding that 
acknowledges full interdependence with others and recognizes their individual voices and capabilities, 
and 3) a vocational grounding that helps focus attention on the actor’s personal contribution to social and 
ecological systems. My co-inquirers asked that I lead the Weatherization Subcommittee because of my 
intention to support a whole system of home repair in which all parties were recognized and valued. My 
willingness to listen openly balanced my personal interests. It also helped me engage in what I later came 
to understand as practices of frame alignment – by listening for and recognizing frames of individual 
members, I was better able to see how overarching frames could be bridged, expanded, or transformed.  
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Figure 4.3.  Shared Vision Adopted By AHRC in March 2010 

As the AHRC nonprofit home repair providers implemented the GO Repair Program 

(focused primarily on health and safety repairs), this greater encompassing vision held the broad 

network together and drew upon the diverse strengths of its members. David Clauss spoke to 

this strength of the AHRC:  

….We [American Youth Works] are different from all who are there — each has 

a home program model and each has an interest in the bigger issue. The 

coalition is good at accommodating all interests and styles … that’s a real 

strength. The common ground is that we are committed to providing home 

repair services for those who can’t afford it, and increasing availability of 

affordable housing throughout Austin. … each has a lot of other stuff going on as 

well, and that brings a sustainability to the home repair issues that don’t have to 

sustain themselves just as home repair — [these organizations] can bring the 

heft of what we do — and that lends sustainability to the overall effort. (Clauss, 

2011) 

Essentially, Clauss found that the clarity of the shared vision helped mobilize resources 

and institutional strength in a way that generated performance beyond what organizations 

could have done independently with the same resources.  

4.1.3.1.3 Leverage Point 3: Network Leadership Capacity 

The combination of increased institutional health afforded by dedicated funding and a clear 

collective vision also served to build network leadership capacity. Funding stability expanded the 

AHRC & AUSTIN ENERGY STATEMENT OF SHARED VISION  

The Austin Housing Repair Coalition and Austin Energy have committed to work in 

partnership to efficiently and cost-effectively create healthy, safe, and energy and water 

efficient home environments in the homes of our shared clients. Through coordination 

and innovation, we will: 

 Enable individuals and families to remain in their homes by providing home 
repairs including roof repairs; 

 Create healthier and safer home environments, especially for grandparents 
raising grandchildren who all spend over 90% of their time indoors;  

 Maximize the benefits of each public dollar spent on home repair by taking 
advantage of synergies of a whole-home approach;  

 Minimize disruption in our clients’ homes through coordinated service delivery; 
and 

 Train a new generation of weatherization professionals to lead a sustainable 
retrofit industry that creates healthy and energy efficient homes. 



 

180 
 

capacity of individual program leaders to contribute their time and talent to the AHRC 

ecosystem. The clarity of vision helped them self-organize purposefully. Although the leadership 

of outside housing advocates had driven AHRC in the beginning, by around 2010 the nonprofit 

home repair leaders contributed more actively. As the strength of leadership within the network 

grew, new key leaders stepped forward and the original convening leaders (with the exception 

of Christine Buendel of HousingWorks) stepped back or away with a smooth transition. From the 

initial convening phase to the newer phase, the leadership style of AHRC was deliberately non-

hierarchical and focused on building network capacity. The ease of the transition and the 

continued growth in the network strength can also be attributed to the manner in which two 

new leaders stepped forward to support the growth of the network. 

 When Charles Cloutman joined AHRC in February 2010, he brought a wealth of 

experiences with him as a retired pastor and a skilled builder. Whether or not people knew that 

he had moved from Louisiana to Texas to answer a calling he had discerned to restore dignity to 

elderly and disabled homeowners through repair of their homes, it was immediately clear to 

those who met him that he was a man on a mission to serve people in need. As he advanced the 

cause of home repair citywide as member of the AHRC and the leader of MOWAM’s new home 

repair program, he inspired others to go the extra mile with him. The clarity of his voice and 

sense of purpose coupled with the consistency of his actions earned trust and people recognized 

him as a leader for the whole, even though he was an official employee of one of several 

potentially competing home repair nonprofits.  

My own leadership role changed significantly around this time. From the time I joined 

the AHRC in 2009, I served as academic and supportive outsider. In February 2010, Ruby Roa 

called upon me to lead the Weatherization Subcommittee, believing it needed my perspective 

on the whole-home approach to renovation, and its work needed to go forward. I accepted the 

new post and began participating as an actively engaged leader within the organization, still 

drawing on my ability to see the organizational network from the bird’s-eye view of an academic 

observer. In the first few months of 2010, the Weatherization Subcommittee became the small 

group driving the vision, mission, and strategic action and innovation of the whole coalition.  
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The ability of AHRC to allow for leadership transitions and to create conditions that 

allowed individuals to contribute as they were able was one of its key strengths. David Clauss 

observed: 

…a big strength [of the Coalition] is how Ruby and Johnny were so strong in the 

beginning — it was their leadership that really pulled this all together — and the 

organization had the flexibility and resiliency to keep on going when they left. … 

The founders could back out and it still keeps on plugging. That is impressive.  

Clauss also recognized how critical it was that there were people like Charles Cloutman 

who were willing to step up and go the extra mile, at least for a while. He thought a single leader 

needed to take charge, but recognized the need for anchors to champion different roles and 

projects. As AHRC’s work continued, a number of projects were collective successes, 

spearheaded by certain individuals who could manage them and fit others in where they were 

needed. The willingness and capacity of individuals to step forward with their innovative ideas 

and contributions was enabled by the stability of base funds and a powerful vision that inspired 

them to contribute to the whole ecosystem. The strength of AHRC had become its distributed, 

flexible model of leadership.  

4.1.3.2 Structures for Learning and Innovation 

In the early days of AHRC, little attention was paid to a deliberate organizational or governance 

structure. Instead, leadership and organizational culture emerged through increasingly trusting 

relationships among people who held themselves and each other accountable to a collective 

vision and concrete commitments. Monthly meetings were a place for people to come together 

to share updates, raise questions and concerns, and agree on actions collectively.  

These open meetings were particularly valuable with regard to grant funding, which had 

the potential to turn leaders against each other in competition. Instead, when a nonprofit found 

out about a grant and decided to apply for it, they discussed the opportunity and their intention 

to apply with the full group. In one case involving a large home repair grant with Travis County, 

some tension emerged when Cloutman expressed MOWAM’s intent to apply for the whole thing 

and asked if others were interested in applying with them as subcontractors. Easter Seals did 

not trust the arrangement and decided to apply themselves. In the end, Travis County rejected 

the possibility of subcontractors and contracted only to MOWAM. The breakdown caused some 



 

182 
 

frustration among members and they were able to air their concerns. The open communication 

and relationships were strong enough that people still trusted Cloutman’s intentions.109 Stuart 

Hersch found the level of collaboration unusual for the nonprofit sector and observed many 

instances where AHRC individual leaders consciously chose to let go of a private concern for the 

good of the group. Even though members were sometimes frustrated by Urban League’s lack of 

active participation in the AHRC and decades long monopoly over federal emergency home 

repair dollars, the group deliberately chose not to make an issue out of this and to keep a space 

at the table open. Hersch hypothesized that by the nature of the GO Repair Program having 

come out of collective effort, individual nonprofits may have been more inclined to continue 

thinking and acting as a collective (Hersch, 2015).  

The strength of the AHRC came from both the quality of trusting relationships among 

individual members and the consistency with which individuals followed through on the 

commitments they made at meetings. Leadership was distributed. Although there was always 

someone who took notes for records, power relationships were more horizontal than vertical. It 

was not until December 2010 that AHRC elected officers. As AHRC pursued funding for collective 

endeavors, it became important to articulate clear lines of accountability and governance. An 

AHRC member from 1 house at a time, Elizabeth Frisch, guided us through a strategic planning 

process to help determine governance structures and memoranda of understanding to maintain 

our adaptive organizational culture and pursue new opportunities with outside partners. Charles 

Cloutman was elected Chair, I became Vice Chair, with Christine Buendel of HousingWorks as 

Secretary and Ted Roan of American Youth Works as Treasurer.  

In practice, little changed in governance. Our real power was empowering the network 

to advance our common vision through consistent action. With my stake as a doctoral student 

committed to helping communities develop a whole-home approach to green and healthy home 

repair, and Cloutman’s stake as a home repair provider committed to expanding home repair 

services to as many of those in need as possible, we held a space for all members to do their 

part in service of the whole. In setting a tone that recognized the value of each member and the 

potential power of the whole, we created conditions for trust, reciprocity, affinity, and 

                                                           
109 Before and after the event, Easter Seals was not a regular attendee of meetings.  
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accountability. Each participating member appeared to do the same. In November 2011, Tom 

Spencer explained the balance the AHRC had found in flexibility and accountability:  

We’re at a happy medium right now — we’re not so ambitious that people find 

it burdensome, not too onerous, not another one of these meetings we never 

talk about anything — just enough of a light footprint that it works for 

everyone. Collaborative things like this should ideally be not a time suck, and 

right now, I think there’s a lot more benefit than time investment.  

People kept coming back to the table because they saw the benefit. No one was 

required to be there, and the gift of one another’s energy appeared to sustain the effort. Affinity 

in the relationships expanded significantly. As Urban League representative Brian Sykes 

expressed, he appreciated how the AHRC was “laid back, but with a strong soft approach. I feel 

listened to, and people follow through.” In this climate, the once-atomistic stakeholders 

achieved far greater performance individually and collectively than had been possible working in 

isolation.  

4.1.3.3 Evidence of Performance Expansion by Collaborative Ecosystem  

The monthly AHRC meetings provided a platform that helped the network expand its capacity to 

leverage and coordinate diverse funds, resources, and services. From 2010 on, the network 

grew in strength as it: 1) cultivated mutually supportive and affirming relationships, 2) enhanced 

referral networks to mobilize resources, 3) pursued innovative collective endeavors, 4) 

leveraged bond funding to bring in additional resources, 5) tracked program performance, and 

6) expanded the influence of its collective advocacy for home repair at the city level.  

4.1.3.3.1 Mutually Supportive and Affirming Relationships, Thinking as a Whole 

As the AHRC progressed, more people found the meetings to be a welcome opportunity to 

reconnect with colleagues who share and appreciate their aspirations. When interviewed in the 

fall of 2011, Jesse Porter explained:  

I love it. I love going, and I believe that if we’re not working together, we’re 

working against each other. I learn a lot from them. I feel like half the time in my 

organization, people don’t care about home repair, and so I don’t have many 

resources [at Habitat] to ask questions. There are a lot of smart people at [the 

AHRC] table, and that’s why I go. It’s a group of people who care about each 
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other, without being in your normal group. I can talk to [Charles] about my job, 

and he isn’t going to say, “You should know that, it’s your job.” 

Because the GO Repair Program was a novel program at the City of Austin, there were 

glitches to be worked out and occasional confusion about program guidelines. The existence of a 

reliable space to bring up questions and collectively discuss them meant that: 1) nonprofits 

could quickly learn from the experience of others, 2) the network could more quickly resolve 

problems with the City of Austin (e.g., negotiating expansion of the funding limits for the 

program from the original $5,000 to $10,000 and then $15,000), and 3) relationships developed 

through face-to-face interactions that supported individual organizations’ adaptive capacity. 

David Clauss (2011) believes the complementary strengths of other members expanded his 

effectiveness:  

The advocacy, the referrals, the resources — [it’s all been helpful]. Again, 

[health and safety home repair] isn’t our primary thing, so [relationships with 

AHRC members] really helps us to fill out our applications, know how to go 

about it – there are always people I can call up to ask how to do this thanks to 

the Coalition. We haven’t done outreach for clients, and there are others that 

do it – so we can call for the waitlists of others… Our participation allows us to 

focus on our core mission and allow others to go with their strengths.  

Almost paradoxically, the power of a unifying vision allows each organization to pursue 

its individual core mission. The strength of AHRC appears to rest in unity, not uniformity. The 

common intention enabled mutually supportive relationships that helped participants 

adaptively respond to client needs, better leverage resources from the City, and generally do 

more effective work. 

4.1.3.3.2  Helpful Referral Network 

As Sykes notes, the AHRC’s support with referrals expanded his capacity to provide for clients’ 

needs through collaboration with other AHRC partners:  

[W]hat I’ve seen is how we’re all able to communicate openly as far as the 

clients who need help. The client aspect has really opened up and made it easier 

to start on one house and know you can finish [what really needs to be done] 

with the help of other organizations. … Before there were times we’d have to 

tell clients no because we don’t do that. Now I have all of these extra powers 

behind me where I can go for help, for things I can’t do. … There have been a 
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couple [projects] that I’ve done with Charles, and Hands on Housing, we’ve 

worked together well. … They’ve sent a bunch of referrals. It makes a difference 

to be able to know each other when you’re asking for help. 

Sykes’ account demonstrates that the strength of the referral network was not just that 

information could be quickly transferred over email or some other abstract transaction. As 

David Clauss observed, the real strength of the referral network was “the combination of the 

listserv with the ongoing regular meetings — people know each other, aren’t afraid to ask, and 

know who to ask for what.” Additionally, when emails come in from others AHRC members, 

they get prioritized (Clauss, 2011). 

The strong referral network also significantly expanded Austin Habitat for Humanity’s 

capacity to advance an innovative strategic priority of Habitat International, the Neighborhood 

Revitalization Initiative (NRI). Before 2011, Habitat’s home repair program was ancillary to home 

production. In 2011, AHFH became one of 17 national affiliates in a pilot NRI project that where 

affiliates focused their efforts on revitalizing one older neighborhood at a time to capture the 

synergy of multiple repair projects and new construction. With the neighborhood approach, the 

Brush With Kindness home repair program became a central focus. However, people on its 

waitlist were distributed all over the city, and the organization lacked capacity for extensive 

outreach. Porter explained how the referral network got the new program off the ground: 

 Now that we’ve found a neighborhood — after interviewing leaders and all — 

we need homeowners in that neighborhood. Once I told the Coalition about 

that area, any time they get someone in that area they send them over — they 

send the paperwork, so it’s really easy to handle the referral and find people 

who really need help where we can help them. (Porter, 2011)  

4.1.3.3.3 Innovation and Opportunity  

Monthly meetings and strong relationships among diverse players created a holding space for 

innovation and creative problem solving, making it possible to mobilize quickly at critical 

moments. 

For example, by March 2010, AHRC’s shared database emerged as a key priority for the 

Weatherization Subcommittee. A secure, shared tracking system was important for expanding 

the partnership with Austin Energy. Because we were already researching options and had 

submitted federal research grants together, when a federal call for proposals for a 
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Weatherization Innovation Pilot Program was issued we were able to assemble a competitive 

proposal. The proposal was not funded, but it prepared us to submit future successful grant 

proposals. One of the partners secured a grant in 2014 to fund a shared database through 

Charity Tracker. The AHRC learning network became an incubator for innovative ideas and 

entrepreneurial action.  

4.1.3.3.4 Leveraging Resources and Expanding Capacity  

The foundation of support also helped organizations pursue additional outside resources 

including in-kind donations, volunteer support, and other resources.  

In 2012, AHFH leveraged $45,000 in donated materials to expand projects primarily 

funded with GO bond money. Hands On Housing secured $15,000 in in-kind donations to 

expand 21 GO Repair Program home projects AHFH, Hands On Housing, and MOWAM’s 

partnership with 1 house at a time also leveraged volunteer resources to expand the impact of 

each public dollar invested in home repair. Hands on Housing gained $105,634 in volunteer time 

(4,730 hours) for its GO Repair Program projects. 

MOWAM leveraged the GO Repair funding (2010–2012) with more than $1,8 million in 

state funding, including a Homes for Texas Heroes Grant. AHFH also expanded support for 

veterans through a grant from Home Depot. American Youth Works leveraged about $150,000 

in federal funding (through the CNCS AmeriCorps Funds and U.S. Department of Labor 

YouthBuild Funds) to help pay labor and training costs for their GO Repair Program participation. 

Organizations were also able to draw in local philanthropic support, including more than 

$125,000 for Hands on Housing. AHFH completed another six projects in 2012 beyond the GO 

Repair Program, representing an additional investment of $53,569. This would not have been 

possible without GO Bond support.  

4.1.3.3.5 Program Evaluation for Adaptive Learning and Negotiation  

As the AHRC grew in strength as a collaborative learning network, it developed both the capacity 

and the motivation to evaluate performance. As funds from the 2006 bond dwindled and the 

2012 bond election approached, leaders wanted data and stories to help people see the value of 

their programs.  
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Although a performance evaluation was important from a political perspective, AHRC 

members also wanted to build feedback into their collective work so that they could identify 

how to better meet their clients’ needs. I led this initiative as part of my dissertation research. 

Details of the evaluation project are included in “Chapter 3: Methodology” and results are 

reported in Sections 4.2 and 4.3. 

4.1.3.3.6 Expansion in Effectiveness of Collective Advocacy 

AHRC’s success in advocacy and organizing in the local political arena became a significant 

strength. AHRC was increasingly recognized for its ability to think, operate, and engage in the 

public sphere as a collective group. In 2010, the AHRC was awarded the Butler Spirit of 

Collaboration Award in a ceremony at City Hall. The award honors collaborative efforts to bring 

people, organizations, and groups together to collectively address community needs. Increasing 

public recognition of its collaborative spirit coupled with AHRC’s consistent advocacy at 

Community Development Commission and City Council meetings helped City Council members 

and other housing advocates recognize the voice of home repair organizations. Brian Sykes of 

the Urban League noted:  

It also seems like when we need someone to step up and talk to the City, people 

are listening, and it makes it easier to get support — they are used to seeing us 

around, as a group not as a single entity. This has helped my work be more 

effective. (Sykes, 2011) 

Although Sykes and the Urban League had not consistently participated in advocacy 

efforts (often to the frustration of AHRC members), other leaders pulled the weight and 

consistently stood for the whole of the Coalition. This was particularly true of Charles Cloutman, 

AHRC Chair, and Stuart Hersh, a dedicated volunteer and pro bono housing policy consultant. 

Tom Spencer’s position on the bond advisory task force was also critical. Home repair became a 

key policy issue. In a highly contested City Council race in 2011, home repair became part of the 

affordable housing and gentrification relief platform for Council Member Laura Morrison:110  

When the AHRC housing repair evaluation report was completed in 2012, it was well 

received by policymakers and decision-makers. Home repair became a central priority of 

                                                           
110 Quoted from Councilmember Morrison’s responses to an Austin’s Women in Housing questionnaire, 
April 2011.  
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affordable housing advocates and many public officials as the 2012 election campaign for the 

affordable housing bond gained momentum. In the 2006 campaign, it had barely been given a 

thought, let alone assured a place at the table.  

As Stuart Hersch has noted, GO Repair went from the program that would never be to 

one of the greatest success stories in affordable housing in Austin.111 Community activists were 

determined to help seniors in gentrifying areas stay in their homes, but city staff would not 

support it. Hersch asserts that the program turned out to be “the most cost-effective way of 

preserving affordable housing and homeownership: for very little money, we have been able to 

keep our seniors and very poor people – mostly under 30% MFI – make it as homeowners and 

live in much safer conditions.” Hersch observes that the AHRC has been a rare exception to 

business as usual in the housing and nonprofit world where people are trying to compete for 

scarce dollars and get at the front of the line.  

4.1.4 Section Conclusion  

The story of AHRC’s evolution offers insights about the potential of home repair programs to 

advance environmental justice when key stakeholders engage in collaborative learning networks 

and collaborative action to leverage collective resources and expand citywide resources 

available to invest in home repair. As actors established progressively more trusting 

relationships with one another in the learning network and achieved collective successes 

through collaborative action, the power of this distributed leadership network to collaboratively 

learn, innovate, and adapt in response to changing conditions increased. As the relationships of 

actors within the network grew in strength, so too did the political influence of the coalition in 

city politics. Recognizing the collaborative spirit of the AHRC, the persistence of its advocates, 

and the documented successes of the GO Repair Program, city leaders came to hold a space for 

home repair in Austin’s affordable housing budget. Additionally, as the strength of the collective 

group grew, so, too, did the capacity of each individual nonprofit to meet their niche 

contributions to environmental justice in the larger home repair ecosystem. Themes regarding 

                                                           
111 He recalled, “the lawyers said we should not use federal funds for home repair and we could not use 
local funds.” Yet, with the persistence of advocates and a window of political opportunity created by 
federal funds with ARRA and new leadership at the City, the GO Repair program emerged. 
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the evolution of the AHRC’s distributed form of leadership and their relationship to social 

learning theory will be analyzed in Chapter 7, Synthetic Findings. 

This section highlighted specific ways in which nonprofit AHRC partners designed 

programs with the potential to advance environmental justice, including distributional and 

procedural justice, as well as recognition, capabilities, and resilience as justice. Given the 

importance the environmental justice movement places on recognizing the voices of the 

marginalized, the most important performance indicators of these programs is through 

experiences reported by the households receiving services. This will be the focus of the 

following two sections of this results chapter. Section 4.2 will focus on discrete impacts 

observed by households as they relate to the larger vision, mission and goals of the AHRC and 

outcomes related to environmental justice. Section 4.3 will focus on the holistic experience of 

home repairs. Section 4.4 will identify opportunities for program enhancement identified by 

homeowners directly, or revealed through the critiques they offered. 
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4.2 SECTION 2: GO REPAIR PERFORMANCE OUTCOMES 
To understand the performance outcomes of the GO Repair Program for the households served 

by AHRC members, four rounds of interviews were conducted with 84 homeowners.112 This 

section summarizes the direct outcomes they reported. 

Table 4.3.  Improvements in Living Conditions Reported by Interviewees 

Area of improvement 
(Grouped by closely 
related categories)  

Round 1*  
(30) 

Round 2*  
(7) 

Round 3* 
(38) 

Round 4* 
(9) 

Total  
(84) 
 
 

1. Safety  18 4 27 6 55 

Independence 14 2 11 5 32 

2. Health / breathing  2 1 10 3 16 

Health / headaches & 
dizziness 

3 0 7 0 10 

3. Social health 9 1 28 3 41 

Pride 8 3 26 4 41 

4. Cockroaches 5 1 15 1 23 

Ants 5 2 11 0 18 

Rodents 6 2 12 0 20 

5. Mold & moisture 10 1 20 1 32 

6. Affordability  13 5 14 7 39 

7. Comfort & general 
satisfaction 

28 7 38 8 81 

* Round 1 includes clients of Meals On Wheels and More (MOWAM), along with a few clients 
of Austin Area Urban League (Urban League). Round 2 interviewed clients of Austin Habitat 
for Humanity (Habitat). Round 3 included clients of all providers. Round 4 interviewed clients 
who received weatherization from Austin Energy in addition to support from the GO Repair 
Program.  

 

Table 4.3 summarizes seven general areas of improvements in living conditions 

experienced by the homeowners interviewed in all four rounds of interviews.113 In what follows, 

                                                           
112 The first round of 30 interviews included only households that received GO Repair support through 
Meals On Wheels and More (MOWAM). The second round of seven interviews included only households 
served by Austin Habitat for Humanity (AHFH, or Habitat). The third round of 38 interviews included 
households served by all five nonprofits (MOWAM, AHFH, Hands On Housing, American Youth Works, and 
Austin Area Urban League). The fourth round of nine interviews specifically focused on households who 
had received support both from GO Repair and through Austin Energy’s weatherization program. The 
following chapter presents a summary of performance outcomes reported by the households interviewed 
113 The categories were used to structure the interviews. Rounds A1 and A3 were semi-structured, while 
A2 and AA were depth interviews, but both were designed to get feedback in these areas. 
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I discuss major sub-themes and their nuances, using quotations from homeowners to humanize 

the data and to provide the reader with a sense of the lived experience of the homeowners.  

4.2.1 Enhanced Safety and Independence  

All 84 households interviewed were asked whether they felt unsafe in their homes before and 

after repair. Most households who received these services (85%) reported feeing safe in their 

homes after repairs. These respondents include 27 households who already felt safe in their 

homes prior to repair. This implies that 44 households went from feeling unsafe to feeling safe 

in their homes following the home repair interventions made. 

Of the 13 households who said that they still felt unsafe in their homes after repair, 11 

indicated that they felt safer following repairs. In total, then, out of 84 households, 55 

experienced improved safety conditions in their homes, 27 felt safe in their homes before 

repair, and 2 households felt unsafe before and after repair with little net improvement. 

In response to an open-ended question, 32 households shared experiences reflecting an 

increased sense of independence, usually related to the restoration of function to their living 

environment and the removal of architectural barriers. Most who talked about increased 

independence said it was very important to them. In the final round of interviews, values related 

to independence were the most common. 

4.2.1.1  Experience of Safety Improvements 

The 55 households who experienced safety improvements generally experienced them in two 

areas: 1) elimination of physical safety hazards in the home, and 2) reduction of their fears 

about crime and break-ins. 

4.2.1.1.1 Improvement of Physical Safety Hazards 

Households reported significant improvements to their physical safety including reduced fire 

risks, reduced fears about roof problems, and reduced threats of falling due to structural 

problems. 

4.2.1.1.1.1 Fire Safety 

The GO Repair Program addressed many fire safety hazards by improving egress and bringing 

electric and water heaters up to code. Generally, people only appeared to be frightened about 

fire when they had already observed signs of fire, such as this household in Round 3: 
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Before the patio door wouldn’t open at all and I worried that I wouldn’t be able 

to get out if there was a fire. Also, the old gas water heater used to flare out and 

there were burn marks on the door in the water closet. — Ms. Field (Round 3, 

Habitat) 

Another household in Round 3 indicated that before repairs, she was so afraid of the fire 

risk and carbon monoxide risks posed by her unvented gas space heaters that she would not 

leave home if the weather got too cold. This meant that she missed work:  

In the winter of 2011 it was very cold. I had to stay home and miss work for 3 

days to keep the gas heaters on so my pipes wouldn’t freeze. I never felt 

comfortable leaving the heaters on for long periods of time before because I 

was afraid of CO [carbon monoxide] or fires. I feel safer and more comfortable 

in my house now. — Ms. Bard (Round 3, Habitat) 

Many households reported compensating for broken heating systems by using ovens or 

ranges to heat their homes. The home repairs improved fire safety by repairing heating systems. 

4.2.1.1.1.2 Roof Hazards 

Across the four rounds of interviews, 10 households indicated that they had previously lived 

with a fear of their ceilings collapsing on them. Some of them had leaks in the roof allowing 

“rain” inside. Two households had their ceilings cave in. One household in Round 3 said roof 

repairs made a significant improvement in her quality of life: 

I don’t know what I would have done without the help. The roof was leaking and 

the ceiling was caving in — I saw the sky through my kitchen. Now it is all okay, 

and the neighbors stop by and do not know it’s the same house. Everyone was 

so nice and did such good work. I love the work so much! — Ms. Davis (Round 3, 

HOH) 

Roof repairs were important for moisture and mold management and positively 

influenced indoor air quality. These improvements are discussed separately. 

4.2.1.1.1.3 Structural Safety and Fall Hazards 

Some households shared fears about tripping, falling, or otherwise hurting themselves based on 

the conditions of their floors and foundations. In Round 2, Meals On Wheels and More 

(MOWAM) clients were directly asked if there were areas where they were afraid of falling 

inside their homes before and after repair. Of the 30 households interviewed, 15 were afraid of 
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falling; after repairs only six people were still concerned about falling. Given that these clients 

were mostly elderly and disabled, this is a significant improvement. 

One household in Round 3 talked about fears for her grandchildren: 

I felt so unsafe before the repairs. The kitchen floor was dangerous and I was 

worried for my grandkids’ safety, like they might get hurt or cut on it. Now I am 

much more comfortable. — Ms. Cooper (Round 3, Urban League) 

In most cases, the GO Repair Program provided new vinyl flooring or more significant 

carpentry and electric system improvements:  

The floor in the bathroom was unsafe. We had put a board in the bathroom 

because it had a hole on top of it (the floor). We always had to be careful when 

stepping on it. We also had to hook up the microwave and the cord ran across 

the floor right where my mother was walking and she might hurt herself. Now 

we can hook it up near the stove (because of the new power source), so my 

mother can’t trip on it. They also repaired and extended the porch and added a 

lower deck. We had put cinderblocks by the porch to walk between two rooms 

but they would shake when you stood on them. I’d come out of one room and 

be scared to death to come out and walk on them. When [Meals on Wheels and 

More] got here they realized it was really bad. — Ms. Pena (Round 1, MOWAM) 

As needed, the GO Repair Program also removed architectural barriers installed 

wheelchair ramps, widened doorways, provided Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) approved 

toilets, handbars, and railings in bathrooms, and other tailored accommodations. 

I [used to feel] unsafe in that back room because there were so many different 

carpets. I did trip many times. But I couldn’t take the carpets up because there 

were holes in the floor. I had a lot of cracks in the back room; it was a mess. I 

had to put tape on the walls, the windows were rotten, the glass was broken so 

there was air coming through. If I put a nail through one side of the wall it came 

out the other. I was really scared of going in that room. It was just horrible. …. 

They did a great job. I couldn’t believe it. If I could give them a ten star I would. I 

am safe and comfortable, I just clean it and keep it neat and I’m okay. It made it 

a lot easier for me to live here. I don’t have to do as much cleaning as I used to. 

Before, I had to do a lot of cleaning. Now it’s different. I don’t have to look 

behind the door to see if there is something there. Before, I couldn’t even open 

one of my windows. I am very grateful. Meals On Wheels really changed my life. 

— Ms. Rios (Round 3, MOWAM, Urban League, and 1 house at a time) 
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Another household shared a new motivation to keep the home clean: “I am very, very 

satisfied. The floors I am so proud of. I want to mop it to make it shine.” In these cases and 

others, the repairs increased the capacity of the home as a system to support healthful 

conditions. Once some major repairs were completed, additional smaller repairs and ongoing 

maintenance became possible again. 

4.2.1.1.2 Crime and Break-ins 

Many households indicated that the home repairs they received significantly reduced their fear 

of crime by making their homes more secure. Broken windows, doors, and locks were a 

significant source of stress for households. A few had been broken into in the past: 

I didn't feel safe with the garage door being broken because people have broken 

into the house before and stolen things. I feel much safer knowing that the door 

is secure and stays locked. — Ms. Howard (Round 3, Habitat)  

Another household from Round 3 talked about the improvement in their mental and 

social health related to improved security: 

In general, I am in a better mood because I feel safer in my home. I used to use 

a chair to "lock" the front door but now I have a proper deadbolt. I feel very safe 

here, I used to call my sons in the middle of the night ’cause I would get scared. 

But now I feel safe because the doors all shut and lock. — Ms. Field (Round 3, 

Habitat) 

Fears about crime varied among households, but people generally mentioned those 

concerns when there was some compromise to the building envelope. Fear of crime presents a 

significant psychological stress. Stressors accumulate, and high-stress neighborhoods leave 

households and individuals more vulnerable in terms of health (Kawachi & Berkman, 2003). 

Although home repair programs have limited capacity to directly intervene in the social fabric of 

the neighborhood, improving the security of the home can make a positive contribution to 

household health and resilience. Broken windows were of particular concern for many 

households as they generated fear about break-ins as well as challenges for maintaining 

affordable indoor environmental quality. 

4.2.1.2 Experience of Continued Need 

Not all homeowners felt safe in their homes after repairs were completed.  
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4.2.1.2.1 Homes that Were Still Experienced as Unsafe but with Improvements 

Eleven households indicated they still felt unsafe in their homes, despite significant safety 

improvements. Of these households, five still had problems with mold or water leaks. Four 

households indicated structural weaknesses in their floors that made them feel unsafe, and two 

more said they needed further ADA improvements. 

4.2.1.2.2  Homes that Were Still Experienced as Unsafe with No Net Improvement 

Only two households indicated improvements did not improve safety. In one case, the lack of 

safety improvement can be attributed to shortcomings in program delivery. In the other, it 

appears the lack of observed safety improvements has more to do with perception, as 

substantial health and safety improvements were made. 

The household that reported significant ongoing safety issues experienced a variety of 

eligibility and program funding issues. She has a blanket covering a hole in her wall where a 

window should be after one nonprofit removed it, ran out of funds to replace it, and referred 

her to another nonprofit who couldn’t replace it because she did not have flood insurance. She 

feels unsafe in her home and has electric bills of around $300/month. It appears the process of 

home repairs actually put her home in a more vulnerable state than it was before, despite 

significant investment. 

In summary, the results indicated that home repairs were generally successful in 

improving safety by reducing fall risks and restoring structural integrity to the buildings. 

However, mostly due to a limited set of eligible expenses and caps on spending, some homes 

still felt unsafe.  

4.2.2 Enhanced Health 

The interviews show that the home repair also expanded household capability and resilience by 

improving household health in many cases. Clients reported a range of health improvements 

related to home repair, with breathing as the most frequently cited improvement. Some 

households also mentioned reduced headaches and dizziness. 

4.2.2.1  Enhanced Breathing ( & Outstanding Needs) 

Table 4.3 shows 19% of households interviewed reported improvements in their breathing, 

including relief from symptoms associated with asthma, chronic bronchitis, and sinus problems. 
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However, 57% of households did not have any breathing problem to begin with. Home repair 

services seemed to reduce breathing problems for 70% of the households who had breathing 

problems related to indoor air quality. For at least two households, the repairs significantly 

reduced medical expenses: 

I had been in and out of the hospital every week before the repairs. Now, I have 

central air. I’m breathing better, and I haven’t been back in the hospital once. It 

has made things a lot easier. — Ms. Ford (Round 1, MOWAM) 

Adding central air (HVAC) systems was rare: this particular case resulted from 

collaboration of a number of organizations and outside funding.  

Unfortunately, 30% of households who faced breathing problems related to indoor air 

quality did not experience a notable improvement in their breathing. Breathing problems were 

not covered in the application process and interventions were not designed specifically to 

address them. When breathing outcomes improved for households, these outcomes were 

incidental ones resulting from home repairs initiated with other justifications (e.g., moisture 

reduction, HVAC improvements, and floor repairs that involved incidental removal of carpet and 

replacement with vinyl flooring). 

4.2.2.2  Reduced Headaches and Dizziness 

Headaches and dizziness are common symptoms of carbon monoxide poisoning, and can also be 

the result of environmental tobacco smoke, combustion products, biological pollutants, volatiles 

organics, heavy metals, and sick building syndrome (U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission, 

American Lung Association, & American Medical Association, n.d.). Home repair interventions 

frequently included removal of unvented gas space heaters, a common source of indoor carbon 

monoxide. Similarly, fixing or replacing other heating systems (especially HVAC systems), 

households often discontinued using their gas stoves as a heating source (which also often 

introduced carbon monoxide risks). The programs typically installed carbon monoxide detectors 

as an additional safety precaution. Repairs also included addition or repair of kitchen vents that 

vented to the outside. Use of vent hoods decreases potential exposure to pollutants from 

incomplete combustion. 
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Table 4.3 shows, 10 of the 84 households interviewed experienced improvements in 

their headaches and dizziness following home repairs. Only 24 of the 84 households indicated 

that they experienced headaches and dizziness prior to home repairs. Although 10 of them 

thought that these symptoms improved afterward, only seven thought these improvements 

might have something to do with the home repairs. The other 14 who had problems and did not 

experience improvements did not attribute these to problems in the indoor environment. 

These perceptions are not conclusive. Few people notice indoor air pollution or 

associate it with symptoms, even when the problem is there, and symptoms can also be the 

result of other diseases.  

In summary, most households did not experience significant improvements in health as 

a result of repair. If they had health problems, they rarely associated them with indoor air 

quality. However, those who did experience benefits reflect the potential for home repair to 

affect health conditions if the program were more deliberately designed to improve indoor air 

quality and reduce allergens.  

4.2.3 Enhanced Pride, Social Health, and Self-Expression 

As Table 4.3 shows, 41 out of 84 households indicated an increased sense of pride in their 

homes following home repair. When households spoke of their increased sense of pride, they 

typically referred to both aesthetic improvements and functional ones, such as the following 

quotes: 

My shed looked better than the kitchen before. One day I came home and the 

whole ceiling had fallen to the floor. They replaced the roof and boards and 

ceiling for me. It looks like a mansion now. No way I can thank you enough. — 

Mr. Espinoza (Round 1, MOWAM) 

Now my grandkids say, “Wow, grandma, you have a pretty house!” My 

granddaughter used to tell me “grandma, your house is ugly!”, but after the 

paintwork, she says how nice it is. I’m very happy, and so is my family — my 

kids, my granddaughter, and my three grandsons. Inside it’s better because of 

the double pane windows — it’s not drafty any more. Outside it looks so much 

better. — Ms. Rodriguez (Round 2, Habitat) 

Increased pride was tied significantly to increased social health. When people felt more 

proud of their home, they were more comfortable inviting friends and family over. As Table 4.3 
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shows, 41 out of 84 households indicated that they felt more comfortable having guests over 

than they had before. One homeowner indicated that he experienced relief as a father because 

his teenage kids spent more time at home and were more comfortable having friends over to.  

As reviewed earlier, home repairs frequently contributed to enhanced independence, 

pride, and social health, all of which are related to expansion of self-expression in the home. 

Homes can be understood as sites of self-expression (Marcus, 2006) and capability. One 

homeowner shared how the home repairs allowed him to express his self-reliance and 

independence: 

Well, having my house repaired proved to people that I can still maintain a nice 

place of my own. My brother wants me to move into assisted living, but I want 

to stay here. Keeping the house in good shape is just another way of showing 

them I am doing fine on my own. When people come to visit they ask if a maid 

just left. I have a lot of pride in keeping my house clean and in good shape, so 

the repairs just helped me feel proud of my home. — Ms. Murray (Round 3, 

Habitat) 

Many households reported that repairs inspired joy, vitality, and motivation. One 

household’s experience reflects the catalytic potential of home repairs to inspire greater 

adaptive capacity: 

I'm happy with the way things look. There are still things I want to do on the 

house, but this gave me hope, so that if I got the money together and got a five 

gallon thing of paint and paint the whole house and do a makeover in here, the 

house could look really good. It also got me excited, because once the repairs 

were done, I got excited to walk and get me some energy. It reduced some of 

my stress about the house. … The repairs brought the house from poor to 

excellent condition. — Ms. Singleton (Round 3, Urban League) 

 Such improvements went beyond making it possible for people to continue living at 

home to enabling them to live well at home: For one homeowner, it expanded her self-

expression: 

We use the bathroom to rinse, bathe, use the toilets and sink, and there is only 

a small area to do that so the floor was getting weaker and weaker and weaker 

and finally it just went through. But now it’s all better. They put a new floor in 

and it even looks pretty because before it was all raggedy. The guy even painted 

my door and windows himself and I wanted it to be UT orange on them and he 
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did that for me. It was wonderful. It was enjoyable seeing them make all the 

changes. — Ms. Pena (Round 1, MOWAM) 

In summary, the results suggest that home repair can restore a sense of pride, self-

expression, especially when providers incorporate the personal preferences of clients in the 

design process.  

4.2.4 Enhanced Pest Control 

Table 4.4 reports households who reported a decrease in the presence of cockroaches, ants, and 

rodents. 

Table 4.4.  Improvements Related to Pest Management Experienced by Households 

 Before: Pests Present After: Fewer Pests Present (and 
attributed primarily to repair) 

 Cockroaches Ants Rodents Cockroaches Ants Rodents 

Round 
1 (30) 

20  17 13 5 5 6 

Round 
2 (7) 

3 3 3 1 2 2 

Round 
3 (38) 

24 14 14 15 11 12 

Round 
4 (9) 

8 4 3 0 0 0 

Total 58 38 33 21 19 20 

 

None of the home repair programs set out to eliminate pests, but it was a common spin-

off benefit from home repairs. After one homeowner had her leaky roof repaired (which had 

generated a mold problem that made breathing difficult) and her front door repaired, she was 

able to sleep and breathe better, and live free of rodents: 

I would hear the rodents every night. I guess because I wasn’t sleeping at night 

too. … I don’t hear them now after the repairs. — (C9)  

Healthy homes are pest-free, and several home repair interventions can help advance 

integrated pest management without toxic pesticides or insecticides. Eliminating moisture and 

water leaks are one important improvement to remove water and food. Wet wood can become 

food for insects, which also can erode the home structurally. Creating physical barriers for pests 

can be done through weatherization’s air-sealing interventions. Cockroaches are of particular 
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concern for asthmatic reactions. They are a common problem in Central Texas and frequently 

enter the home through small penetrations in the building envelope (they can enter through 

cracks of over 1/8 of an inch).114 Of the 84 households interviewed, 58 had problems with 

cockroaches before repair, and less than 40% experienced improvements with regard to 

cockroaches. Usually homeowners attributed the change to sealed penetrations. Surprisingly 

given the role air sealing can play in preventing insect entry, only one household receiving 

weatherization support noticed an improvement in cockroach management (and she attributed 

it to Habitat for Humanity having used insecticide in addition to performing some sealing 

measures).  

Healthy, nontoxic indoor pest management requires an integrated approach, as many 

factors contribute to conditions that support pests in the indoor ecosystem.115 Household habits 

and management will be addressed separately in Section 4.3, “Performance Dynamics.”  

4.2.5 Minimized Mold and Moisture 

Excess interior moisture poses many problems for indoor environmental quality. As discussed 

previously, it deteriorates building materials and supports growth of insects and mold (both of 

which contribute to allergic and asthmatic reactions). Some commonly implemented repairs 

focused on removing water damaged materials, while others were preventative in nature, such 

as stopping plumbing leaks, repairing roofs, and providing appropriate ventilation in bathrooms 

and kitchens. One household was particularly excited about having the new hood over the 

stove, saying, “When I boiled water for hot coffee I could put the exhaust on and take the steam 

away so it wouldn’t fill the kitchen, which can be bad especially during the summer heat.” 

Out of the 84 households interviewed, 46 experienced at least one of these moisture-

related problems inside their home. Of these 46, 32 saw improvements in these problems, 

including 28 households whose moisture problems were resolved through the home repair. 

There were nine households that reported that visible mold persisted in their home following 

                                                           
114 https://insects.tamu.edu/extension/bulletins/b-1458.html; 
http://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Watershed/growgreen/Cockroaches.pdf;  
115 There are also important contextual factors. For instance, in Round 2, Mrs. Rodriguez (a homeowner in 
the Govalle neighborhood in 78702) said “We used to have some problems with mice and rats, but that 
was only when the paper recycling place was open in the neighborhood.” A few others talked about how 
their neighbors did not keep up with their yards and that this created a pest problem for their homes. 

https://insects.tamu.edu/extension/bulletins/b-1458.html
http://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Watershed/growgreen/Cockroaches.pdf


 

201 
 

repairs. Mold removal is not an eligible direct expense in the GO Repair Program, largely due to 

liability issues. 

In summary, it is clear that the GO Repair Program succeeded in improving the material 

conditions of homes served in ways that had direct impacts on the wellbeing of household 

members. Although the program was designed primarily to reduce physical safety and structural 

integrity issues in the homes, these repairs sometimes had ancillary benefits such as enhanced 

pest management and improved breathing. If household members had been missing work or 

school because of breathing problems or were spending money on chemical pest control 

measure, these repairs would also have the potential to reduce their expenses (as well as the 

ecological costs of toxic chemical application).  

4.2.6 Enhanced Affordability 

A direct way home repairs can ameliorate gentrification pressure is to reduce household 

expenses. Anticipating that reduced utility bills and reduced medical bills and opportunity costs 

would be the most likely outcomes of home repair programs, all households interviewed were 

asked about changes in these areas before and after repair. Households were also asked more 

generally about the impacts of the home repairs on their household expenses, as well as to 

name strategies they use to keep their bills low. As summarized in Table 4.3, 46% of households 

experienced better affordability through reduced household expenses, but no one indicated 

that the reduced expenses made a significant difference in their choice of whether to stay in 

their home or to leave in the face of gentrification pressure. That said, three homeowners said 

that they had been considering moving before the repairs were completed but now are more 

resolved to stay. The home repairs helped vested neighbors live more comfortably in their 

homes, but did not appear to be a significant factor in households’ decisions to sell or stay. 

4.2.6.1  Energy Use 

Each of the 39 households that reported reduced household expenses specifically reported 

reductions in their energy bills.116 Triangulating self-reported data on energy bills with energy 

                                                           
116 In Round 1, two households said that before repairs it was often a struggle to make their monthly bills. 
Both households said savings on their utility bills significantly reduced their stress. Five households who 
did not experience an improvement in their finances said that it was often a struggle for them to pay their 
monthly bills. In Round 3, out of 35 who answered whether they had changes in their monthly bills, 14 
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use data provides a more complete understanding of the impacts of repair. In Rounds 3 and 4, I 

was able to access monthly energy use data from Austin Energy for most of the households. I 

compared energy use data for each of these homes to: 1) homeowner reports of energy use, 2) 

the repairs completed on their homes, and 3) homeowner descriptions of energy saving 

behaviors in their homes. (These homeowner case reviews are provided in Appendix E). For 

comparison, Austin Energy reports that on average residential customers use 1,000 kWh per 

month, with usage highest during hot summer months (see Appendix F). More specifically, the 

average monthly energy use for a residential bill in Austin was 960 kilowatt hours in 2009 and 

2010. For households who shared energy use information in Round 3, the average monthly use 

was 960 kWh/month in 2009, 870 kWh/month in 2010, and 934 kWh/month in 2011 (a year 

with record high summer temperatures). In general, these low-income households appear to 

have an energy profile similar to that of the typical residential profile in Austin, although slightly 

lower. To further explore the performance outcomes and dynamics of these environments, two 

examples are provided of households who reported significant savings, coupled with their actual 

reported energy use. 

4.2.6.1.1  Example 1: Ms. Miller (C4) 
 

My utility bills have definitely gone down, so I can take all the medications my 

doctor recommends, and I can afford to buy better foods, like fruits and veggies. 

Ms. Miller lives on her own in an approximately 1,500 square foot home built in 1981. 

Occasionally her mother and her grandson visit. Her old AC unit used to leak and leave wet 

spots, which led to mold damage. Her home repairs included a new roof, new siding, new 

windows, paint, new AC unit, insulation, sheetrock repair, and back deck repair. Finances were 

tight and she couldn't afford certain medications and had to buy cheaper groceries, both of 

which she said were having a negative effect on her diabetes. She can now more easily afford 

her medications and healthy food. Interestingly, as Figure 4.4 suggests, the energy use data does 

not strongly reflect her experience. Her energy use in 2010 immediately following home repair 

                                                           
had their bills decrease, six thought it was too soon to tell, and three thought their bills were worse. Of 
those who thought their bills were worse, three attributed it to increases in basic water, electric, trash 
rates or property tax. 
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was higher than that of corresponding months the year before. Her energy use in 2011 was 

similar to 2010 (although it would have been reasonable to expect it to jump up in 2011 because 

of the heat wave). It is surprising that the slight changes reflected by the energy chart would 

contribute to such a significant experiential difference with regard to her capacity to purchase 

required medications and healthier foods. On average in 2011, she used 1,100 kWh/month 

(which, is likely close to the Austin residential average, if adjusted for the peak summer that 

year). 
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Figure 4.4. Monthly Energy Use for Miller Household, 2006–2012
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Mrs. Miller: Monthly Energy Use, 2006–2012
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4.2.6.1.2 Example 2: Ms. Rios 

I think my electricity bill went down by about $100. My husband passed away 

after the repairs in 2010, and so I did not receive his Social Security income 

anymore, so that helped. 

Ms. Rios lives by herself in an 840-square-foot home built in 1935. MOWAM completed 

work on her home in June 2010 and repaired flooring, replaced windows and doors, replaced 

the kitchen vent hood, insulated walls and ceiling, repaired sheetrock in the back room, and 

repaired exterior siding. The client said, “They sealed up the home so there are no holes 

anymore.” Urban League replaced the electrical panel. MOWAM referred Ms. Rios to 1 house at 

a time, which provided energy efficiency improvements including new kitchen appliances and 

three new window AC units.  

From 2006 through 2008, the Rios household used, on average, 848 kilowatt hours per 

month. In 2009, with its unusual summer high heat wave, the average reading was 985. The 

home repairs were completed at the end of June 2010; the average monthly energy use in 2010 

was 792 kilowatts. In 2011, the average use was only 603 kilowatt hours — a record low for the 

household — even with the unusually high summer heat wave.  
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Figure 4.5.  Monthly Energy Use for Rios Household, 2006–2012 
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Mrs. Rios: Monthly Energy Use, 2006-2012
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While the primary purpose of the GO Repair interventions was to improve health and 

safety, energy use and perceived costs were important ancillary effects. Of the 75 households 

who received GO Repair support interviewed in Rounds 1, 2, and 3, 43% (32) experienced 

energy use reduction. Of the 9 households interviewed in Round 4 who received both 

weatherization and GO Repair support, 78% (7) reported experiencing reductions in their energy 

bills. 

4.2.6.2 Other Reductions in Household Expenses 

Households were also asked about changes in their health and the financial implications of 

those changes before and after repair (including reductions in missed days of work and school, 

as well as reduced health care expenses). Sometimes households volunteered other reductions 

as well. 

A few households reported decreased health care costs. As will be explored in more 

depth in “Section 3: Performance Dynamics,” one family experienced such significant 

improvements for their children with asthma, that their children stopped missing school, they 

did not need to go to the emergency room, and they did not need to rely as much on 

medication. This same household experienced such relief with pest management they no longer 

had to pay for regular pest control measures. In Round 3, Ms. Field explained:  

There is a factory behind our house that kicks up a lot of dust. There always 

used to be dust in the house because the windows were so poor. I have COPD 

and had to be on oxygen almost all the time because of all the dust. With the 

new windows there is barely any dust in the house and I don't need to be on 

oxygen as much anymore.  

She reported that costs of her oxygen were less as a result. 

One homeowner received a 5% discount on his home insurance as a direct result of the 

home repairs. He attributed the discount to the repair of the roof and addition of the energy-

efficient windows, which he said “have a certain resistance to burglaries.” This is another 

example of unanticipated, synergistic outcomes that can occur through home repair.  
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4.2.7 Enhanced Comfort and General Satisfaction 

The vast majority (96%) of households interviewed indicated that they were substantially more 

satisfied with their living conditions after home repair.117  

Sometimes quality of life variables increased significantly without substantial reductions 

in medical bills or energy use, which would typically be used to justify these repairs from a cost-

benefit or return-on-investment analysis. Although few of the households were able to achieve 

significant savings on their energy bills because of the improved home repairs, many of them 

indicated that repairs that made their homes more energy efficient also allowed them to 

achieve a more affordable level of basic comfort. This pattern of increased energy efficiency 

without decreased energy use has been deemed the “takeback effect” in energy-efficiency 

literature (Schwarz & Taylor, 1995), and the “Snackwell effect” in popular literature, referring to 

the propensity of those eating “diet cookies” to eat more cookies instead of eating the same 

number of cookies with fewer calories (Watson, 2009). In low-income households conserving 

resources by necessity, increased energy efficiency may make it possible to achieve a basic level 

of comfort and function in the indoor environment that was previously unattainable. Some 

household accounts reflect the value of affordable comfort strongly: 

They really improved our way of living. The restroom was a godsend. To have 

hot water and a nice tub to take baths in and shower in is such a great 

improvement. And to not have a broken window! … Now I feel very comfortable 

living here. The house stays much cooler because of the new doors. You even 

noticed when you came in that it felt nice. — Mrs. Acosta (Round 3, Urban 

League) 

This homeowner did not know if she had saved any money yet because the repairs were 

too recent, but she was clear that her home was more comfortable for her family. Previously, 

her energy use had been higher than the Austin average, typically between 1,000 and 1,300 

kWh/month each year. 

                                                           
117 The three who were not on the whole satisfied with the services they received and the improvements 
to their living conditions still appreciated some of the improvements that were made. 
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Another household talked about how replacing key appliances contributed to greater 

energy use and also significantly enhanced the functionality of the indoor environment and the 

capacity and independence of the homeowner:  

I have a bigger fridge now so I can get water and ice when I want very easily. 

Having the bigger fridge also allows me to shop less, which is good because it is 

very hard for me to go shopping. Also, the stove made a difference — since I am 

in a wheelchair the controls used to be in the back where I could burn my arm 

and now they are up front.” — Mrs. Cooper (Round 3, Urban League) 

Although the new fridge was likely an energy-efficient model, the increased size made it 

easier for the wheelchair bound homeowner to cook for himself. However, another homeowner 

in Round 4 complained that in the effort of Austin Energy to bring her energy use down, they 

convinced her to get rid of her chest freezer.  

I always used to have a big freezer. I don’t shop frequently. But I have to now 

because they gave me a little $400 refrigerator. They took away my big freezer 

[laughing] and again, it was old, but it was working. You never know when 

they’re going to go out. I just wish I had a bigger freezer. And this one, the doors 

won’t stay closed. They just cheat, that’s all. I know they want, the aim for all of 

this, is to cut down on energy. That’s appreciated. I have been able to realize 

that. Well, I’d rather pay a little more and be comfortable. That should be taken 

into consideration when you’re looking at situations where, that, uh, like me, I 

knew what was going to go down before it happened. … No one really asked me 

what I thought about how to prioritize the spending. I had a choice, and I knew 

they were subject to go out at any time, so that is why I went with the new 

ones. But some of the new stuff isn’t that good. I’m just frustrated afterwards 

about what I gave up. — Ms. Moore (Round 4, MOWAM, Austin Energy)  

Ms. Moore’s account challenges the idea that energy use should be the singular goal of 

home repair programs. It also underscores the importance of engaging households in the 

original prioritization process. Ultimately, the performance of the home depends on the way the 

household manages it and uses energy over time. The household’s interests will always include 

more performance variables than energy use, so including these household priorities into the 

design of the program from the outset might improve long-term adaptive capacity related to the 

intervention.  
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4.3 SECTION 3: GO REPAIR PERFORMANCE DYNAMICS  
This section presents home management behaviors reported by homeowners, perspectives 

about the value homeowners place in their homes (house and neighborhood), and includes 

revealing household case studies. Given that each home is a living system of dynamic, co-

evolving social, ecological, and technological systems, the rich case studies reveal important 

nuances. Understanding the underlying dimensions of home performance is important, 

especially given the home ecology paradigm’s assumption that performance outcomes emerge 

from interactions of complex social, ecological, and technological systems in the home 

environment. One cannot fully understand home repair interventions without understanding 

the habitual interactions of household members in that environment. Habitual interactions are 

in turn shaped by interactions of individual household actors with one and with the home repair 

providers who implement changes in the technological system of the home environment. In 

turn, the nature of these interactions is shaped by the frames118 through which individual actors 

view a given situation or home environment. For instance, if a homeowner frames their home as 

a sanctuary and neighborhood as a place of belonging and connection, the actions they take in 

the house and neighborhood may look different from a household that views their home as a 

place they are stuck with and hope to leave.  

Given these considerations, the purpose of this third section of Chapter 4 is to reveal 

more of the underlying dynamics of home performance. This exploration of the dynamics of the 

co-evolving social, ecological, and technological systems of home environments experiencing 

home repair interventions draws from:  

A. Home management practices of households reported during interviews, 

B. Household perspectives on the value of their homes and changing home environments 

(at both the scale of the household and neighborhood), and 

                                                           
118 As discussed in Literature Review, the term “frame” is used to refer to a general class of mental models 
or stories that “induce us to filter our perceptions of the world in particular ways, essentially making some 
aspects of our multi-dimensional reality more noticeable than other aspects” (Kuypers, 2009, p. 181). 
Frames provide people a quick and easy way to process information. They structure our view of reality and 
the ways we interact in (and adapt to) our environments. These frames are socially constructed by 
individuals, groups, and societies as they organize, perceive, and communicate about reality. Sometimes 
frames are explicit and consciously held, but often they operate as unconsciously held assumptions and 
inherited beliefs. They can include values about what is most important and visions of desirable conditions.  
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C. Selected case studies of individual homes and their inhabitants that reveal important 

insights about the potential of low-income home repair programs to expand 

environmental justice performance.  

Although the interactions of household inhabitants with home repair providers are 

important for understanding the performance of the interventions, these themes will be 

reviewed more directly in section 4 of Chapter 4 addressing “Performance Potential.”  

4.3.1 Home Management Practices and Behaviors 

To understand the drivers behind performance outcomes, it is important to understand the 

ways household members interact with their home environments. What strategies are 

households using to keep energy and water bills low? What practices, products, and 

technologies are they employing to keep their home healthy? How are they managing the flow 

of material resources in their home, including waste? How are they using and maintaining their 

yards? How are they getting around town? All of these patterns of interaction impact household 

finances as well as household and ecological health. This section reviews strategies reported by 

homeowners’ responses to questions about management of their homes, as summarized in 

Table 4.5. 

 Only 43 of the 84 homeowners interviewed responded to questions about home 

management practices. 119 GO Repair providers did not include education about home 

management practices to advance resource conservation or to enhance health as part of their 

work. Table 4.5 provides a general sense of the behaviors most commonly practiced by low-

income homeowners involved with the GO Repair Program. Underlying motivations and other 

                                                           
119 As was discussed in Chapter 3, Methodology, inclusion of behavior change in interviews was an area of 
contention among AHRC members. Most found the interview guide long without including questions 
about behavior. As a result, the behavior questions became optional. Of the 30 homeowners interviewed 
in Round 1, only 24 homeowners who were willing to participate in longer interviews were asked “What 
strategies do you use to keep your household bills low, keep your home healthy, and reduce waste?” 
followed by prompts about a few specific behaviors. Later, when AHRC partners agreed upon an interview 
guide for the 2012 survey of homeowners conducted by volunteers, they eliminated all direct questions 
about behavior to focus more completely on reported impacts. In this sample, only three households 
volunteered strategies they used to keep bills low and reduce waste. When I personally conducted in-
depth interviews for Rounds 2 and 4, I asked all homeowners about their home management practices 
and they spoke more freely and extensively about them. I included the same question with specific 
prompts used in Round 1.  
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factors influencing choice of these strategies are introduced in the sections, 4.3.2 “Revealing 

Cases,” and 4.3.3 “Adaptive Management Potential at the Household Scale.”  
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Table 4.5.  Green and Healthy Home Behaviors 

Green and Healthy Home Behaviors 
Note: Homeowners were directly asked about 
practices in bold. Others were open comments.  

Round 
1 

(24/30) 

Round 
2 

(7/7) 

Round 
3 

(3/38) 

Round 
4 

(9/9) 

Total 
 

(43/84) 

ENERGY & WATER BILL STRATIGIES (INDOOR)      

Energy payment plan - 5 1 0 6 

Natural lighting  1 - - 1 2 

Energy-efficient bulbs 1  - - 2 3 

Turn off lights, appliances and/or vampire loads 4 2 - 5 11 

Use natural ventilation (cross breezes, ceiling fans) 1 - - 7 8 

Keep home sealed and closed tightly 1 1 - - 2 

Mini-blinds/solar block 1 - - 1 2 

Clean HVAC Filters 1 1 - 1 3 

Keep HVAC set at deliberate comfort level - - - 4 4 

Manage peak loads (smart thermostat, appliance use) - - - 3 3 

Heat and cool only rooms in use - 1 - 1 2 

Maximize time away from home 1 - - - 1 

Line dry clothes - - - 1 1 

Shorten showers - - - 1 1 

Make sure faucets don’t trip - 1 - - 1 

Hand-wash dishes before dishwasher  - - - 1 1 

HEALTHY HOME STRATEGIES      

Use kitchen fan 1 1 - 3 5 

Use bath fan - 1 - 3 4 

Use Air purifier (non-ion generating) - 1 - 0 1 

Do not allow smoking inside the house 22 6 2 4 34 

Do not allow air fresheners or candles - 1 - 3 4 

Dust and clean their house every week 20 7 3 4 34 

Use home-made or non-toxic cleaning supplies - - - 1 1 

Keep kitchen clean and dry to keep pests away  23 7 3 4 37 

Use natural pesticides indoors  - - - 2 2 

Use toxic pesticides indoors - - - 7 7 

WASTE MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES      

Use small trash can - - - 3 3 

Recycle 2 - - 8 10 

Compost - - - 2 2 

Reuse/Goodwill  - - - 1 1 

YARD MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES      

Do not fertilize and/or use pesticides on yard 15 6 2 5 28 

Water yard with potable water less than once a week - 1 - 8 9 

Rain water harvesting system 1 2 2 5 10 

Gutter system / moisture management  - 1 - 4 5 

Use yard to produce food 4 1 1 4 10 

TRANSPORTATION STRATEGIES      

Use an alternative to single-occupancy driving 8 5 1 6 13 
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4.3.1.1  Energy and Water Conservation Strategies (Indoor) 

Many homeowners named specific strategies to keep their energy and water bills low. As 

summarized by Table 4.5, the most frequently reported strategies were to abstain from using 

energy. The most frequently volunteered response was cutting off the energy supply to devices 

that were not actively in use (e.g., turning off lights, TVs or other energy users when they 

weren’t being actively used).120 Although many households tried to conserve energy, Table 4.5 

shows that far fewer indicated that they employed strategies to reduce indoor water use. 

4.3.1.2  Healthy Home Strategies 

As Table 4.5 shows, most households interviewed maintain basic healthy home practices such as 

banning smoking, cleaning the home regularly, and keeping the kitchen clean. Of the nine 

households interviewed in Round 4 who received weatherization through Austin Energy that 

tightened the building envelope, only three households indicated actively using kitchen or 

bathroom fans. One of them said that their bathroom fan went on automatically, making it 

easier to remember. Few households had knowledge or concern about negative indoor air 

quality impacts of common indoor products or awareness of nontoxic alternatives. Some 

employed practices and products to improve their indoor environmental quality that likely were 

creating unhealthy conditions. These cases will be reviewed in Section 4.3.3, “Adaptive 

Management Possibilities at the Household Scale.”  

4.3.1.3  Waste Management Strategies 

Waste management practices arguably have the least to do with the provision of home repair 

services, yet waste management does have multi-scalar economic, health, and environmental 

                                                           
120 One homeowner specifically mentioned he had recently learned about “vampire loads” and now 
unplugs appliances that continue to use electricity even when they are not actively in use. Two of these 
eleven households who said that they turned off lights when they weren’t in use also emphasized that 
they use natural lighting as much as possible. Similarly, eight households said they use natural ventilation 
as much as possible to keep homes cool in the warm months. This involved opening windows, using 
screen doors, and using ceiling fans to help achieve a more comfortable environment with minimal use of 
air conditioning. Four households said they were deliberate about their choice of a thermostat setting (a 
balance between minimal level of comfort and maximum savings). Two homeowners said they do not air 
condition rooms not actively in use;,and one homeowner said that she tries to spend as much time as she 
can outside of her home where there is free air conditioning available. One homeowner said she 
conserved energy and expenses by line drying laundry. 
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impacts. Only households in Round 4 were directly asked about their waste management 

strategies and few volunteered comments about these strategies in the previous interviews.  

Only three of the nine households directly asked about the size of their trash can said 

that they used a small trash can to save money and reduce waste.121  

The most common waste management practice mentioned was recycling. All but one 

household interviewed in Round 4 noted that they recycle. Very few households indicated that 

they composted food or yard waste. The two who said they actively composted were also active 

gardeners. 

4.3.1.4 Yard Management Strategies 

In Rounds 1, 2, and 4, households were asked directly about their approach to yard 

maintenance, including specific questions about whether they used fertilizers or pesticides on 

their yard, used a rain water harvesting system to water it, and whether they used their yards to 

produce food.  

4.3.1.4.1 Yard Fertilizers and Pesticides 

As Table 4.5 shows, 28 of the 43 households responding to questions about the green and 

healthy home maintenance practices indicated they do not use fertilizers or pesticides on their 

lawns. Those who justified this choice most commonly named it as an unnecessary expense and 

effort, while two were concerned about health threats to children. Those who justified their use 

of chemicals on their lawn were motivated to keep up the appearance of the neighborhood. 

Further discussion of the motivations and practices will be discussed in Section 4.3.3, “Adaptive 

Management Possibilities at the Household Scale.” 

4.3.1.4.2 Water Resource Management  

Few households commented on their outdoor water use, but those who did largely abstained 

from watering their lawns. Two households said they had been fined for watering their lawns 

and watered as little as possible to avoid the risk of another ticket. One of the households in the 

                                                           
121 Using the smallest trash can also provides a financial incentive. Trash pick-up service has a base fee of 
$11.35 (as of 2015). Beyond that base fee, 24 gallon trash cans cost $15.20 per month, 32 gallon trash 
cans cost $16.45 per month, and 64 gallon cans cost $21.60 per month. 
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second round of interviews found that she actually preferred the aesthetics of xeriscaping122 and 

found that it significantly reduced her problems with insects around the house, as well as saving 

her time and money on water bills. She also liked that it was better for the environment. Few 

households indicated a concern about depleting water resources. Only one of nine homeowners 

in the last round of interviews regularly watered the lawn, and he did so because he thought it 

improved the neighborhood’s aesthetic value. One said that he did a minimal level of watering 

because he thought keeping some vegetation in the yard helped keep his home a bit cooler. 

Six households in Rounds 2 and 4 fashioned their own homemade rainwater collection 

systems to water flowers, vegetables, yard, and/or trees.123 Two households were interested in 

having rain barrel systems of their own, but could not afford them. One household said that 

now that they had a gutter system from the repairs, they’d like to take advantage of one of the 

City programs for rainwater systems.  

4.3.1.4.3  Food Production  

As Table 4.5 shows, only 10 households indicated that they regularly used their yard to produce 

food. One homeowner in Round 1 said that they used their yard for “chickens, tomatoes, fruit 

trees, limes.” None of the households indicated that their gardens were productive enough to 

significantly reduce their food budgets. Additionally, only one household mentioned cultivating 

livestock to provide a source of protein through eggs or meat. When homeowners spoke about 

producing food from their yards, they brought up many obstacles including: 1) intense summer 

heat, 2) decreased household capacity for home-based agriculture, and 3) land use conflicts.  

4.3.1.4.4  Transportation Strategies 

As Table 4.5 summarizes, only 13 of the households interviewed specifically mentioned using 

alternatives to single-occupancy vehicles to minimize their transportation costs.  

Ten households indicated that they made more efficient use of their car trips by 

carpooling with others and/or chaining their trips. Carpooling included family members picking 

                                                           
122 Xeriscaping is a landscaping strategy that prioritizes water conservation with an intention to eliminate 
the need for supplemental irrigation. This often involves choosing plants adapted to the climate, and 
replacing turf with stones or other ground cover that does not require irrigation.  
123 The two with gutters used them to direct water into buckets. Two positioned buckets strategically 
around the roof and collected runoff even without a gutter system. 
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up elderly or disabled homeowners and helping them with errands, and homeowners providing 

transportation to other neighbors. Several households talked about combining their trips and 

sometimes make a whole day out of errands that are located close to one another. One 

household purchased a high fuel efficiency car.  

Relatively few households used alternative transportation options. None of the 

household heads interviewed mentioned they rode bicycles. Most household heads interviewed 

were elderly or disabled. Use of public transportation was the other most common strategy, 

with five households using the bus, and four households using Special Transit Services (not listed 

on Table 4.5).  

Further discussion of motivations around transportation choices and the availability of 

transportation options is presented in Section 4.3.3, “Adaptive Management Possibilities at the 

Household Scale.” 

4.3.1.5 Homeowner Interest in Strategies for Green and Healthy Home Management 

Table 4.6 indicates that most (85%) of the 41 households responding to questions about home 

management said that they thought home repair programs should provide education about 

strategies to keep utility bills low, advance the health of the household, and reduce 

environmental impacts.  

Table 4.6.  Interest in Strategies for Green and Healthy Home Management  

Homeowner responses to whether green 
and healthy home management 
strategies should be included in home 
repair process 

Round 1 
(23*/30) 

Round 
2 

(6*/7) 

Round 
3 

(3*/38) 

Round 
4 

(9*/9) 

Total 
(41*/84) 

No, they should not share them 4  1 0 0 5 

Yes, they should share them  18 5 3 9 35 

Yes, provide written materials - - - 5 5 

Yes, share in person - - - 3 3 

Yes, hold workshops - - - 2 2 

*This number refers to the subsample of all households interviewed who responded to the 
question. Note: Homeowners were asked if they were interested in learning strategies to 
keep household bills low, keep their home healthy, and reduce waste and if they thought 
such strategies should be shared. 

 

Responses regarding how information about the inclusion of home management 

practices in the home repair process should be conveyed varied greatly. One-on-one 
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conversations, tip sheets, workshops, and peer coaching were all suggested. Further details 

about recommendations are presented in Section 4.3.3, “Adaptive Management Possibilities at 

the Household Scale.” 

4.3.1.6 Summary of Home Management Behaviors  

Although households manage their resources frugally by using as little energy and water as 

possible, additional strategies could be introduced to enhance environmental justice 

performance. Homeowners expressed interest in adding conversations about home 

management strategies into the home repair process. The following section, “Revealing Cases,” 

provides insights about the underlying motivations and contextual limitations and opportunities 

shaping behaviors and performance outcomes. 

4.3.2 Revealing Cases 

This second subsection presents four case studies that reveal important insights about 

performance dynamics and their implications for the potential of low-income home repair 

programs to expand environmental justice performance. Each case reveals how performance 

outcomes emerged out of the complex interactions of social, ecological and technological 

systems at the household, neighborhood and city scales. These stories help us observe the 

extent to which home repair interventions in home systems can leverage positive change for 

households in gentrifying neighborhoods. They are presented in two categories: 1) health, 

vitality, and adaptive capacity in homes and neighborhoods, and 2) the potential of home repair 

programs to enhance ecological performance at multiple scales.  

4.3.2.1 Category 1: Health, Vitality, and Adaptive Capacity 

As discussed in Section 1: Performance Outcomes home repair programs have the capacity to 

increase the health and well-being of individual households, especially for improvements in 

breathing. The case study presented here of the Jones family, a family with teenagers who had 

problems with asthma, is the strongest example of this synergistic strength of the GO Repair 

Program and shows how home repair programs can simultaneously advance other 

environmental justice performance outcomes.  
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4.3.2.1.1  Jones Household’s Story of Home 

The Jones family’s home repair experience, from inception to completion, stands out because it 

demonstrates the potential of home repairs to advance environmental justice in neighborhoods 

experiencing gentrification pressure. Thanks to the home repairs they received, the Jones family 

experienced significant improvements in household health that resulted in substantial financial 

savings.  

Ms. Jones, a 45-year-old124 African American woman, is the head of her household, 

which includes her husband, their four boys (aged 7, 15, 17 and one adult125), as well as a 

stepdaughter who is 17.126 Adjacent to Boggy Creek Park, fairly close to the Rosewood Housing 

Projects, and less than two miles from downtown Austin, they live in a neighborhood 

experiencing gentrification pressure. Ms. Jones’s home more than doubled in value between 

2001 and 2011, from a total taxable value of $74K to $165K. The home was built in 1966, by Ms. 

Jones’s father:  

This place is a homestead. I was born in the neighborhood – over in the projects 

not far away. I was raised in this house – my dad built it from the ground up. We 

moved here when I was about three years old. He built it all, and it had never 

been really repaired since then, until Habitat came in. I made some little repairs 

when I could, but it really only got work when Habitat came in.  

Ms. Jones explained that the conditions were so bad she thought about leaving: 

I really wanted to move. But when my mom died, she said to me, “Please take 

care of this house, if you do nothing else.” I had older sisters, but she said this to 

me. My sisters don’t care for the East Side. They don’t like to be around all of 

the black people. Well, it’s different now anyway, but still, they don’t care for 

the East Side. I could die in this house now. I really could stay here forever. It’s 

important. 

Despite the way her neighborhood had been stigmatized, she has always loved living there:  

I am really connected to the neighborhood. When I was a little girl, there 

weren’t even other houses around – this was a homestead. We got to know 

everyone on a personal level as people started to move in. This neighborhood 

                                                           
124 Ms. Jones was 45 at the time of the interview in 2011. 
125 They have custody of one adult child who just graduated from high school. 
126 Ages reported as of 2011 when the interview was conducted.  
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has CHANGED. Growing up, it was all black people. Then some Hispanics moved 

in. Now they’ve all moved out – the black people and the Hispanics - and are 

replaced with white people. [The University of Texas] bought up a lot of houses 

too. Some people also lost their homes to drugs. Mothers would give their 

homes to sons, and the sons ended up losing them. 

At first, it was unclear whether Ms. Jones was pleased with the demographic changes or 

disappointed. However, as she spoke about recent developments she was enthusiastic about 

the way conditions are improving:  

I like what’s happening. The neighborhood is clean. There’s a neighborhood 

watch and people look out for things going on. Everyone is friendlier now – new 

neighbors are out walking their dogs, and I’ll be out walking and we say hello. 

Everyone is friendly – almost too friendly! I know most of my neighbors. … It’s 

come a long way. It’s way better. I’ve been in this neighborhood forever, and I’ll 

say this neighborhood is like a brand new neighborhood now. And that’s 

because of Habitat. When Habitat came in, it really started to change – you can 

see before and after pictures of this house, and the neighborhood too. 

Three concerns force her to question whether she and her family could afford to 

continue living in their home: health and safety problems; financial burdens related to 

dilapidation, and mental and social health costs.  

4.3.2.1.1.1 Health and Safety Concerns 

Although Ms. Jones is proud of her neighborhood, before the repairs she was miserable and was 

entertaining the possibility of selling her home and moving. The conditions were unsafe and 

unhealthy and caused her stress. She could not keep up with the repairs needed:  

The broken windows were also a big concern. You probably could have just 

come through any of the windows. Same thing with our old doors. The door in 

the back, it didn’t even fit in the door frame. We kept it closed with a rag. If you 

even knocked on that door from outside, it would open up. Any of the doors, it 

would have been easy to kick them in. The locks didn’t really work. It was scary. 

There was always someone here, though, so it didn’t happen. The condition of 

the home was really stressful. I could not even leave – I wasn’t going to leave 

the house unattended. I didn’t go on vacation. I could never tell people I’d be 

gone – like I told you when you called that I was at the school with my son, I 

wouldn’t have told anyone that I was away. I would stay here to watch out. I 

missed family trips.  

The lack of security also profoundly limited her ability to get a good night’s sleep:  
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I also used to be a horrible sleeper. I’d wake up and get up practically every 

other hour throughout the night, watching everything. I’d go check on people to 

make sure everything was safe. … Just the fear of being here alone was big too. 

My husband was locked up for a long time, so I was on my own.  

The condition of her home posed major problems for her family’s health, especially that 

of her sons and nephews who have asthma:  

My boys and nephews all had asthma. They were all on medicine, I have three 

Albuterol machines. This was a huge problem. Before the home repairs, I had to 

make trips to the ER or the clinic something like twice a week. I’d go over to the 

Zaragoza Clinic. Sometimes their treatments didn’t even work – the machines 

wouldn’t really stop the wheezing. 

In addition to the personal harm and medical costs of these treatments, they also 

created significant opportunity costs:  

[T]hey missed school a lot. One of my sons, Andrew, missed so many days I had 

to go to court with doctors’ excuses. These were all asthma associated. I would 

have him use the Albuterol machine in the morning, but he’d still have 

problems. Sometimes he’d have to sit in the office if I couldn’t get there right 

away. I got calls a lot. This was all before the home repair, and when he was at 

Kealing. Now he’s 17, at East Side Memorial, and he hasn’t had any problems at 

all. He’s in really good shape now.  

Almost once a week, I had to miss work. I would have to take the whole day off 

– you never know how long you’re going to have to wait for the doctor.  

Ms. Jones addressed asthma triggers at home, including prohibiting smoking in or 

around the home and avoiding perfumes and air fresheners , but there were many different 

triggers for asthma in her home that she had not been able to address:  

It’s not really a problem now, but I did have a lot of rotted wood in the house, 

and it smelled musty. It used to be a problem when it rained. I used to have to 

sweep the water out because the gutters didn’t take the water away and it 

would seep into the house. It wasn’t so much water that you’d be splashing 

around inside, but enough that I could sweep it out.  

Holes in the building envelope and the rotting wood caused additional problems:  

I had rodents BAD. You would see rats every day. I used to try to patch up holes, 

putting boards on top of boards. I’d duct tape up holes, too, but they’d chew through 



 

222 
 

that. The roaches were awful. If you put your plate down and left, you’d come 

back and there’d be roaches all over the plate. 

Besides rats being vectors for disease, cockroaches (or more specifically, their 

feces) are a significant trigger for asthma. 

 

4.3.2.1.1.2 Financial Burdens Related to a State of Dilapidation 

Ms. Jones did her best to address these problems, but it was expensive to make the house 

healthy, safe, and comfortable given its dilapidated state. Because she was not able to prevent 

pests, she relied on other products:  

 I’ve worked for 10 years at the Family Dollar, and every day I’d end up bringing 

something home – glue traps, and stuff to deal with the rats and the roaches. 

The holes also allowed conditioned air to escape and drove electric bills up:  

I was paying over $600 a month - I remember one bill was $670 – this was both 

water and electric combined. It was a struggle to make those payments. 

Ms. Jones tried to secure support from other organizations, but without success. She applied 

for support from the lead program, but the City tested and didn’t detect any. At some point, 

Weatherization came in, but they couldn’t put insulation in because the ceiling was too weak to 

handle it. She’d previously used insurance to repair roof damage a couple of times. When a roof 

contractor told her she wouldn’t have to replace her roof again if she went with a metal roof, 

she began to do this herself, buying individual sheets and putting them on when she could: 

The roof was killing me – I’d buy a sheet at a time, for $33, and the connector 

pieces were even more expensive. All of these repairs here and there, trying to 

cover holes.  

Rising property taxes in the neighborhood made the financial stresses worse:  

When we bought this place, I think my parents got it for $31K. Two houses up 

the street, there’s a $600K place. Our own property value has gone up to $191K. 

That’s all in the land value – they’d tear this home down if someone bought it. 

The taxes have gone WAY up. They used to be $1,200, then $1,500, then went 

up to $2,400, $3,200, now $3,500. 



 

223 
 

4.3.2.1.1.3 Mental and Social Health 

The conditions of Ms. Jones’ home also significantly affected her mental and social health. In 

addition to being scared to leave the home previously, Ms. Jones was uncomfortable having 

others come to the home: 

My kids would want to bring people over, but I was embarrassed. I didn’t want 

them to see a rat, or to see a rag holding a door shut. I didn’t want people to 

come over. I used to not want people to even see the house. If I needed to meet 

people, I’d meet them at the park, and if someone was dropping me off, I’d 

have them drop me off nearby. The house was raggedy. My son used to stay 

over at my sister’s house, and wouldn’t want to come back. He would say, “My 

house is raggedy.” Do you know what that feels like as a mother when there’s 

nothing you can do?  

It was difficult for Ms. Jones to imagine how she could continue living in her home, 

despite the improving conditions of the neighborhood she loved. With her property value rising, 

she could probably sell and buy something in better condition somewhere else. However, the 

strength of her neighborhood social network helped her discover the opportunity for home 

repair services through Habitat:  

 I wouldn’t have known about [Habitat’s home repair program] at all if my friend 

hadn’t told me about it. There really isn’t much advertising. I see advertising 

more now – sometimes a sign in the yard of someone who’s been getting work, 

sometimes on TV, but it really seems like it’s mostly word of mouth. I also know 

Habitat has been helping a lot of friends’ mothers.  

Ms. Jones reported that connecting with Habitat’s home repair program made it 

possible for her and her family to stay in their home. She described a positive experience with 

the whole process of home repair.  

4.3.2.1.2 Jones Household’s Story of Home Repair  

After connecting to Habitat through a friend’s referral, Ms. Jones went through the traditional 

Habitat for Humanity application process for A Brush With Kindness, Habitat’s national repair 

program, which is different from that of the GO Repair Program. Ms. Jones completed a table 

with her requests in her official application form, as reproduced in Figure 4.6. 
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Areas that need repair Work you wish to have completed by Habitat 

Roof 5 to 6 sheets of metal roof and boots 

Doors 2 storm doors and two entry doors 

Windows All windows because some are broken 

Sidings Take off and paint house or replace siding 

Painting Go back to regular wood underneath 

Baseboards replaced Certain parts of house where wood is rotten 

Screen doors  Replace with new storm doors 

Paint trimmings Replace rotten wood (repaint) 

Screens on windows  Replace all screens on windows 

Figure 4.6.  Home Repair Needs Identified By Jones Family in Habitat Application 

 

She wrote in response to the application question: Why do you feel you should be selected?: 

I think I should be selected because with these areas being fixed it would take 

great stress off of me and also I am willing to work with anyone to help me and 

will make a major effort to pay back what I have to [in order] to get this job 

done. I feel like I deserve this break, because I help so many people, and in 

return, God always makes a way for me, and once I am done, I would like to 

continue to help others in this same situation. It will lift a major burden off of 

me because little that my brother and sister know, keeping this house together 

since my mom died is one of my #1 goals in life so my boys won’t have to worry. 

Thanks. 

Habitat worked on the items Ms. Jones requested. Ms. Jones enjoyed the process of the 

home repair and the impact she saw Habitat’s work was having at the neighborhood level. She 

talked about the ways many people helped out, and how much many people learned through 

the process:  

I got so much out of the experience with Habitat. I really learned a lot – my 

whole family did really. We’d done some stuff, but they introduced us to all 

[kinds of] stuff we’d never used before – we got to use the electric saw, too. My 

nephew learned a lot, and now he goes around the house like he works for 

Habitat. Even my 7-year-old son got involved. He loved getting in the dirt with 

the shovel.  
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We had so many people come out and help. Neighborhood churches came – 

they catered for it, and lots of people helped out. It was just perfect. We were 

treated like royalty. My family all really came to help out – about 10 of us. And 

then there were about 15 volunteers – people came in rounds, in shifts. … I met 

people that I would have never met – we even had an airline pilot out there! I 

never would have talked to a pilot. A lot of people who were volunteering were 

coming from the Habitat program too – other [homeowners] who committed to 

help other people when they got help [from Habitat]. A bunch of neighbors 

helped out too. … After we finished, the next weekend we had a big barbecue – 

it was a great party. 

Ms. Jones had an overwhelmingly positive experience with the program and felt 

included and valued. Habitat’s intent of creating a partnership with her in the home repair 

process appears to have been successful.  

4.3.2.1.2.1 Increased Safety and Health  

Thanks to the home repairs, Ms. Jones and her family now experience their home as a safe and 

healthy place. She sleeps easily at night and leaves the home when she wants to without fear of 

someone breaking in. The home repairs significantly improved indoor environmental quality. 

Rats and cockroaches were no longer a problem for the family, nor were mildew and mold 

growth. As a result, the children’s asthma problems were significantly improved. They no longer 

needed to take trips to the emergency room, rely on costly medicines, or miss school.  

Prior to the repairs, the Jones family had used their gas oven to heat the home, 

presenting a risk of fire and carbon monoxide poisoning:  

We used to use the oven to heat the home. It’s a gas oven. When Jesse came in, 

they did a bunch of testing and set up a CO2 detector. It went off like crazy. No, 

we weren’t tired all the time or dizzy – if we were, we didn’t notice. But the CO2 

levels were really high. We didn’t know. 

4.3.2.1.2.2 4.5.10. Increased Financial Health & Reduced Gentrification Pressure 

These health improvements, the reduction of pests, and the increase in energy efficiency all led 

to significant financial savings for the Jones family, including $1,000 per year in prevented 

medical costs:  

Between doctors’ visits and all of the medicine, I don’t know it was maybe a 

thousand dollars a year. I’d really never thought about this, but that’s probably 

a good guess. I always had to have Robitussin on hand – someone was always 
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coughing. Now, there’s no more coughing, I don’t need to buy it. Before the 

home repair, I had to go to the hospital for a sore throat, and that’s all better 

now. After the repair, we haven’t had to make any trips to Dell Children’s or the 

ER, clinic. 

 In addition to reducing health expenses, the repairs also reduced Ms. Jones’ energy bills: 

After the repair, they were in the $179 to $213 range. Now, with the energy rate 

hikes, it’s more like $300. It’s hard to know exactly, because I’m on a payment 

plan and pay an averaged price. Before, though, it was every two weeks that I 

was $300 out. And the gas bill? I don’t even have a gas bill anymore! It’s only 

$14/month, but before it was $130. Everything went way down.  

 The gas bill decreased significantly because they no longer use their gas oven as a 

supplementary heat source.  

Ms. Jones was one of the few households reporting such significant cost savings from 

repair that it substantially reduced her stress about making monthly payments and helped her 

offset increasing property taxes. The repairs freed her of the burden of constant efforts to 

address symptoms. With the closed holes and her routine habits of keeping the kitchen clean, 

washing dishes regularly, and cleaning up every day, she no longer has a problem with indoor 

pests. Although she used to have considerable weekly expenses for indoor pest management, 

she does not anymore.  

In this interconnected system of her home, a few strategic interventions leveraged 

significant financial savings and quality of life improvements. These changes significantly 

reduced Ms. Jones’ stress about making ends meet while increasing her desire and capacity to 

continue living in the home and neighborhood that she loves, in which she grew up, and in 

which she is an engaged neighbor.  

4.3.2.1.2.3 Increased Social Health & Adaptive Capacity 

Although Ms. Jones had been considering moving, after the repair she resolved to stay in her 

home for the rest of her life. The home repairs increased her sense of pride and belonging. Ms. 

Jones recalled how her son who once complained about how raggedy the home was exclaimed 

after the repairs, “Mom! We got a new house!” She felt comfortable inviting company over:  
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I feel so much better now. I had some friends come up from San Antonio who 

hadn’t been here in years. They drove up and down the street and couldn’t even 

find the house – they were looking for a tan one, the way they remembered it. 

And when they finally figured it out, they were tripping out. “Who did this?! It 

looks brand new!” “Habitat did it,” I told them. I feel so much better now – 

yeah, that blue house? The metal roof? Yeah, that’s me! It’s really a huge 

turnaround.  

With less time spent on significant repairs, Ms. Jones started thinking about some new 

projects, including managing water for her yard:  

I would like to collect rainwater from my roof to water my yard. I’ve got a rain 

gutter system now, so I could do something. I would like to do that. Before the 

rain gutters, the water seeped into the house. I’ve heard the city has a program 

with rain barrels, and I’m interested in doing that. 

 Now that my yard is clear in the back, I want to start a garden back there, and I 

can do it. Everyone around me is growing different stuff, and I can trade. I make 

a lot of menudo, and my neighbor grows a bunch of cilantro – now I don’t need 

to go to the store for cilantro, I get it from her. She also grows sage. She’s a new 

neighbor, but we know each other. There are three neighbors now that are 

doing a garden exchange now. There are more gardens happening around here. 

Over at 12th and Chicon, at the church, there’s a community garden. And there’s 

a food trailer there – the 12th Street Soular Food Garden – and another nearby. 

They sell food from the garden, and other natural stuff. It used to be that you’d 

have to go all the way across town if you wanted natural stuff. 

Ms. Jones is excited by the new trends that are making her neighborhood a healthy, active 

place:  

I don’t have to use my car that much, and like to bike and walk. For most 

grocery shopping, I drive to HEB, but if it’s only one thing, I might walk there. It’s 

a good walk, only about a mile. I like to walk to the trailers and stuff around 

here, too. 

She wants to make home repair opportunity available to others:  

I’ve told a lot of people about this program. I work at the Family Dollar and I 

passed out flyers there, and put them in people’s mailboxes. There are lots of 

people who come through there, and I wanted to make sure they knew these 

services were available. 
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Ms. Jones saw the home repair projects as a great way for neighbors like her to continue 

being part of neighborhoods where they’ve lived their lives. She saw herself as an anchor in the 

neighborhood and enjoys relationships with neighbors old and new. Not only did the home 

repairs make it more feasible to stay, they appear to have helped restore her sense of pride and 

belonging in a rapidly changing neighborhood.  

4.3.2.1.3 Review of Jones Case 

It is difficult to imagine a more ideal case for the potential of home repair programs to advance 

environmental justice in gentrifying neighborhoods. As summarized by Table 4.7, the repairs 

advanced every aspect of environmental justice performance. In this case, home repair 

advanced substantive and distributive justice by expanding access to healthy environments. It is 

one of the few examples in which a household reported significant financial savings related to 

increased health, increased energy efficiency, and decreased home maintenance costs. It is also 

one of the few examples where the repairs made a significant difference in the decision to stay 

in their home in the face of rising property taxes. This example suggests that it is, indeed, 

possible to use home repair as a leverage point for enhanced environmental justice at the 

household and neighborhood level in neighborhoods experiencing gentrification pressure.  

Table 4.7.  Summary of EJ Potential Observed Through Jones Case 

EJ Principle Outcomes Observed 

Substantive & 
Distributive 
Justice 

 Improvements in indoor environmental quality and health, with a 
dramatic reduction in asthma problems. 

 Significant reductions in household expenses, making it easier to 
pay for increasing property taxes and invest in areas of importance. 

Procedural Justice 
& Participation 

 Habitat meaningfully engaged the household from the application 
process through completion. 

 Household members participated in the work day and invited 
family, friends, and neighbors to participate with them.  

Recognition as 
Justice 

 Habitat honored Ms. Jones’ voice and her articulation of needs and 
aspirations in the design and implementation of the project. 

 Habitat designed and implemented the project with the Jones 
family as a partner, instead of for the family as a client or charity 
case. 

Capabilities as 
Justice 

 The project built on household strengths and introduced new skills. 

 The outcomes made it possible for household members to 
participate fully in school and at work, and build interpersonal 
relationships. 
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Although Ms. Jones was concerned about her rising property taxes, she never discussed 

gentrification or identified herself as a victim of it. Instead, she described her home – her house 

and her neighborhood – with significant love and an optimistic view of the future. She talked 

about how she welcomed people to the neighborhood and how it has become a friendlier, safer, 

and healthier place. She enjoys walking around her neighborhood and how there is more 

healthy food available than there was before. In the process of home repair, providers 

recognized her as a partner and the project built on the core values and strengths of her 

household and neighborhood. Ms. Jones also got to bring even more people together in the 

neighborhood to participate in the volunteer day. She was pleased that the work completed at 

her home was part of a larger effort of neighborhood improvement.  

 

Category 2: Resource-conservation, Resilience, and the Power of FramesAlthough the GO 

Repair program did not set out to reduce energy or other resource use, this was an intention of 

AHRC members who administered the home repairs and worked with Austin Energy in 2010 to 

coordinate with weatherization services. The interviews showed that resource-efficiency 

outcomes were achieved in many cases, especially when the integrity of the building envelopes 

was restored. Case studies presented in Group 2 all received support from both Austin Energy’s 

weatherization program and GO Repair.  

Three cases are included in this section. As Table 4.8 shows, the Jenkins household was 

the highest energy consumer out of the nine households interviewed in Round 4, with an 

average energy use higher than the average Austin household’s level of approximately 1,000 

KWH per month. Table 4.8 also shows that the Vega and Dalton households represent two of 

the three households using the least amount of energy in the sample. Comparing these cases 

highlights factors that contribute to differential environmental justice performance at the 

household, neighborhood, and city scales, particularly with regard to resource-efficiency. I 

brought a printout of their home energy performance to the interview to review and to discuss.  
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Table 4.8.   Household Energy Consumption for Homeowners in Round 4 

Homeowners interviewed in Round 4, listed in order of decreasing average monthly energy consumption (2009-2012) 

  

Occupancy 
Conditioned 

Space 
(ft^2) 

Year 
Built 

Heating 
and 

Cooling 
System 

Average 
Monthly 

Use (Jan’09-
Jan’12) 

Estimated 
Average 
Monthly 

Cost 
(Jan’09-
Jan’12) 

August 
2011 
Energy 
Use 

February 
2012 
Energy 
Use 

Date of 
Weatherization 

Date of GO 
Repair  

Jenkins 78741 
2 1,120 1971 HVAC 1,481 KWH $179.03  

2,740 
KWH 

651 KWH  
10/13/2010  
10/7/2011 

Moore 78702 
1 936 1940 No HVAC 1,057 KWH $120.71  

1,736 
KWH 

527 KWH 
4/8/2012  

8/9/11 

Sanders 78724 
4 1156 1975 HVAC 947 KWH $106.25  

1,422 
KWH 

444 KWH 
12/13/2010  

05/11/12 

Carter 78723 
1 1,184 1964 HVAC 875 KWH $97.14  

1,216 
KWH 

389 KWH 
 10/27/2010 

10/01/10 

Stewart 78745 
1 1072 1971 HVAC 780 KWH $85.12  

1,491 
KWH 

460 KWH 
7/30/2010  

7/11/11 

Bell 78721 
1 1,170 1964 HVAC 624 KWH $65.38  

1,147 
KWH 

327 KWH 
10/01/2010  

06/05/12 

Dalton 78745 
2 1,450 1978 HVAC 550 KWH $57.16  

1,058 
KWH 

277 KWH 
3/21/11  
01/20/11 

Vega 78741 
2 1,800 1964 HVAC 473 KWH $47.62  

1,218 
KWH 

226 KWH 
10/25/2010  

01/21/11 

Bryant 78741 
1 660 1959 No HVAC 346 KWH $37.52  768 KWH 186 KWH 

 2/18/2011 
7/27/2010 

 
Key:  
Yellow: Low Energy Use - Average Monthly Energy Use is no more than 500 KWH, and therefore below the limit of the first rate tier.  
Orange: Medium Energy Use- Average Monthly Energy Use is between 500 KWH and 1000 KWH.* 
Red Orange: High Energy Use -- Average Monthly Energy Use is over 1000 KWH.* 
*1,000 KWH is the approximate average monthly use for an Austin household.  
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4.3.2.1.4 Case I: Vega Household 

The Vega household is an example of the potential of home repair programs to support 

environmental justice outcomes at multiple scales in home environments experiencing 

gentrification pressure. The Vegas love their home and neighborhood and have known their 

neighbors a long time. Their love translates into stewardship at the household and 

neighborhood levels. They demonstrate a high level of adaptive capacity. When a storm 

significantly disrupted the integrity of their home, the GO Repair program helped restore the 

basic functionality of the home’s co-evolving systems. Weatherization support expanded the 

capacity of the technological system and introduced important tensions in performance goals at 

multiple scales. The health, safety, and energy-efficiency interventions all supported the Vegas 

in their capacity to live well in their home while enjoying improvements in their neighborhood. 

4.3.2.1.4.1 Vega Story of Home  

Mr. and Ms. Vega are a highly active, retired couple in their 80s who have observed extensive 

neighborhood changes. They have lived in their home in the Montopolis Neighborhood for 

nearly 50 years, since around 1960 when they were expecting their second daughter. They were 

the first owners of the home, and when they arrived it was in the middle of nowhere. Mr. Vega 

exclaimed, “There wasn’t a tree!” – only a vacant lot with some new houses going in. They chose 

this home and neighborhood because a friend lived nearby. Mr. Vega also grew up in the Holly 

Neighborhood just north across the Colorado River and was familiar with the area.  

Recalling his experiences as a child, he recalled that while white people generally lived 

west of East Avenue, there were still many white people who lived in his neighborhood growing 

up. He explained that there were white people between First Street and Garden Street, but 

below that where he lived was the area people called “River Rats.”  

While noting that prejudice and racism still exists, Mr. Vega is amazed by the changes. 

His neighborhood used to have a major problem with drugs, but he thought that was a lot better 

thanks to local community leadership. The whole neighborhood has changed. “Would you 

believe that when we bought this house we were outside of the city limits?! It’s central now!” 

he said. They relayed the benefits of their location excitedly. They love how close they are to 

everything they need – they’re close to downtown, close to walking trails connecting to Roy 
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Guerrero Park, friendly neighbors, their church, the store, restaurants, a senior recreation 

center, and a beauty shop. 

Mr. and Ms. Vega were enlivened as they talked about their active, interesting, and 

exciting life. This couple could be on a poster for the AARP Public Policy Institute’s Livable 

Communities program.127 As they age in place, they are anchors in their community and 

delight in the amenities and dynamic vitality of their neighborhood. They were the first 

homeowners in their neighborhood, know their neighbors, and keep active eyes on the street. 

They are in good health and walk every day along an extensive trail network in a neighborhood 

park. They are active members of their neighborhood church and support local businesses. Mr. 

Vega commented that people come by and ask if they want to sell their house, but they are very 

happy there and would only consider moving out if they could not keep it up. Although they had 

to deal with crime, it has been safer over the past several years and they feel safe at home and 

walking around the neighborhood. The neighborhood changed gradually, as some couples who 

raised their families here with them have been aging and passing on, and young couples are 

coming in, buying homes, and remodeling them. They make a point of getting to know the 

people on their street. 

 Mr. Vega uses barrels to catch water from the gutters and uses this on his vegetables, 

but he still needs to water and “weed and feed” once or twice a year to make the front yard 

look “decent.”  

This is the only street that has been so friendly, and has kept up the appearance. 

The other streets haven’t been like that. You see the other neighbor next to 

you, and if they’re keeping it nice, you want to keep it up too. Everybody tries to 

keep up their appearance in their yard and their house. Everybody’s friendly 

here. We’ve heard a lot about other neighborhoods that don’t feel safe, or their 

houses are run down. They just don’t make an effort. 

He composts yard waste and some food waste for his garden. Even with recycling and 

composting, they still need the larger trash can because visiting family members generate more 

waste. Ms. Vega sometimes uses scented candles her daughter sells, and uses Mr. Clean and 

                                                           
127 http://www.aarp.org/research/ppi/liv-com/  

http://www.aarp.org/research/ppi/liv-com/
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Lysol to keep the home smelling clean. They sometimes use sprays [Home Defense] and a 

powder that looked like Borax [Roach Proof] to address cockroaches. 

The Vegas are economical and deliberate about their use of resources. They use natural 

ventilation as much as they can, and love having fresh air flowing through the home. They love 

sleeping with the windows open, and enjoy hearing the sounds from the train “8 miles away.” 

They keep their transportation costs down by “traveling a bit less.” They also bought an 

economical car that gets 35 miles per gallon. When their kids visit, they carpool, too.  

4.3.2.1.4.2 Story of Home Repair 

It is clear the Vega household has a high level of capacity for adaptive management. They are a 

proud and motivated couple with a strong family support network. A few problems created a 

major disturbance in the home systems. First, their roof became dilapidated and the Vegas hired 

a company to repair it. Mr. Vega found the contractor “cheated” on the roof and it was 

significantly damaged again during a storm. Ms. Vega said that the roof damage caused a big 

bubble in the living room that had caved in. She said, “I was so ashamed, it was so ugly, this big 

old bubble. She didn’t want to have people over, even though she was naturally social. The 

insurance company would not help because the contractor had not followed specifications. Mr. 

Vega had recently had a heart attack, and he could not do any work himself. This was 

particularly frustrating because he was a carpenter and had worked for a construction company. 

He knew what needed to be done, but his health prevented him from doing it. The City of Austin 

gave them a new roof through Urban League.  

They were helped by a series of repairs by Urban League and Austin Energy, including 

infiltration reduction, installation of an energy star compliant furnace, insulation, a Smart 

Thermostat and CO and smoke detectors.128 The Vegas were happy with this work and had 

positive experiences with the people who performed it. They had one complaint about the 

Smart Thermostat:  

When they first came out and we got into the program, the City controlled the 

thermostat. But I tell you, it didn’t go on when we wanted it. I asked an 

                                                           
128 It appears that Urban League referred the Vegas to AE and that they coordinated repairs to some 
degree. 
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electrician if he could help that so we replaced the thermostat. … It wasn’t a 

year later maybe just six months. Man, it would get so hot in the evening. I just 

couldn’t take it. 

Mr. Vega proudly relayed how he outsmarted the Smart Thermostat. Ms. Vega 

explained they were able to do that just as well without the technology:  

[O]ur energy bills have not been very high. Even when we switched it back. I 

keep it on 78, and it’s still very cold. But I can’t drop it lower, or it will hurt his 

hip. Our bill was just $105. 

The Vega’s energy use chart reflects their practices of energy conservation. Even in the 

heat wave of the summer of 2011, they used just over 1000 KWH per month, the average 

monthly use for a typical Austin residential user. The chart suggests that the technological 

interventions had little impact on performance compared to the ongoing efforts of the family to 

conserve resources. In this case, the household high capacity for adaptive management appears 

to be the primary driver in achieving energy performance goals. 
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Figure 4.7. Monthly Energy Use of Vega Household, 2009–2012 
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The high level of adaptive capacity to generate environmental justice performance 

outcomes at the household scale may have actually undermined the adaptive capacity of Austin 

Energy to advance health and energy performance outcomes at the city scale. The Vegas are 

strategic in managing their home to meet a diverse range of health, comfort, and resource-

efficiency goals.129 When the Smart Thermostat was operating, Mr. Vega was in more pain. By 

removing it, they were able to increase Mr. Vega’s comfort without increasing their utility bills. 

The Vegas’ ability to adaptively respond to their changing home environment in a way that 

supported their core values and the core functions of the home systems demonstrate the 

household’s resilience.  

However, the Smart Thermostat was designed for city-wide resilience by helping the 

public utility better manage energy loads at peak times in ways that could prevent 

overextension of the electric grid and associated blackouts.130 Even though the Vegas support 

overall grid performance by being minimal consumers, opting out of the Smart Thermostat 

program could impede city-wide adaptive capacity for grid management. Blackouts are a public 

                                                           
129 At the household level, adaptive management for a resilient home environment for the Vegas calls for 
household-level control that: 1) is responsive to multiple forms of performance feedback, and 2) employs 
a variety of strategies to meet performance targets. The Vegas work to keep energy use low and prevent 
joint pain. By keeping the temperature at 78, they are able to find the right balance for their household’s 
particular needs. Their success in achieving this level of comfort and minimal energy use came from a 
variety of other adaptive strategies and technological systems. They attributed their low bills to having 
been able to switch from inefficient window units to a central air system through the Austin Energy loan 
program sometime before 2008. They use ceiling fans so they can use the air conditioning less. They 
recalled that before they got central air, they were paying around $400/month for two window units that 
did not cool the whole house. They are also vigilant about turning off lights and other appliances that are 
not in use. They generally line-dry their clothes after washing them in the washing machine. The Vegas 
said their energy bill was recently $105. They also noted that this was in the same month that their 
daughter’s bill at her home was around $400. Their peak energy use in the hottest summer on record in 
2011 was only 970 kilowatt hours. Thus, based on their own adaptive management to conserve resources 
while maximizing health and comfort at the household scale, the Vegas are placing less demand on the 
overall electric grid than the average Austin household (roughly 1000 kilowatt hours per month). They 
respond to real-time feedback based on their level of comfort, and monthly feedback with their bill. 
 
130 At the citywide scale, adaptive management of the electric grid by the public utility implies providing 
all customers with a satisfactory minimal level of energy use, without overstretching the electric grid at 
peak summer afternoon hours (4-6 pm). With automatic feedback throughout the system about energy 
use levels, the utility can anticipate peak loads that could push the grid beyond its limits. The Smart 
Thermostats allow Austin Energy to periodically override an individual household’s thermostat settings by 
either changing the temperature (up to 4 degrees) or cycling it off for 20 minutes at a time. 
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health threat that put vulnerable households at risk for heat stroke. They also create food safety 

threats when refrigeration fails. Having the option of centralized control of thermostats gives 

the utility the power to make minimal decreases in electricity use throughout the city at peak 

times to prevent system collapse and consequent public health problems. This technology 

arguably advances environmental justice by creating a more even distribution of environmental 

benefits and burdens. However, as the Vega case reflects, the consequential temporary 

decreases in temperature can have negative impacts at the household scale that may cause 

households to opt out of the system.  

The Vegas’ decision to remove their Smart Thermostat may indicate a systemic failure of 

the public utility to invite and inspire households to join the utility as a partner in adaptive 

management of the city-wide grid in support of public health and welfare. It is unclear what the 

contractors from Austin Energy told them about this technology. This example reflects a missed 

opportunity for adaptive co-management and the importance of considering the potential 

contradictions between resilience at the household and city levels. 

4.3.2.1.4.3 Review of Vega Case 

Overall, the Vega household demonstrates important aspects of the potential of low-income 

renovation programs to advance environmental justice at the household, neighborhood and city 

levels. This potential is revealed both in the home repair programs advancing environmental 

justice performance outcomes and in the ways they could have done more, as summarized by 

Table 4.8. The primary lesson learned from this case is that home repair providers may have 

been able to expand environmental justice performance if they had recognized the values, 

needs, and aspirations of the household members and meaningfully engaged them in adaptive 

co-management of the home environment. 
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Table 4.9.  Summary of EJ Potential Observed Through Vega Case 

EJ Principle Outcomes Observed 

Substantive & 
Distributive 
Justice 

 Improvements in indoor environmental quality and comfort, 
especially with the replacement of the roof and prevention of mold 
growth. 

Procedural Justice 
& Participation 

 The case study reveals important missed potential with regard to 
participation. Although the Vegas were informed of everything 
happening in the home, they were not highly involved.  

Recognition as 
Justice 

 The case study reveals important missed potential with regard to 
recognition, as the contractors apparently failed to recognize the 
Vegas as human beings with values, needs, and aspirations and 
reduced the complex home environment to a technological system.  

Capabilities as 
Justice 

 Despite evidence that the Vega family was a high-capability 
household, the program did not engage the Vegas as a partner with 
agency. As a result, there were missed opportunities for adaptive 
co-management at the city-scale.  

 

4.3.2.1.5 Case II. Jenkins Household 

The Jenkins live a few blocks away from the Vega household, but Ms. Jenkins had nothing 

positive to say about her neighbors or neighborhood. Unlike the Vegas, they had negative 

experiences with home repair program contractors performing the work on the home. 

Additionally, this household used more energy on a monthly basis between 2009 and 2012 than 

any other household interviewed, and in August 2011 (in the midst of a heat wave) they used an 

exorbitant 2,740 KWH of energy, well over twice as much energy as the average Austin 

household does in a typical month. This case study reveals some of the challenges in using home 

repair programs as a leverage point for enhanced environmental justice performance, 

particularly through contrasts with cases such as the Vegas.  

4.3.2.1.5.1 Story of Home  

Ms. Jenkins (67) and her husband (71) have lived in this home for 15 years. They moved to this 

home and this neighborhood because they could afford it. They lost their previous home in 

Pflugerville because of financial problems. Ms. Jenkins raised her three grandkids here, but they 

are now grown. Her granddaughter visits often, and Ms. Jenkins always has food for her when 

she comes. Ms. Jenkins was the victim of a hit and run accident in 2003 and has been mostly at 

home since then. She suffered a significant head injury in 2012 and has had memory problems. 
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Ms. Jenkins had little positive to say about her house or her neighborhood, but she 

considers herself fortunate to have a home. When asked what she liked most about her home, 

she said:  

Really, that it’s a place to stay in. I pity the people who don’t have a home. That 

could be anybody. I am blessed to have this home. Why do I want to live here? 

I’ve got to! Been here 15 years, too old to go around buying houses. 

When asked about what she would miss about her neighborhood if she left, she said:  

Nothing. We just needed a place to stay. It’s not like I have friends and things 

here. I’ve been here this long and I don’t even know people. My neighbors, I 

don’t even know their first names. 

Part of the reason she doesn’t know her neighbors is that she doesn’t leave the house. 

She seems resigned about the poor quality of her neighborhood:  

The neighborhood hasn’t changed that much over time. It’s always been pretty 

noisy, it’s really loud. At all hours, you’ll have police sirens. … And people party a 

lot. Lots of people driving by, blasting music, and having really loud parties. … I 

wake up at 3 or 4 in the morning, and someone down the street is playing the 

music, and you can hear it. At Zilker Park! You just feel like your house is 

shaking. … There was the one time that the white couple a few houses down 

moved in, and it stopped for a little bit – I think people thought that an 

undercover cop moved into the neighborhood! So it quieted down for a while, 

until… well, I don’t know, I guess people got to know them and realized they 

weren’t. Anyway, it’s pretty loud. ... But, I’m mostly in the house. I’m not the 

neighborly type. I don’t go out and chit chat. I’ve always had things to do, and I 

don’t like people interrupting me doing them. That’s my time. 

When asked what she hoped for in the future of her neighborhood, she hoped it became safer.  

4.3.2.1.5.2 Story of Home Repairs 

Ms. Jenkins talked about how difficult it has been to make ends meet and that keeping up with 

home repairs has been a struggle. She and her husband had saved money to pay people to do 

work that was not done correctly. Before she got home repairs from the City, Ms. Jenkins said 

her husband tried to do things himself and would sometimes call friends for help. They shopped 

at the Habitat ReStore when they needed materials. 
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Ms. Jenkins found out about the home repair programs right after her car accident, 

when her daughter did a lot of research on programs that could assist with her new disabilities. 

She found some support through a neighborhood resource center, as well as one friend who 

knew where to look for support. Ms. Jenkins had some negative experiences with the program 

providers and she was concerned people would take advantage of her because of her 

disabilities:  

[S]ome of those people can talk to you so bad. And you know, when they do me 

like that, well, I’m talking to them bad. Just like, I would let them know, “I 

wasn’t like this all of my life. You were probably just sitting there just like me at 

one time.” 

Although Ms. Jenkins said she had positive experiences with some of the people from 

Hands On Housing and weatherization, she said that some of the contractors were disrespectful. 

She was particularly upset about a contractor working on the roof through Hands On Housing 

who damaged the gutter system: 

I saved up for to get those gutters out there, about three years before Hands On 

Housing ever came in. I paid $400 for the materials, and $150 for [my own 

contractor] to put it up. When [Hands On Housing] came and put the windows 

in, when they were taking the roof off… and they pulled the gutters away from 

the house, and now I have water and stuff coming down [off the roof]. ... One 

time I came in and saw them, “What are you doing?” That was my $400 that 

they tore up. The gutter system is still up, but it doesn’t catch all the water and 

it gets caught in the front, with mold and stuff, right there. I take allergy 

medicine and stuff. And I have my grandson who gets the shovel to mix up the 

mold and all of that stuff [in the soil in the ground by the house]. I’m just pissed. 

That was my money lost, and I can’t afford to fix it again. 

She also noted that this contractor and his team messed up her satellite dish. When 

they replaced her window, she said that they did not put it in correctly and it was loose. She said 

it was so loose that she could not use it and she was afraid someone could break in. She made 

her dissatisfaction known:  

I told the contractor that it was just wrong, and he got belligerent with me. I 

told him you can’t talk to me like that. … I really chewed him out. If I hadn’t lost 

the number, I would have sued him. You can’t take advantage of me like that. It 

drives me crazy. Just because I’m disabled, doesn’t mean you can be 
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disrespectful, or do bad work. That makes me so mad. … You know the 

contractors were always nice, all of the other ones, but this guy, he was mean. I 

had to let his a@# know, you don’t know who in the hell you’re messing with 

[laugh]. Contractors can’t go to people’s houses and order them around. I only 

had a problem with this one guy. 

Although she said that she only had a problem with that “one guy,” she was frustrated 

with Hands On Housing in general. She kept calling Hands On Housing about the window and 

she said they stopped returning her calls. She also complained about problems with a leaky 

toilet in her bathroom and other work that appears to have been done a long time ago by Urban 

League. Although she did not complain much about the weatherization providers and said that 

they were nice people, there were still problems. They installed a low-flow showerhead, but 

water still comes out from the lower faucet, too, so no water is saved. She complained about 

the changes that happened with her air conditioning after they did the work on her home. She 

said before they did the work, she used to be able to have the AC set to 80 degrees in the 

summer and be comfortable, but now if she has it at 80 degrees she is “burning up.” She used to 

call the weatherization provider about it, but they just told her that the system worked and that 

the problem was that it was an old house. She got tired of calling them and gave up. She was 

definitely unclear on the function of the Smart Thermostat: 

That smart thermostat they put in there? I just don’t understand it. I liked the 

old fashioned kind. I’m not dumb, illiterate, or whatever. … They recommended 

that I keep the air conditioner around 79 or 80, but I can’t do that, because I’d 

just be hot. 

She was frustrated with her air conditioning system. She did not see any recourse and 

she again felt like she was being taken advantage of:  

They did the work, but it just wasn’t working, it was still getting hot. They’re 

supposed to be helping us, the elderly, disabled, with bills and things. How does 

this help me with my bills when I have to put it down so low in order to feel 

some coolant. That’s running my bills up. … My utility bills still come out $400, 

almost $500 every month. And there’s nothing you can do about it. 

She likes to enjoy a natural breeze when she can, but she understood that she was not 

supposed to turn off her air conditioning system:  
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I had an automatic, but when my husband would go to work, I’ll enjoy a nice 

breeze until it gets really hot. But I still have it on automatic because I was told 

to never take it off, because turning it back on [took a lot of energy] … 

Somebody told me that. I think a contractor, someone who put that thermostat 

in. The contractors aren’t going to know more about the house than I do, I 

mean, the workers. 

Her account of her practices of temperature and air quality regulation and her 

interaction with the contractors reveals three important lessons. First, it underscores that she 

does not have a clear working knowledge of the technological systems of her home or how to 

interact with them. She wanted to enjoy natural ventilation when she could, but in the mornings 

she kept her windows and doors open while also running the HVAC system. Second, it appears 

that her lack of knowledge and/or misinformation about the technological systems of her home 

are at least in part a result of her interactions with the contractors who altered these 

technological systems. She left the HVAC system on while opening doors and windows because 

she thought a contractor told her that she should never to turn the system off. The experts 

apparently gave her a simple rule, without any working knowledge. Third, her account suggests 

that although she mostly followed their advice, she was irritated that someone would tell her 

what to do in her home. She found it difficult to affordably create comfortable conditions in her 

home. As Figure 4.8 shows, her energy use profile reflects this problem.  
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Figure 4.8.  Jenkins Household Monthly Energy Use, 2009–2012 
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The Jenkins family practiced very few strategies to conserve energy. . Ms. Jenkins does 

not use her ceiling fan:  

No, I don’t do that. Because of my allergies I can’t have the fans on, I’ll be 

sneezing and everything. It’s just that kind of air and different stuff. A lot of 

allergy people can’t be around fans and different stuff. 

She did not have a clear understanding of how allergens entered her home environment 

or how to manage them. If the primary allergens of concern were pollen, then the “nice breeze” 

she desired would likely carry them inside. If her carpets collected indoor allergens, her use of a 

ceiling fan might very well contribute to keeping them in the air and explain why her symptoms 

were worse when she used her fan. When asked if she had considered removing her carpeting 

to help with allergies, she said she thought that would help. Her sister’s home has wood floors 

and her allergies are better there. However, she said that her doctor told her she needed 

carpets to provide cushioning when she walks around, to prevent back pain. 

Ms. Jenkins’ strategies to manage indoor environmental quality reveal the 

multidimensional nature of designing a high performance living environment. It was clearly 

important for her to create comfortable conditions, and her comfort depended on allergen-free 

air, natural breezes, and a cool temperature. She also wanted to save money. The design of 

home repair interventions by Austin Energy and GO Repair did not consider these multiple 

dimensions, nor did they engage with the household members about their own performance 

priorities and practices. It appears unlikely that any of these service providers asked about her 

breathing and back problems and how the design of the home environment might help her 

improve her health conditions. 

Home management that integrates multiple performance goals is primary responsibility 

of the homeowner, Ms. Jenkins case reflects that there may have been opportunities for service 

providers to help expand her household’s capacity to do so. Ms. Jenkin’s account of the 

sequence and nature of the home repairs was confusing. She did not appear to have received 

records that would help her: 1) remember the work or 2) convey completed work to a future 

contractor. Although Ms. Jenkins was an expert on her experiences living in the home, the 

cultural values of her household, and her family’s needs, she was the least equipped agent of 
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change in the actor network to integrate diverse knowledge bases and their nuanced 

understanding of home performance. 

The Jenkins household was not successful in achieving an affordable level of comfort 

through adaptive management of their home. Minor problems persist in the home 

environment, but Ms. Jenkins seems unable to mobilize other people and resources to help. Her 

accounts of interactions with contractors and service providers suggest they have not helped 

build the adaptive capacity of her household.  

It also seems possible that Ms. Jenkin’s fear of being disrespected based on her 

disabilities or socioeconomic status may influence her interactions with contractors and 

providers. At times she seemed proud of the way she put contractors in their place. She was 

adamant that she knew best about how her home should be managed. It is possible pride and 

defensiveness may have diminished her capacity to engage the contractors to resolve the 

remaining problems in her home or to integrate their expert knowledge with her household 

knowledge.  

4.3.2.1.5.3  Review of Jenkins Case 

In summary, the case of the Jenkins household reveals important insights about the potential of 

low-income home repair programs to advance environmental justice performance in home 

environments. This potential is revealed by home repair programs’ successes as well as the ways 

the homeowner and home repair providers could have expanded performance, as summarized 

by Table 4.10. 
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Table 4.10.  Summary of EJ Potential Observed Through Jenkins Case 

EJ Principle Outcomes Observed 

Substantive & 
Distributive 
Justice 

 Improvements in indoor environmental quality from roof 
replacement.  

 Decreases in affordability based on increases in energy use related 
to confusion about how to manage HVAC system.  

 Continued problems with allergies and breathing due to poor indoor 
environmental quality.  

Procedural Justice 
& Participation 

 Although the Jenkins consented to repairs, there appear to have 
been greater opportunities to meaningfully involve them in the 
process.  

Recognition as 
Justice 

 Some interactions with home repair providers left Ms. Jenkins 
feeling recognized and respected. 

 Ms. Jenkins felt like she was taken advantage of by a few home 
repair providers. This may have been related to internal fears and 
lack of personal recognition of self-worth, as well as negative 
interactions with staff who may not have had the emotional 
intelligence to communicate with an angry client.  

Capabilities as 
Justice 

 The household’s adaptive management capacity declined through 
home repair. Ms. Jenkins left the experience with misinformation 
about home management. Acting on this misinformation, her 
energy bills increased and her health problems persisted, if not 
worsened.  

 

In contrast to the Vega household, the Jenkins household demonstrated a much lower 

capacity for high performance adaptive management. As shown in Table 4.8, the Jenkins 

household used more than twice as much energy in August of 2011 than the Vega household. 

The Jenkins household used just under three times (2.9) as much energy as the Vega household 

in February 2012. Ms. Jenkins was dissatisfied with her indoor environmental conditions. 

Relatively small problems went unresolved, even though she had family members who came by 

regularly and who might have been able to help. The Vegas were able to use the single, 

significant intervention by the home repair program to get the house back to a basic 

functionality, and then they were able to mobilize resources to adapt the environment to more 

fully achieve their household priorities. 

A natural question emerges: what is the source of adaptive capacity? We know that 

both households suffered blows to their adaptive capacity coupled with breakdowns in the 

physical conditions of their homes that precipitated their application to the home repair 
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programs. Both of homeowners experienced physical setbacks affecting management of their 

home that required them to seek outside support.  

Adaptive capacity implies that households have working knowledge of how the home’s 

social, ecological and technological systems interdependently perform. With Mr. Vega’s career 

in construction, the Vega household had a much greater understanding of how the home 

systems worked and was better able to manage and direct strategic interventions in the home 

environment. The Vegas were confident that they were the managers of their home and were 

receiving support that could help them achieve their objectives.  

In contrast, the Jenkins household seemed to project a sense of defensiveness, 

disability, and resignation. Although Ms. Jenkins believed she knew best about how to manage 

her home, she also acted as if she were powerless to make or inspire positive change in her 

home environment. Her fear about not being respected prompted her to assert her right to 

respect. Instead of achieving this outcome, providers closed off communication. This impinged 

on her ability to achieve health, comfort, and energy-efficiency performance goals. 

Communication breakdowns in the Jenkins’ case highlight missed potential for adaptive 

co-management of home environments that draws on the knowledge and agency of diverse 

experts and the homeowner to advance holistic environmental justice outcomes. The Jenkins 

case reveals how difficult it is to achieve synergistic outcomes when a disabled homeowner with 

memory issues is primarily responsible for integrating the knowledge of specialized experts who 

provide her with incompatible strategies to address narrowly defined problems in the home 

environment.  

Although it would be unlikely that the household’s physicians and its weatherization 

providers would engage in a conversation, this example does suggest the potential for a more 

holistic approach to home assessment and intervention that engages the homeowner as the 

manager of the home and uses specialized expertise to plan for health related outcomes along 

with energy efficiency ones and other homeowner goals.  

The home repair process the Jenkins household received was fragmented from the 

beginning. The sequence of home repairs makes very little sense from a holistic, green design 
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perspective. Ideally, home repair work is completed first to make a home weatherization-ready. 

Although many repairs were completed on the home over time, each repair was completed for a 

discrete purpose without consideration of the larger home system. Experts came in one at a 

time and evaluated problems through their own narrow lenses. Ms. Jenkins was left on her own 

to coordinate different specialist teams and to incorporate their recommendations with her own 

overarching goals.  

4.3.2.1.6 III. Dalton Household 

Out of all of the households interviewed, the Dalton family engaged in the most consistently 

green, healthy, and neighborly practices of home management. The Daltons had one of the 

lowest energy use profiles, the lowest environmental waste footprint, and the greatest use of 

non-toxic approaches to home cleaning. Their performance exists in a very specific social and 

cultural context, or paradigm.  

4.3.2.1.6.1 Story of Home 

The Dalton household is highly resourceful, family-oriented, active, and engaged in outside 

communities (neighbors and church). Mr. and Ms. Dalton are a recently retired couple whose 

children have grown up and left the home. They have two school-age grandchildren who visit 

once or twice a week. Ms. Dalton values spending time with her grandchildren and appreciates 

that she is able to access her needs for a full family and community life without driving far from 

home. Responsibility and accountability are important to them: they expect people to follow 

through. The Daltons appear to manage their home out of commitments to health, frugality, 

and strong relationships. Ms. Dalton is very deliberate about her choices in home management 

practices. Before she retired, she was a life skills teacher for special education students at 

Martin Middle School. The Dalton household’s culture and view of life is influenced by their 

Caribbean cultural background and American consumer culture.  

The Daltons moved as a family to Austin (zip code 78745) from the Caribbean Islands in 

1984. Ms. Dalton was born in Grenada, got married in the Virgin Islands, and had her children in 

St. Croix where they lived until moving to Austin. In the interview she often noted how life in her 

neighborhood today differed from life in the Islands. She talked about how Caribbean neighbors 

always helped each other, from helping with home improvements to looking out for one 
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another’s children. Neighbors used to drop by, unannounced, and that was welcomed. Ms. 

Dalton spoke about how everyone where she grew up learned how to garden. Everyone 

composted and everyone gardened. This was considered a basic life skill. She was surprised by 

how much this is not the case in Austin. As a life skills teacher, she noted that none of the 

students or teachers had experience gardening. She started a thriving garden at the school, and 

it was well-received. Similarly, she finds it remarkable that practically no one in her 

neighborhood grows any of their own food. Recently, some college students a few houses down 

decided to get chickens and her husband helped them build a fence. The students told him he is 

the best neighbor they ever had. The Daltons combine their values and ethics from household 

life in the Caribbean Islands with the consumer and television culture of suburban American life. 

Ms. Dalton has a good sense of how to manage her home and she is interested in learning new 

things. As she takes in new information about practices and products, she prioritizes actions 

primarily based on health. She gets a lot of her tips on home management from television, 

especially Dr. Oz. For instance, that is where she picked up her practice of keeping her home 

clean with baking soda and white vinegar. She likes this cleaning practice because it is effective 

and the materials are cheap and non-toxic. She also learned from Dr. Oz about kale. She now 

grows kale and likes to put it in smoothies with a recipe she got from the Dr. Oz show. She hears 

energy saving tips on television from the City of Austin. 

Ms. Dalton does not buy a lot of products from TV or elsewhere, but when a friend was 

selling air purifiers, she was impressed by the demonstration of the machine taking smoke out 

of the air. She bought one even though it was expensive because she enjoyed the fresh smell of 

the ozone it produced. The engine broke on the air purifier but she keeps it around. She was 

unaware of the potential negative health effects of ionic air purifiers generating ozone. She was 

also unaware of the risks of generating formaldehyde indoors by cleaning with pine- or lemon-

scented products while running the machine (pinene and limonene can react with ozone to 

produce formaldehyde (Weschler, 2004)).  

Ms. Dalton is conscious about minimizing waste in her home. She uses the small garbage 

can from the city. Although other smaller households still used the large garbage cane, Ms. 

Dalton is committed to recycling as much as she could, even requesting a second recycling 
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container from the City, which she uses to recycle cardboard boxes from the food pantry she 

supports at her church. In her home, she minimizes energy use by relying on natural ventilation 

as much as possible. She leaves her windows open and allows air to circulate through screen 

doors on nice days to let fresh air come through. This also minimizes her air conditioning needs. 

She uses the ceiling fan, which helps keep everyone more cool and comfortable minimizing the 

need to run the air conditioner. At night they sleep with the fan on without the air conditioner. 

While the air conditioner is off at night, she runs the washing machine and the drier to better 

manage energy loads in the home. She line-dries most of her clothes to save energy.  

Ms. Dalton enjoys positive relationships with her neighbors and the convenient location 

of her home. Although she is in the suburban area of Austin, it is a short drive to most of the 

amenities, goods and services she uses on a regular basis (e.g., her church, grocery store, gym, 

her grandchildrens’ school, and her daughter’s home). She likes being able to drive to a nearby 

bus stop and take the air conditioned bus to save money on gas. She makes an effort to know 

her neighbors, but also noted that there is a high degree of turnover. People regularly come by 

and ask her if she wants to sell her home, and when a house goes on sale it’s usually sold within 

a week. People generally look out for each other, and neighbors recently started a campaign to 

have speed bumps installed to make the streets safer.  

4.3.2.1.6.2 Story of Home Repair  

Although the Daltons demonstrated high capability for adaptive management of their home, 

they could not keep up with repairs. Mr. Dalton was unemployed and unable to find work for a 

“long, long, long time.” Ms. Dalton said, “It was a struggle to just pay bills, we couldn’t keep up 

with it.” 

One of the biggest initial concerns the Daltons faced was three broken windows that 

impacted their ability to achieve an affordable level of comfort and left them vulnerable to 

crime. Ms. Dalton called the City of Austin for support, and they connected her with Austin Area 

Urban League (Urban League), which came in and began work on the house, starting with the 

windows. While they were working on the house, the water heater broke. Urban League was 

equipped to deal with emergency repairs, and installed a new 40-gallon Energy Star-compliant 

water heater. They completed this work by January 2011. Urban League also partnered with 
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Austin Energy to do more work on the home. The weatherization program performed additional 

work included: replacing broken window panes, infiltration reduction, pipe insulation, furnace 

replacement, Smart Thermostat, solar screens, and low-flow showerheads. 

These interventions coupled with the Daltons’ high capacity for adaptive management 

enabled them to achieve a low level of energy use over time. As previously noted, this 

household’s average monthly energy consumption from 2009 to 2012 was only 550 kilowatt 

hours per month. This is just over half of the average monthly energy use of a typical Austin 

household. Their culture of conservation and consistent patterns of inhabitation produced this 

long-term trend. A closer look at their energy use patterns shows the technical intervention of 

weatherization made a difference in the home’s energy performance. Energy use decreased 

slightly immediately after home repairs were completed in January 2011 (February 2011 was the 

lowest monthly energy use up to that point). Summer energy use in 2011 was lower than 

previous summers, even though it was an exceptionally hot one. The Daltons usually keep 

energy use low by using natural ventilation and low-energy ceiling fans, and these techniques 

are ineffective at achieving a desired comfort level in extreme heat waves. When I interviewed 

her in early July 2013, she was still surprised that summer energy bills were low. She said she 

paid only about $100 on the last month’s bill, despite being in the dead of summer. By making it 

possible to enjoy an affordable level of comfort during heat waves, the weatherization 

intervention increased the resilience of the home in the face of climate change. 
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Figure 4.9.  Dalton Household Monthly Energy Use, 2009–2012
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Ms. Dalton was satisfied with the overall performance outcomes of the home 

interventions, but she shared other experiences with the home repair process that appear to 

have actually undermined the resilience and adaptive capacity of the home as a social, 

ecological, and technological system. Ms. Dalton was dissatisfied with the way the contractors 

engaged with her and her family. Despite her strong interest in understanding the systems in 

her home and her active role in home management, it appears that the contractors did not 

support Ms. Dalton in enhancing the adaptive capacity of the household. There were three main 

failures. First, the contractors did not leave her with the knowledge and resources she needed 

to strategically manage the home. Second, they did not provide her with clear channels for 

follow-up if the repairs did not work. This was especially confusing because there were multiple 

parties involved (e.g., the City of Austin, Urban League administrators and contractors, Austin 

Energy administrators and contractors). Third, when she did reach out to her points of contact, 

they were rude and unhelpful in addressing the problems. 

Ms. Dalton was frustrated by how little the program providers explained the changes 

and how she should manage the home. As in the cases of the Vegas and Jenkins households, no 

one explained the purpose or function of the Smart Thermostat, 131 or any other tips to save 

energy:  

They didn’t tell me anything about the Smart Thermostat. I don’t know if it’s a 

special one. I didn’t know. They didn’t share any strategies with me about 

keeping the bills low. I remember when I went to the City for the first time to 

get help, the lady – I can’t remember her name, but she was very nice – she 

thought I might be able to get an energy-efficient fridge. When they came they 

said that I didn’t need a new fridge. They didn’t share any tips about saving 

energy, and I wasn’t given one. 

The lack of communication about managing the home was frustrating for a retired home 

economics teacher who carefully manages her own home.  

Additional problems centered on confusion in lines of accountability and the failure of 

providers to follow through. Ms. Dalton was confused about who did what, how different 

                                                           
131She was already managing peak loads herself by running her washer and dryer at night when her air 
conditioner was off. She may not have noticed a change with the Smart Thermostat that other households 
did.  
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interventions in her home heating and cooling systems interacted with one another, and who 

she could call on to be accountable for system performance.132  

I would call, but they wouldn’t answer me. I’d call them, the contractors, a 

father-son operation, and they wouldn’t call. He was so rude on the phone. He 

said, “I don’t have no time to call you back any more.” And I called him back, 

and I said to the son, “Well, if that’s the way you’re going to treat people and 

you don’t have time for people, maybe you won’t have no work because no one 

will want to call you back for any work.” I was very upset, but I was nice on the 

phone. So I called the City of Austin. ... 

The City of Austin’s staff was more responsive, but unable to resolve the problems:  

The lady for the City of Austin, she was very nice. She kept calling me to see if it 

had gotten done. She gave me that guy, and his boss’s number, at the City of 

Austin. He was the one in charge of the contracts. Well he wasn’t answering my 

phone calls either. It was all the same thing. Finally, I talked to him, and he said 

that the contractor was the one who took it out so the contractor should be the 

one putting it back. The man at the City said, “Well, what do you want? Do you 

want us to pay you back for it?” I said, “No, that’s not I want. What I want is that 

they should treat people better. That’s what I want. Not no money. No anything. 

I just want them to treat people better if my tax dollars are to pay them.” 

                                                           
132 The record of work completed compiled and supplied to me by Urban League and Austin Energy before 
the interview did not completely align with the sequence of work reported by Ms. Dalton. For instance, 
she thought that Urban League had replaced her windows, but window replacement only showed up as 
an item completed on Austin Energy’s list. The process was confusing and Ms. Dalton did not have a clear 
record of what had happened or how to deal with the problems that came up. Her account was confusing 
and her situation was difficult, as can be seen by her summary:  

The other problem I had with the people from the City, the subcontractors, the ones 

that put the water heater, the furnace. ... He took the Freon out – he needed to so that 

he could connect everything in the system - but he never put it back. He came in 

January, in the dead of winter, and so the water was cold, we couldn’t get heat. We call 

them back and they say they’re going to come and see it. And they come out and they 

say, well you have no furnace. We just had an air conditioner before for about a year. 

They said there was no Freon. And the City said he’d come back, but I don’t think he 

ever put it back.  
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This account suggests that the experience of home repair was confusing, frustrating, 

and disempowering. The people who had the power to help her were unwilling to respond to 

her promptly or effectively. Ultimately, she gave up:  

I finally ended up just having to do it myself. I ended up calling someone else 

down the street. It was so frustrating. It’s just this whole thing, where the 

contractor came back, and lied – he knew he took it out and he’d check with the 

City of Austin and take care of it, when he knew he wouldn’t, and told me he 

didn’t have time for me. That was just wrong. I had to get someone else to take 

care of it for us. 

Ms. Dalton was frustrated, yet her general manner was cool and collected. She manages 

her home with a high level of integrity and respect for others. She operates out of an 

expectation of integrity and respect and was disappointed when it was broken. As a leader of 

her home, she appears to be resilient, resourceful, and connected to her neighbors and church 

community. Consequently, even in the face of this breakdown on the part of the City and its 

contractors and the confusion they created, Ms. Dalton was able to find someone else to help 

resolve the problem. 

Ms. Dalton succeeded in achieving a high level of performance in spite of important 

dysfunctional aspects in the home repair delivery system. From her account, it became clear 

that there was a significant institutional disconnection between the client support social services 

(intake, etc.) and the technical experts/contractors. These were separate functions with 

separate leaders and limited intercommunication. Furthermore, it was clear from her account 

that: 1) the client care specialists lacked technical expertise and the power to influence or 

manage the process, and 2) the technical experts were lacking in social skills and communication 

and saw their role as fulfilling a work order. This experience is further reflected by Ms. Dalton’s 

account of her application process, in which she interacted with people who made her feel 

comfortable, but who could not actually help her met her needs:  

A lady came, from… I don’t know where… she came from Interfaith [Interfaith 

Action Central Texas, a GO repair nonprofit contractor]? Something? She came 

and she was very nice. The one from Urban League she was very nice, too. The 

one from the city of Austin, she was African American. They were all very nice 

people. You could set down and talk with them and not be scared, you could be 

comfortable with them, and I liked that. Yeah, so she said, well, we could work 
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on the floors and the paint, but things changed with the City and I couldn’t get 

help from everyone otherwise. I have a friend at the City who said that they 

were supposed to be able to help the elderly take care of their homes, but the 

rule changed and I was very disappointed. 

Even with the respectful engagement of the “nice people” in the home repair system, 

Ms. Dalton’s interactions with this system left her feeling confused, disappointed, and without 

agency. She was treated with respect and compassion by the people (mostly women) who 

handled her initial intake and application. . The intake administrators appear to be skilled in 

listening to clients and setting them at ease, but this relationship of care appears to have been 

limited to the application phase. The technical experts who led the home assessment and 

executed the work did not appear to have the same soft skills or capacity for care. The 

homeowner was passed from one actor to another in the system, instead of having a 

compassionate and knowledgeable case worker who could see them through the full process 

and respond to their concerns promptly. 

4.3.2.1.6.3 Review of Dalton Case 

As in the other three cases, the Dalton case revealed the potential of home repair programs to 

advance environmental justice performance in home environments, as summarized in Table 

4.11. Although the Daltons experienced many of the same problems in delivery as the Jenkins, 

they were able to achieve outstanding health and ecological performance outcomes.  
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Table 4.11.  Summary of EJ Potential Observed Through Dalton Case 

EJ Principle Outcomes Observed 

Substantive & 
Distributive 
Justice 

 Home repairs helped household re-establish form and function of 
basic infrastructure.  

 With basic infrastructure restored, household members managed 
their home to generate desired health and resource conservation 
goals.  

Procedural Justice 
& Participation 

 Initially, the Urban League responded adaptively to an unexpected 
breakdown with the water heater.  

Recognition as 
Justice 

 Some interactions with home repair providers left Ms. Dalton 
feeling recognized and respected. 

 Ms. Dalton felt that some contractors were negligent and 
disrespectful. 

Capabilities as 
Justice 

 Home was restored to level at which it could be adaptively 
maintained.  

 Providers did not recognize the capability of the household and 
neglected to explain the smart thermostat.  

 Providers did not provide reliable lines of communication to address 
incidental problems.  

 

The performance success of the Dalton household appears to be most related to the 

family’s adaptive management strategies. The Dalton’s story reveals how the values, knowledge, 

experience, and intrinsic motivation of the household contributed to a high-performing home 

environment. Ms. Dalton had a clear sense of her family’s priorities and deliberately employed 

strategies and resources to advance them. The culture of the home was strongly influenced by 

experiences growing up in the Caribbean islands in addition to the suburban American context. 

Ms. Dalton’s home and her management of it were forms of self-expression. As a retired life 

skills teacher, her home management was also a vocational expression. She sought new 

information and was open to a variety of sources for best management practices. When there 

were breakdowns in the home that were beyond her family’s regular budget, she applied for 

support from the city to help bring her home back to its standard level of performance. 

The contractors did not communicate clearly with her about the work that was 

completed, provide a record of work that was completed, or discuss the implications of changes 

for her management of the home. When she could not get support from the City to resolve 
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problems, she was able to draw on her social network to help. The Dalton household is a good 

example of a resilient household with a strong culture that supports a high level of home 

performance. In the face of a threat to that system (broken windows, furnace, and HVAC 

system), the larger system of home repair services at the City of Austin intervened. However, 

breakdowns in the home repair delivery system limited the effectiveness of the intervention. 

The household was able to return their home to a level of high performance by drawing on their 

social network to finish what the City program started. 

4.3.2.2 Comparative Review of Revealing Case Studies 

The four rich household case studies show how home repair performance outcomes emerged 

out of the complex interactions of social, ecological, and technological systems at the 

household, neighborhood and city scales. These case studies suggest that the perspectives and 

values individuals have about their homes and neighborhood often influence their approach to 

home management and the potential for high performance. The contrast between the 

performance and perspectives of the Dalton and Jenkins households is most illustrative of this 

proposition. These stories depicted nuances in the experience of home repairs, including the 

ways inhabitants interacted with one another, home repair providers, their neighbors, and the 

technical and ecological aspects of their physical home environments before, during, and after 

home repair.  

It is important to note that three of the significant successes in advancing environmental 

justice documented in these case studies cannot be attributed to standard or required parts of 

the GO Repair program. First, the experience of recognition, self-expression, and household 

capacity development depends on the motivation and capacity of the home repair provider 

(individually and organizationally) without any systematic support or emphasis. For Habitat, 

capacity building is central to the organizations’ core values and mission to engage with 

households as partners. At least with Mrs. Jones, they used a special application process geared 

towards cultivation of partnership with two-way agreements.133 The interviews revealed missed 

opportunities for this kind of engagement with the Vega and Dalton households.  

                                                           
133 This home repair application form that asks households to name their aspirations for the home and the 
reason they should be given support is also no longer part of Habitat’s intake process. 
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Second, neighborhood-level benefits appeared to be present in the Jones family case, 

but not in the other ones. Habitat follows an increasingly neighborhood-focused approach, but 

other nonprofits providers and the city do not. The Vega household appeared to be significantly 

engaged with other neighbors and they might have been willing to support a neighborhood-

based effort to expand home repairs and weatherization. However, the process did not 

recognize their civic virtues as an asset for the purposes of expanding climate resilience.  

Third, the profound health benefits documented in the case of the Jones family 

occurred more through happenstance than by design. Home repair programs do not particularly 

target vulnerable low-income household with asthmatic members, nor do they include health 

assessments in the audit process or tailor interventions to improve breathing outcomes. Some 

of those improvements such as carpet removal were not always permitted. The public benefit 

and deferred costs achieved by keeping the Jones family’s children in school shows significant 

potential for home repair programs to prevent asthma attacks and reduce pressure to move 

through improvements of living conditions. This is important given that the demographic 

changes in central Austin neighborhoods have decreased the number of families with children, 

making it difficult to keep urban schools open (Robinson, 2010) . Although the GO Repair 

program and the Austin Housing Repair Coalition generally focused on supporting the elderly 

and disabled, it is also important to help families with children to stay in their neighborhoods 

and enjoy the stability of their schools. The Jones’ family story demonstrates that home repair 

can support families with asthmatic children by helping them stay in their homes and reducing 

the risk of missed class days.134  When deliberate efforts address indoor environmental 

conditions that contribute to asthma triggers, significant improvements can be made in the 

health and quality of life of residents. The cases also show that the GO Repair program on its 

own is neither designed nor sufficient in its own right to significantly improve breathing 

outcomes. If improving these outcomes were a priority, households with asthmatic children 

                                                           
  
134 If the GO Repair program specifically targeted families with asthmatic children for home repair 
interventions and designed those interventions to make homes both healthier and more resource-
efficient, the program would likely be able to report reduced utility bills, medical bills, fewer missed 
school days, and missed work days. These averted, measurable social costs could improve the Return On 
Investment (ROI) for the GO Repair program in the future. Although the qualitative improvements 
reported in Section 2 are important, they are more difficult to work into a cost-benefit or ROI analysis. 
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could be prioritized in the application process, and repairs such as replacing carpet with non-

allergenic flooring would need to first be made eligible, and then acknowledged as a priority 

intervention.  

These stories shared in these revealing case studies are also particularly helpful in 

showcasing how home repair programs can expand (or impede) the adaptive capacity of the 

home environment at multiple scales. The following sections explore this potential in more 

depth through a review of results from the four case studies as well as results of other 

homeowner interviews, first with regard to adaptive capacity at the household scale, and then 

adaptive capacity at the neighborhood and city scales. 

4.4  SECTION 4: GO REPAIR PERFORMANCE POTENTIAL 
Through the interviews, homeowners revealed opportunities to expand the potential of home 

repair programs to advance environmental justice in gentrifying neighborhoods by: 1) 

presenting their experiences about how work was performed and the outcomes produced, from 

which future potential can be deduced, and 2) presenting their perspectives about the value of 

the services they received and recommendations about how the programs could be improved. 

This final section of Chapter 4, “GO Repair Performance Potential” further considers 

relationships between performance dynamics and performance outcomes suggested by the 

results of the homeowner interviews. Many propositions about the relationships between 

dynamics and outcomes suggested by the case studies are supported by other homeowner 

interviews. This section reviews key propositions about GO Repair Performance Potential and 

discusses them further with examples for the interviews and homeowner recommendations for 

the GO Repair Program in the future. 

4.4.1 Adaptive Management Potential at the Household Scale 

Homeowner interviews suggested the potential of home repair programs to expand adaptive 

management potential at the household scale, beyond the increased levels of independence 

reported in Section 4.2, “Performance Outcomes.” That section presented cases in which a 

restoration of the home environment to a basic level allowed homeowners to keep the home at 

that performance state through maintenance within their household’s capacity. This section 

explores how the interviews revealed opportunities for home repair to help expand the capacity 
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of the household members to adaptively manage their home environment (not simply to make 

their home environment manageable). The interviews suggest interrelated opportunities to 

expand this potential to advance adaptive co-management by: 1) addressing misinformation 

and supporting integration, 2) employing a homeowner-centered approach, and 3) employing a 

holistic approach.  

4.4.1.1 Addressing Misinformation and Supporting Integration through Adaptive Co-

Management 

The four cases reviewed provide examples in which performance could have been expanded if 

homeowners had a clear understanding of how their homes’ ecological and technological 

systems operated and could see how they could use that understanding to advance their own 

values and performance objectives. If the expertise of the home repair providers had been 

integrated with the practical wisdom of the homeowners, perhaps Ms. Jenkins would have 

strategically used natural ventilations, ceiling fans, her HVAC system, and flooring choices to 

affordably generate a healthy and comfortable environment. Other interviews also reflected 

some areas in which an adaptive co-management approach could enhance environmental 

justice performance by addressing misinformation and expanding knowledge about the 

performance of the home environment and engaging the household in an integrated approach 

to advance multiple goals. The interviews revealed a few key areas of confusion, 

misinformation, or lack of knowledge that sometimes resulted in homeowners investing money 

and time in counterproductive strategies.  

4.4.1.1.1 Misinformation Related to Energy and Water Conservation 

A few homeowners shared strategies for saving energy and water that reflected a lack of 

understanding of home environments, particularly related to the role of ceiling fans in 

affordable comfort and the role of dishwashers in water conservation. 

Two homeowners did not understand how ceiling fans affected air quality and could be 

used to advance affordable comfort. One homeowner (Ms. Bell) indicated that when she is not 

using rooms in the summer, she closes the vents to those rooms but leaves the fans running on 

low while she is not there. When she is in a room, she tries to use the ceiling fan as little as 

possible because it uses energy. She did not seem to understand that the reason ceiling fans 

work is that they increase air flow, and air flow provides a sensation of cooling on skin, even 
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though it does not significantly change temperature. Because ceiling fans use less energy than 

most HVAC systems and most window units, using them can help households remain 

comfortable at slightly higher temperatures, thereby achieving a more affordable level of 

comfort. As reviewed in the homeowner case studies, Ms. Jenkins said that she could not use 

fans because they made her allergies worse. Although this may have been true, it was likely 

because they stirred up dust collected in the carpet and general environment. However, she was 

under the impression that ceiling fans had a “different kind of air” that was bad for her health.  

One well-intentioned homeowner thought she was saving water and energy by hand 

washing her dishes before putting them in the dishwasher. In truth, most modern dishwashers 

are more energy and water efficient than hand washing; pre-rinsing wastes both energy and 

water (AWE, 2010). 

The few comments on household behavior intended to reduce energy and water bills 

suggest that if green and healthy home maintenance strategies were to be included in the home 

repair programs, they should address non-intuitive strategies regarding use of ceiling fans and 

dishwashers. 

4.4.1.1.2  Misinformation & Lack of Knowledge Related to Indoor Air Quality  

Of the few homeowners who mentioned specific strategies they used to manage indoor air 

quality, most reported practices that were economically costly and likely counterproductive. 

Some reported using products to control one indoor environmental quality problem that may 

produce another problem.  

Only four households (including Ms. Jones) said they abstained from using air 

fresheners, perfumes, and candles, all of which introduce toxins or particulate matter into the 

home environment that can cause breathing problems. At least three homeowners named the 

active use of air fresheners and candles as a strategy to keep their homes healthy, even though 

one of these homeowners suffered from breathing problems and also complained about the 

expense of this practice.  

As another example of counterproductive air quality management, two of the three 

households who said that they used air purifiers in their homes used ion-generating air cleaners. 
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Unfortunately, the ionic air purifiers generate ozone, which is known to aggravate asthma and 

other health problems. Additionally, ozone can react with common lemon- and pine-scented 

cleaning products to produce formaldehyde (Weschler, 2006). One of the homeowners who 

used an ion-generating purifier said he needed it to help keep his tracheostomy tube cleaner, 

and he was convinced that an “ionic pro turbo air purifier” was the best on the market. It is 

unclear whether the air purifier is creating a problem or not, and the homeowner swears by it as 

he has noticed that it reduced airborne particles. The other homeowner who swore by her ionic 

cleaner said that she loved her “ozone machine” by Alpine because the “ozone smells really 

good.” She said it was expensive and that she had not been able to use it for a long time 

because the engine broke. She has not found someone who could fix it. Although other 

mechanical means of cleaning the air all require energy and some maintenance, most do not 

pose health problems. Use of kitchen and bathroom fans that are vented to the outside (instead 

of recirculating air inside) are especially important for air quality in homes that are air 

conditioned and they are made to be energy efficient through air sealing. These fans help 

reduce excess moisture in the air as well as particulate matter generated during cooking. 

Unfortunately, only a third of homes interviewed who received weatherization support and had 

their building envelopes tightened indicated that they actively used these strategies. 

Some households used commercially sold products to keep their homes clean, sanitary, 

and pest-free that include toxins and create potentially adverse health effects. Only two 

homeowners indicated that they used non-toxic pesticides such as dichotomous earth or borax 

as an alternative, and few people mentioned potential health risks posed by indoor use of 

pesticides. Only Ms. Dalton expressed concern about the health impacts of commercial cleaning 

products. She chose to make her own cleaning supplies because they were cheaper and safer.  

Although relatively few homeowners shared their home management practices in the 

interviews, those who did provided many examples in which misinformation or lack of 

knowledge about their home’s ecological and technological systems led them to engage in 

practices that failed to advance their social values. Incorporating expert knowledge with 

household values, knowledge, and capacity could produce more powerful results. 
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4.4.1.2  Potential for a Homeowner-Centered Approach to Advance Adaptive Capacity  

The following cases reflect the potential of home repair programs to achieve greater 

performance through a more holistic approach that engages homeowners as partners, 

recognizing them as human beings with personal values, needs, and aspirations as well as 

knowledge and capacity. The cases suggest it could be possible for home repair providers and 

homeowners to bring their collective knowledge to the table to develop interventions and long-

term management strategies to expand adaptive capacity in service of shared goals.  

4.4.1.2.1  Mr. Sanders: Adapting Strategies to Household Context 

Mr. Sanders encouraged incorporating green and healthy home management strategies while 

emphasizing that these strategies needed to be tailored for households with very low incomes. 

Mr. Sanders expressed some frustration that he could not afford some of Austin Energy’s 

recommendations:  

It would be good to include information like that in the process of home repair. 

If you’re going to go in and spend the money to improve a home, then some of 

that information should be about how to keep the house energy efficient – not 

“wow, so I got a new air conditioning system so now I’m going to leave the door 

open,” you know what I’m saying? Some of the people can afford to, you know, 

buy these fancy mini blinds and some people can’t. 

Either because of Austin Energy’s effective explanation of the intervention or his own 

background, Mr. Sanders was clear about the heat-gain challenge:  

 Well, I’ve got these new windows and a solar screen, so I don’t need to deal 

with curtains – but on a 108-degree day, that solar screen is only going to block 

so much. Still, the ambient heat is going to come through. 

He also understood that the mini blinds could address the problem, but that they were a 

“luxury I couldn’t really afford.” Instead, he found a way to put a pillowcase over the window for 

particularly hot days to minimize solar heat gain. This example suggests that Austin Energy likely 

offered an energy saving tip as well as a more thoughtful description of the building science that 

justified it. Although Mr. Sanders could not independently implement that tip, his understanding 

of the problem allowed him to generate creative solutions. He was also able to recruit MOWAM 

as a partner to make further energy-efficiency improvements. For instance, he said that he was 

able to get new storm doors from MOWAM after weatherization, which helped him draw in 
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natural sunlight without losing a lot of conditioned air. Even so, there is still a significant gap 

around the storm door, and he has not had the money to invest in a skirt to block air flow at the 

bottom of it.  

Mr. Sanders’ general ethic of home management was one of being resourceful and 

conservative. In managing his own home he looked for ways to achieve healthy conditions with 

minimal consumption. Importantly, he was also successful in this aim. His family of four used 

just over 1,200 kilowatt hours per month in the hottest month on record in 2011. On average 

between 2009 and 2012, his family kept their bills below 1,000 kilowatt hours per month 

(average Austin household monthly energy use). In the face of an increasingly consumer-

oriented environmental movement (e.g., buy this product to save), Mr. Sanders called for 

resource management that works across scales and interconnected systems. His approach to 

household conservation and resource cycling was consistent with global resource management:  

I really don’t like waste. If we can recycle it, we recycle it. We have to be 

environmentally conscious also because once it’s gone it’s gone. A lot of people 

didn’t realize about the fluorocarbons in the air and what it did to the ozone 

layer. Green energy is good. It all plays a part. The shrubs and stuff like that, 

they help keep the grass cool, too. You just can’t go overboard wasting to save. 

You can save and not waste. 

Mr. Sanders’ story suggests that if a home repair organization wants to support 

households in advancing performance goals, it is important to provide a contextual 

understanding of building science on the site with specific intervention strategies. Although his 

primary goal is household-level economic survival, environmental ethics are also very important 

(and consistent) with his household ethics. His account suggests that home repair programs 

have the opportunity to appeal to both ethical foundations among the households they serve. If 

home repair providers were to discuss and appeal to the households’ core values, the providers 

and household members could collaboratively discuss how the household could adopt 

technological and behavioral changes to more fully advance these values. In this scenario, the 

conversation would acknowledge that the household has the power to choose its future course, 

incorporating its contextual knowledge with the expert knowledge of the home repair provider. 

This stands in contrast to a situation in which an outside expert would come into a low-income 

household’s home and make universal behavior change recommendations. 
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4.4.1.2.2 Ms. Carter: Bridging Expert Knowledge and Street Smarts for Community Capacity  

Like Mr. Sanders, Ms. Carter thought home repair interventions should include conversations 

about home management strategies. She presented an interesting perspective on how race, 

power, and privilege influence home management practices. Ms. Carter talked about how she 

has been successful in managing her home environment because she has learned from her 

experience on the streets and by observing what people in higher positions of power have done 

to stay ahead: 

My motto is …. Learn what the white man knows, he knows a lot. Learn what he 

knows and learn how to do it. I think it would be really good to have tips. I make 

my money work for me. $400 is nothing, and I make it stretch. I live like this 

because it’s cheaper on the electricity.  

She continued to explain how her street smarts and her ability to learn about systems 

has helped her improve her own conditions and help others do the same:  

Thank God I have enough sense – I grew up on the streets, I learned from the 

street -- it’s not manipulating, but it taught me how to work the system, 

basically how to survive. … A lot of them ask me “how am I doing it?” They tell 

me I should give a class. I know I have to make money stretch, and I use my 

survival skills to live, and I try to empower others, too. I am always trying to help 

somebody. I went from drug addict to queen, and I won’t settle for anything 

else. And queens help people. Queens help community, you know, so that’s 

what I do, I help everybody. … I can’t help but share. Whatever I learned, I’m 

always helping anybody I can.  

Ms. Carter’s account draws attention to some important, nuanced dynamics. First, she is 

still critically aware of inequality and power imbalances. In listening to this account, it is helpful 

to know that she grew up in a neighborhood where feces were thrown at her on her way to 

school because of the color of her skin. She grew up in a context in which her environment told 

her she had no power and no worth. And yet, her account comes from a clear view of her own 

capabilities and self-respect. She sees herself as a competent person, despite physical difficulties 

and a dark past. Also, she appears to be doing more than surviving. She is also thriving in the 

way she chooses to be generous with her neighbors, helping to empower them.  

Ms. Carter’s story reflects how she has integrated her street smarts with the “white 

man’s” knowledge, and she has also been developing the capacity to bring this hybridized 
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expertise to others in her community who can benefit. During the interview, it was clear that 

Ms. Carter was a powerful person who could share strategies with others in a way that would 

make a difference for them. She thought workshops could be a good idea, and she imagined she 

could help lead them someday. There are parallels to draw with Ms. Dalton, who was 

particularly adept at integrating household strategies from diverse sources (her Caribbean 

background, shows like Dr. Oz, recommendations from the city, years as a life skills teacher), to 

generate a high performance home environment. As a retired life skills teacher, Ms. Dalton also 

had great potential and some interest in helping lead discussions about green and healthy home 

management.  

If homeowners like Ms. Carter were willing to lead such workshops for their peers, it 

would address important power dynamics between expert and local knowledge. The accounts of 

the households about their home management practices hint at the value of integrating 

knowledge of building science with the household’s knowledge of their context and their own 

patterns of habitation. However, the accounts do not show many examples of this being done 

well. The interviews do suggest that if home repair programs are to succeed in advancing such 

synthetic knowledge and practical wisdom around home management, it would be valuable to 

find people who have strengths demonstrated by Ms. Carter or Ms. Dalton to help lead this 

work. Their capacity for empathetic engagement and demonstrated practical knowledge and 

reflective practice in their home environments would likely help expand existing capacity in 

households served.  

4.4.1.2.3 Ms. Moore: Pitfalls Impeding Partnership and Performance  

One final case illustrates the potential of a homeowner-centered, partnership approach to 

expand environmental justice performance. The case of Ms. Moore reveals potential pitfalls in 

behavior change programs in which an outside interest is trying to impose a change on a private 

household, as well as the limited potential of home repair interventions that are not designed 

with the homeowner’s interests, abilities, and habits in mind. Ms. Moore had negative 

experiences both with a city compost system and the weatherization program. 

Ms. Moore’s experience with the City of Austin’s composting system reflects challenges 

that may arise in creating partnerships in behavior change and new technology adoption. 
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Interestingly, Ms. Moore saw the value of composting and used to compost when she kept a 

garden in her back yard, but when the City of Austin invited her to participate in a pilot 

composting program, she wanted nothing to do with it:  

We have a compost option, but I’m not going to do that. That’s the thing on trial 

right now. I used to do a lot of gardening and stuff, and I had a friend who did 

her own compost, but I just decided that it’s not something I need to do.  

Now, they have a big green [container] for you to put it in, and they’re going to 

take that stuff and process it and sell it… I’m not going to help them do that. I 

don’t want to help them. Just put it all in the trash, and if they want to get it, 

they can get it out! Somebody’s got to do it, and I’m not going to separate them. 

… I don’t really have that much food waste anyway. It’s easier to put it in the 

trash. I’m not going to help them, too. 

Ironically, it appears that Ms. Moore’s understanding of the value of composting for 

gardening actually may have increased her vehemence in abstaining from the City’s pilot 

composting system. Even though she had started to recycle as a way to divert waste from her 

over-full trash can, she did not see personal benefit from composting and resented that her 

effort would lead to profit for others. She had nothing against composting and noticed people 

throughout her neighborhood composting and growing nice gardens. She just didn’t want to be 

taken advantage of and engage in uncompensated labor for the benefit of the city in general. As 

an African American woman who has owned her home in the Rosewood neighborhood for more 

than 50 years and has worked as a professional, she does not view city officials as trustworthy 

partners in community development. In the past she had to contend with the blight of the 

neighborhood and now she and her neighbors confront gentrification. She believes that the City 

has resources to help them but is more interested in continuing to attract new development. 

She does not want to help them save or make money, let alone support that agenda. 

We can learn something Ms. Moore’s story. First, when a home repair provider arrives 

at a home, they may encounter a homeowner who is already suspicious about the provider’s 

intent, especially if they are from the City. If that is the case, the door already may be closed to 

the possibility of a partnership and may only be opened if conditions of trust and reciprocity can 

be established. Perhaps if the repair provider were to listen with genuine interest in the values, 

needs, and aspirations of the client, this could change.  
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Unfortunately, this was not Ms. Moore’s experience. Her frustration over the loss of her 

big freezer was described earlier. She encountered similar frustrations regarding changes made 

to her heating and cooling systems. When Austin Energy came to her home, they recognized a 

sub-optimal system for heating and cooling and opportunities to increase the thermal 

performance of the home through insulation and infiltration reduction. Ms. Moore had been 

using two large space heaters and air conditioners that met her perceived comfort and health 

needs. Austin Energy recognized that the space heaters were non-vented gas heaters and 

replaced them with an Energy Star-compliant vented space heater that vents to the outside. 

They replaced an AC unit with one appropriately sized. Ms. Moore recalled how she challenged 

the contractor, asserting that she knew the air conditioner and the heater would not be enough 

to make the whole home comfortable. She acquiesced, but now regrets her decisions because 

she was right:  

You’ll freeze to death in the back in the winter time. And that’s a problem there. 

I can arrange for that, I already have. I just went and bought myself some extra 

electric heaters that I put back there, and I use my oven. That’s just what I have 

to do. I knew this was not going to work. It’s been a year. And I knew it was 

going to happen when he was doing it. Maybe one day I’ll get another one. 

She added,  

In the future they can buy better products and cover exactly what it is that they 

are supposed to cover. Every situation would be different. But it would have 

been great if they’d replaced the heater with something that actually heats the 

whole home.  

Ms. Moore’s story suggests that there was a discrepancy between what the contractor 

deemed appropriately sized for the air conditioner and heating system and what Ms. Moore 

considered adequate for a baseline level of comfort. The contractors downsized the system, but 

Ms. Moore’s preferences were not met, so she added new heating and cooling sources to the 

home. Even though Austin Energy had removed the health and safety hazard of the unvented 

space heater, Ms. Moore supplemented her heat with her oven (another source of indoor 

health and safety risk). Although we did not have energy records for Ms. Moore’s home 

following weatherization, her account suggests that her bills may have actually increased 

following weatherization due to her decisions to increase heating and cooling sources. 
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4.4.1.2.4 Examples of Responsive, Human-centered Design 

Although case studies that highlight the potential of a homeowner-centered design process 

seemed to show potential for improvement based on a gap between existing and future 

performance, many homeowners spoke positively about the home repair providers who 

supported them with work. In Round 1, many households specifically mentioned the quality of 

care and attention they received from a few specific home repair providers who he tailored the 

program directly to their needs.135 For instance, Ms. Taylor shared how Habitat had worked well 

with her, even though she admitted that she was difficult:  

They did an awesome job. They brought so many people here to help. Jesse was 

really sweet the way he worked with me. He really listened. He did everything 

he could to help me. I can be really difficult and have strong opinions about how 

things should be. Jesse originally really wanted to put a ramp in, but I didn’t 

want a ramp! I’m in great shape. I told him, “How am I going to get a boyfriend 

if I have a ramp out front?!” He thought that was pretty funny. I’m not, of 

course. Anyway, he was great with me about that – he listened, and he helped 

me see some things differently. But I didn’t get the ramp! 

This account by Ms. Taylor reflects the two-way, engaged dialogue that enriches a 

process of adaptive co-management. Expert and local knowledge were both valued at the table. 

It appears that Mr. Porter listened attentively to Ms. Taylor, and she felt heard and respected. 

She was, in turn, willing to listen to him to the extent that she even gained a new perspective on 

some aspects of her home. Her comments resonate with those of other clients who appreciated 

it when home repair providers engaged with them in a way that left them feeling recognized, 

appreciated, and heard. Homeowners experienced a personal connection to these providers and 

recognized their care. Importantly, these empathetic home repair providers are all building 

construction professionals whose technical knowledge is matched with emotional intelligence. 

They bring an ethic of care to their work and it makes a difference. Although they sometimes 

                                                           
135 The fact that homeowners specifically singled out individual people who helped them through the 
home repair process reflects the value they experienced in the personal, relational approach taken. It also 
raises an interesting question about replicability. Was the high level of responsiveness and care a matter 
of personality, or is it something more replicable? Perhaps it is an indicator that contractors chosen to 
perform home repair work should demonstrate technical as well as emotional intelligence. 
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managed contractors who performed work on the home, they appear to have been the constant 

contact to whom homeowners could turn.  

Interestingly, the cases of the Dalton and Jenkins households also reflect how different 

actors involved with home repair service provision exhibited different capabilities with regard to 

responsive design and did not apparently communicate or coordinate with one another. Recall 

that Ms. Dalton noted that in her experiences with the Urban League and Austin Energy, the 

intake specialists were all personable and accommodating, and usually female. One was even 

African American (like Ms. Dalton). She said, “You could sit down and talk with them and not be 

scared. You could be comfortable with them, and I liked that.” However, Ms. Dalton reported 

that the people who actually completed the work on her home were not respectful, personable, 

or responsive to her concerns. At that point, the personable intake specialists were unable to 

help her navigate the process. 

Unfortunately, there were a few instances in which households felt that they were 

treated disrespectfully, which in some cases led to low-performing interventions. For instance, 

one woman shared that Urban League had installed cabinets for her, but that they were too 

high to reach. Another mentioned that she used to have window screens that she could move 

up or down, which allowed her to clean the windows. However, Urban League screwed the 

screens into the window sill, making it difficult to maintain her home as she had in the past. At 

least two households mentioned that they felt like the contractors did not take the work as 

seriously because the homeowners were not paying for it.136 

4.4.1.2.5  Review of Potential for a Homeowner-Centered Approach 

Reviewing these cases along with the four complete, in-depth cases, it appears that home repair 

programs need to engage and expand the capacity of the social systems of the home 

environment in order to manage the ecological and technological systems in ways that generate 

desirable outcomes. Homeowners’ experiences show that when technological interventions 

were made in households that competed with the existing priorities or practices of the 

                                                           
136 In addition to instances where there was a lack of dialogue during the design process, a few 
homeowners reported unsatisfactory performance by contractors lack. Thankfully, most of the 
households had positive experiences with the professionalism of program staff, volunteers, and 
contractors involved with the home repair process. 
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household, these interventions were less likely to perform as intended (e.g., smart thermostats 

in the cases of the Vega and Jenkins households, the so-called “appropriately sized” heating 

system in the Moore household).  

Further, when considering the most powerful drivers of home performance in these 

particular cases, the influence of technological interventions appears to be small in comparison 

to the pre-existing adaptive management practices and capacity of the homeowners. 

Households that started out with high adaptive capacity were able to achieve high performance 

even when there were problems with home repair provision – the Daltons and the Jenkins had 

similar problems with service delivery, but the Daltons were still a highest-performing 

household. 

The in-depth homeowner interviews highlight many factors that contribute to strong 

adaptive management capacity. The stories of the Jones, Vegas, and Daltons all revealed that 

these households were vested homeowners who greatly valued their homes and had: 

1) a clear set of values and intentions for their home,  
2) intrinsic motivation and confidence,  
3) strong social relationships within the household and with neighbors, and  
4) knowledge and skills about resources and home management.  

 
These factors contributed to their capacity to achieve results. The Jenkins household appeared 

to be weaker on all of these fronts. The way these households framed their household identity, 

priorities, and appropriate actions drove the performance outcomes.  

What bearing could this have on the design of home repair programs, if it is a 

generalizable proposition? If the performance of home repair programs depends significantly on 

the homeowner’s frame of mind? Is that a moot point or a dead end for home repair programs 

because providers don’t have agency over long-term home management? Is “high adaptive 

capacity” a homeowner variable that could be measured and prioritized in the application 

process and then leveraged as an asset to expand long-term performance? Or, would that 

unfairly privilege homeowners deemed resilient over those who are most vulnerable and lead to 

a “skimming” or “creaming” effect? Or, instead of a static phenomenon controlled only by the 

household and its past, could adaptive capacity be a leverage point through which home repair 
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providers and homeowners could intervene to advance higher performance in the future? These 

questions will be explored further in chapters 7 and 8, Synthetic Findings and Conclusions and 

Propositions.  

4.4.1.3 Potential for a Holistic Approach to Advance Adaptive Capacity  

As established, incorporating the practical wisdom of households with the expert knowledge of 

home repair providers holds potential for expanded adaptive capacity at the household level. 

Similarly, the cases suggest that it is important for home repair providers to anticipate multiple 

performance objectives and to integrate different types of expertise.  

The case studies showed that when interventions or strategies were made based on 

narrowly defined aspects of problems in the home environment, they were less likely to 

enhance system performance and more likely to diminish it. Negative interaction effects from 

strategies created through narrowly defined problems were most obvious in the Jenkins 

household, when Ms. Jenkins was sometimes at odds with home repair providers, there was 

little evidence that the different providers were working together, and performance was low in 

terms of desired energy and health outcomes. In contrast, the Jones case involved highly 

synergistic outcomes. Even though some of them were ancillary, these observed results were all 

in keeping with the core intentions of the design created in partnership with the homeowner. 

This case involved the most positive, collaborative interactions among actors engaged in the 

home repair process (although only one nonprofit provider was involved, the project engaged 

many family members and volunteers).  

In the current design of the home repair ecosystem, the low-income homeowners are 

the only agents responsible for integrating the design, implementation, and maintenance of 

various interventions, yet they typically start out with the least knowledge about building 

science and systems. If home repair providers had working knowledge of building science and 

understood the ways in which energy and water conservation interventions could interface 

positively with health and safety interventions, they would be in a position to lead a more 

holistic design process. Unfortunately, even if they had this well-rounded expertise, a fully 

holistic approach would still be challenged by the compartmentalized funding sources for home 
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repair resources, most notably energy efficiency administered by Austin Energy and health and 

safety administered through NHCD.  

As reviewed in Section 4.1, “Performance Context,” a key AHRC objective was to 

coordinate health and safety repairs with weatherization work through a holistic approach. 

Interestingly, only four of the nine households interviewed had weatherization and home repair 

work completed close enough in time to create potential for coordination. In these cases, 

coordination worked reasonably well, but homeowners still seemed confused by the process 

and who was doing what wor. Three other households in Round 4 received weatherization prior 

to roof repairs through GO Repair but coordination did not occur. It is unclear how significant 

the damage had been to homes prior to weatherization, or whether these problems with the 

home impinged on work done by weatherization (e.g., if a roof in need of repair damaged 

insulation or other work completed by AE). It is clear, however, that there are still potential 

opportunities for AE and GO Repair providers to integrate health and energy efficiency repairs in 

the future. 

Even though AHRC has made strides using its referral network and leveraging funds, the 

referrals experience for the homeowner can still be confusing and frustrating. Three 

homeowners reported being referred to other providers for additional work that did not occur. 

In one case this resulted in the home being left with a broken window.137 In another case, a 

homeowner with an exorbitant water bill reached out to four city programs for support. After 

having received significant home repair support from three of them, he still had the same water 

leak problem. Perhaps this problem was exacerbated because of a sense that the problems 

could be solved through a referral and each provider did the work they knew how to do most 

easily.  

                                                           
137 The homeowner in this case said she was supposed to have a window in her kitchen replaced. The 
window was removed, however she said that MOWAM ran out of money to replace it. They referred her 
to Urban League so that they could finish the job and replace the window. However due to differing 
eligibility requirements, she could not qualify for their services. In order to get the window repaired by 
Urban League, Ms. Roberson needed flood insurance. Because she did not have flood insurance, Urban 
League did not fix her window, and as a result she has a blanket covering the hole in her wall where a 
window should be. 
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It can be unclear who a homeowner should call when post-completion problems arise. 

At least 14 clients138 interviewed in Round 3 received repairs from at least one other 

organization. Generally, homeowners were confused about which program did what repair to 

their house. Occasionally unintended problems emerged as a result of the repairs. At least three 

households indicated that after the repairs, water leaks started again (two related to plumbing, 

one related to the roof) and caused them concern about mold. A home that received new 

plumbing work also ended up with a wall penetration around the new plumbing that allowed 

cockroaches to enter. A follow-up visit might have resolved problems like these. Even when a 

homeowner succeeded in calling the right organization, the response was often insufficient. One 

client said that he called MOWAM about how the new flooring was peeling away and waited 3 

weeks for a response, and no one ever fixed his problem. Another client said that she called 

Urban League for help with problems with the cabinets they installed, they said her time had 

expired and she would have to reapply for the program if she wanted more help. 

There is potential for a holistic, homeowner-centered approach to advance adaptive 

capacity at the household level. This potential does not appear to have been strategically 

cultivated through the GO Repair Program. Although Habitat for Humanity’s vision, mission, and 

practice emphasizes the dignity and capacity of homeowners and Habitat appears to have 

helped enhance the adaptive capacity of households in the Jones case, building adaptive 

capacity was not a clear programmatic objective. When adaptive capacity was expanded 

through home repair, it was generally the outcome of the provider having restored the 

structural integrity of homes to a level at which homeowners could resume basic management. 

In the case of the Jones family, the adaptive capacity of the household was expanded based on 

the increased health, safety, and security of the members, as well as their increased sense of 

pride and capacity. Among the 84 households interviewed, there were cases in which it was 

clear that cooperation and referrals through the AHRC network had achieved a more holistic 

approach that leveraged diverse funds for improved health, safety, and resource-efficiency 

outcomes. However, there is potential to do more.  

                                                           
138 We did not start asking this question until halfway through the process, so there could definitely be 
more. 
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4.4.2 Potential for Neighborhood-level Effects and Perspectives on Neighborhood Change 

The homeowner interviews were not designed to capture neighborhood-level impacts, but they 

were designed to capture household perceptions of neighborhood change and the way home 

repair provision influenced their own experience of neighborhood change and their choices with 

regard to staying in the neighborhood or leaving. These observations provide some insights into 

the potential of home repair programs to affect neighborhood-level outcomes.  

The results revealed that each homeowner is an agent in that neighborhood, and most 

are vested in their neighborhoods. As summarized by Tables 4.12 and 4.13, the majority of 

homeowners interviewed have resided in their homes for more than 20 years, have every 

intention of staying, and have a number of motivations for staying related to both their houses 

and their neighborhoods. Interestingly, since less than 5 households indicated that the repairs 

influenced their decision to continue residing in their neighborhood, it is difficult to say that the 

repairs were responsible for keeping people in their homes. Yet, it is also possible that the 

repairs provided a neighborhood-level stabilizing effect by enhancing the well-being and 

capacity of the households who stayed to continue contributing to their neighborhood 

environment.  Although the research was limited in its ability to study neighborhood-level 

effects related to larger gentrification patterns, it is clear that the households served by GO 

Repair were largely in areas experiencing gentrification pressure, as summarized by Table 4.14.  

 

Table 4.12.  Duration of Homeownership and Importance of Home  

Duration of Homeownership and Importance of Home for Homeowners (All Rounds) 

 Round 1  
(30) 

Round 2  
(7) 

Round 3 
(38) 

Round 4 
(9) 

TOTAL 
(84) 

Over 20 years 
in home 

29 7 34 8 78 

Important to 
stay in home 

29 6 37 8 80 
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Table 4.13.  Aspects of Homes Valued By Homeowners 

Reasons Homeowners Offered About What They Value About Their Homes 

 Round 1  
(30) 

Round 2  
(7) 

Round 3 
(38) 

Round 4 
(9) 

Total 

Independence and  
self-expression 

0 3 23 9 35 

General comfort 0 0 11 0 11 

Memories/familiarity 2 4 19 2 27 

Natural tranquility  0 0 5 0 5 

Convenience 1 1 6 2 10 

Support network 0 5 15 9 29 

No better option  0 0 5 3 8 

Table 4.14. Homeowners Served: ZIP Codes and Increases in Taxable Value 

Distribution of Households by ZIP Code and Corresponding Increases in Taxable Value 

Table summarizes all households interviewed in Rounds 1-4 of interviews. 

ZIP Code 
Round 1 

(30) 
Round 2 

(7) 
Round 3 

(38) 
Round 4 

(9) 
TOTAL 

(84) 
Percent Increase in Taxable 

Value (2000-2005)* 

78702 19 4 10 1 34  100% Plus 

78704 1 - 1  2 60% - 80% 

78721 3 2 9 1 15 60% - 80% 

78723 2 - 2 1 5 40% - 60% 

78724 2 - 3 1 6 20% - 40% 

78725 1 - 1 - 2 No data 

78741 3 - 2 3 8 40% - 60% 

78742 -  - 1 - 1 No data 

78744 -  - 4 - 4 40% - 60% 

78745 -  - 1 2 3 40% - 60% 

78749 -  1  - 1 40% - 60% 

78752 -  - 1 - 1 40% - 60% 

78753 -  - 1 - 1 40% - 60% 

78757 -  - 1 - 1 40% - 60% 

 30 7 38 9 84  

 
Color Code for Spatial Distribution:  
Bright Green: East Austin, adjacent to downtown (78702) – 34 households (40%) 
Medium Green: East Austin, central (78721, 78723) – 20 households (24%) 
Light Green: East Austin, south central (78741) – 8 households (10%) 
Pale Yellow: Far East Austin, East of 183 (78724, 78725, 78742) – 9 households (11%) 
Bright Orange: South Austin, central (78704) – 2 households (2%)  
Light Orange: South Austin, South of 71 (78744, 78745, 78749) – 8 households (10%) 
Blue: North Austin, North of 290 (78752, 78753, 78757) – 3 households (4%) 
 

*Source: Map 1. Single Family Taxable Value, Percent Change: 2000-2005 (P. Frank & Robinson, 2005) 
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Figure 4.10.  Single Family Taxable Value by ZIP Code in City of Austin (2000-2005) 

 Given that these households have generally resided over 20 years in their homes and 

they live in dynamic neighborhoods, they have observed extensive changes over the years. 
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Interestingly, the results showed that their perspectives on neighborhood change vary 

significantly, sometimes when they are located in the same neighborhood. Both the quantitative 

circumstances and the qualitative experiences of neighborhood change varied significantly. 

These perspectives will be discussed further in Chapter 7, Synthetic Findings and are 

summarized in Appendix G.139  

4.4.3 Review of GO Repair Performance Potential  

Strong evidence suggests the GO Repair Program’s potential to advance environmental justice 

could be expanded through a holistic, homeowner-centered approach to adaptive co-

management that integrates expert knowledge of technological and ecological systems with 

homeowner knowledge of social systems and practical wisdom of contextual home 

performance. The potential was revealed through pitfalls in service provision as well as through 

successes. The interviews suggested that home repair programs are valued by vested 

homeowners in diverse neighborhoods. It is possible that the programs have a stabilizing effect 

in the face of both disinvestment and reinvestment. However, the program in its current design 

has little to no likelihood of enhancing neighborhood-level capacity. The homeowner interviews 

provided relatively little feedback about the potential of the GO Repair program to advance city-

level environmental justice performance beyond redistributing resources throughout the city 

from the general tax base to low-income households to address their basic housing needs. 

4.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
Chapter 4, Performance of the GO Repair Program revealed important insights about the 

potential of low-income home renovation programs to advance environmental justice at the 

household, neighborhood, and city levels. Each of four sections revealed different aspects of this 

potential. 

Section 4.1, “Performance Context” showed how an atomistic assembly of often-

competing stakeholders developed into a politically savvy negotiating network and ultimately 

into an innovative, collaborative ecosystem. Through the AHRC, trusting partners: 1) expanded 

                                                           
139 Data about neighborhood-level effects were limited. It would have been interesting to study the 
changes in property values and the number of home sales in the area around the homes repaired but that 
was beyond the scope of the study.  
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the amount of public funding invested in home repair and the number of households reached, 

2) creatively leveraged diverse resources to expand the quality of services provided, and 3) 

initiated innovative, collaborative efforts to expand collective performance potential. The results 

show that the quality of the relationships and leadership of AHRC members fostered a 

collaborative environment in which each actor was inspired to bring strengths to the table in 

service of a shared vision of enhanced performance for their shared clients. The program 

context reviewed in this section was essential to understand the factors that contributed to the 

GO Repair Program’s success in advancing distributional justice at the city-level through 

significant expansion in the quantity and quality of home repair assistance provided to low-

income homeowners throughout the city. The establishment of the GO Repair Program was a 

major success of the AHRC, and a major success of the GO Repair Program was the foundation 

of support for the AHRC that allowed it to expand its performance. 

Section 4.2, “Performance Outcomes,” results show that homeowners who received GO 

Repair services experienced important environmental justice outcomes. In terms of substantive 

justice, homeowners reported benefits including enhanced safety and health, pest 

management, moisture management, affordability, comfort, and general satisfaction. The 

results also showed homeowners experienced an expansion of recognition as justice. The results 

also showed that some homeowners experienced expanded independence and ability to 

manage their homes through the repairs, reflecting expansion of capabilities as justice. Most 

frequently these results were produced by restoring the physical home to a basic level of 

structural integrity, which allowed the homeowner to resume routine management and 

patterns of inhabitation. In a few cases, home repair expanded capabilities of the household 

members.  

Section 4.3, “Performance Dynamics,” included: 1) a summary of home management 

practices related to high-performing environments, and 2) four in-depth household case studies. 

The home repair stories shared by these four homeowners illustrate the complex interactions of 

household members interacting with the social, ecological, and technological systems of their 

home environments generated performance outcomes. Section 4.4, “Performance Potential,” 

identified further potential for the GO Repair Program, drawing on program improvement 
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recommendations offered by homeowners and the pitfalls and successes of home repair 

programs they observed. This section particularly explored the potential of home repair 

programs to advance the adaptive capacity of home environments at the household, 

neighborhood, and city scales.  

Overall, the results presented in Chapter 4 suggest that home repair programs have 

potential to advance environmental justice in home environments experiencing gentrification 

pressure. The GO Repair Program’s power in advancing this potential has come less from its 

particular program design or boundaries, and more from the way this program help build the 

capacity of a city-wide network of actors engaged in home repair provision to low-income 

homeowners (the same network that created the GO Repair Program to begin with). The GO 

Repair Program was not designed to advance neighborhood-level outcomes and the 

homeowner interviews were primarily designed to observe household-level outcomes. 

However, some homeowners reported anecdotes about neighborhood-level improvements and 

they and some others envision that home repair programs have the potential to maintain the 

integrity and stability of home environments experiencing rapid change. The results suggest that 

a more homeowner-centered, holistic design process for household-level home repair could 

enhance the performance of the program.  
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5 CHAPTER 5: HOLLY GOOD NEIGHBOR PROGRAM PERFORMANCE 

Chapter 5, Holly Good Neighbor Program Performance presents the results of the rich case study 

and performance assessment of the City of Austin’s Holly Good Neighbor Program (HGNP), a 

home repair program administered by the Neighborhood Housing & Community Development 

Department for homes located near the Holly Power Plant. The program was originally 

established in 1993 by Austin Energy (AE), the city-owned utility in response to allegations of 

environmental racism raised by low-income, Hispanic neighborhood activists who fought for 

closure of the power plant in the early years of the environmental justice movement.  

This program is one of two home repair programs designed specifically for the Holly 

Neighborhood, a centrally located East Austin neighborhood experiencing increasing 

gentrification pressure that was amplified by the closure of the Holly Power Plant in 2007. As 

depicted in Figure 5.1., the HGNP is limited to an area within the Holly Neighborhood close to 

the power plant site, bounded by Willow Street to the north, Pleasant Valley Road to the east, 

Jesse Segovia Street to the south, and Chicon Street to the west.  

 

Figure 5.1. Map of Holly Power Plant and Boundaries of HGNP 
  Source: (Coppola, 2011) 
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Since a central purpose of the dissertation is to explore the potential of home repair 

programs to advance environmental justice at the household and neighborhood levels in the 

context of gentrifying neighborhoods, the Holly Neighborhood provided an ideal neighborhood 

context. Its residents faced environmental racism in the past and were experiencing 

environmental gentrification in the present, and two home repair programs had been designed 

to advance environmental justice in this context. As such, the Holly Good Neighbor Program was 

an ideal case for investigation. Unto itself, the HGNP had intrinsic value as a rich case study. 

When compared with the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors Initiative, it sheds further light into 

the potential of different kinds of programs to advance neighborhood-level environmental 

justice performance.  

The results of this rich case study of HGNP program performance are presented in four 

sections:  

 Section 1, “HGNP Performance Context,” 

 Section 2, “HGNP Performance Outcomes,” 

 Section 3, “HGNP Performance Dynamics,” and  

 Section 4, “HGNP Performance Potential.” 

Together, these four sections provide a thorough understanding of multiple dimensions 

of program performance for the HGNP. Section 1 shows how the HGNP emerged and evolved 

over time through the interactions of diverse stakeholders, including neighborhood activists and 

city leaders. It traces the history of the HGNP from its beginnings as an attempt to directly 

mitigate environmental burdens caused by the power plant through the many program changes 

that occurred from 2003 to 2012. Section 2 reveals the household-level impacts of the HGNP 

reported by the homeowners interviewed. Section 3 delves more deeply into the nuances of the 

lived experiences of homeowners in their dynamic neighborhood and with the home repair 

programs received. Section 4 focuses on the performance potential of the Holly Good Neighbor 

Program from the perspective of homeowners interviewed. It presents a summary of 

homeowner perspectives on the strengths, weaknesses and potential strategies for 

improvement of the HGNP. It also presents a summary of homeowner perspectives on 

alternative recommendations for investment of the remaining funds in the HGNP ($1.5 million 

at the time of the interview). Taken together, Sections I-IV reveal important insights about the 
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potential of home repair programs in gentrifying neighborhoods to advance environmental 

justice at the household and neighborhood levels.  

5.1 SECTION 1: HGNP PERFORMANCE CONTEXT 
This section of Chapter 5: Results of the Holly Good Neighbor Program Evaluation presents the 

history of the Holly Good Neighbor Program (HGNP). Not only is this program history important 

for contextualizing the results of the program outcomes as observed by homeowners who 

received services, this account is also important for understanding the larger organizational 

performance of actors involved in providing home repair services to low-income homeowners 

through a program presumably intended to enhance environmental justice in a centrally located 

Austin neighborhood that once experienced environmental burdens and is now experiencing 

environmental gentrification.140 This section begins with a basic program overview of the 

current HGNP followed by an organizational history of the HGNP from 1991 to 2014. Based on 

my observations about the program, I present the evolution of the program through four key 

phases. Appendix F includes a table that summarizes the program’s history from 1991 to 2013, 

including a summary of program changes and expenditures made each year from 2003-2011.  

5.1.1 Program Overview 

According to its website in 2014, the Holly Good Neighbor Program (HGNP) is intended “to 

provide repair and rehabilitation services to properties closest to the Holly Power Plant.” 

According to a program flier in distribution in 2013 [see Appendix H: Holly Good Neighbor 

Program Flier] The HGNP currently advertises the following eligible home repair services:  

 Plumbing repairs 

 Electric repairs 

 Roof repairs 

 Foundation repairs 

                                                           
140 As discussed in the “Environmental Justice” section of Chapter 3, Literature Review, environmental 
burdens include local unwanted land uses (LULUs) that threaten the health and well-being of residents in 
that environment. LULU’s in East Austin included the Holly Street Power Plant, with its documented noise 
pollution, fuel spills, and fires, as a recycling center that attracted rodents, a vector for disease. 
Environmental racism is the disproportionate impact of hazardous environmental burdens on people of 
color (Robert D Bullard, Mohai, Saha, & Wright, 2007). When environmental burdens are removed from 
an area and it becomes more attractive to residential reinvestment, local real estate prices may increase 
and residents may be displaced. This process has been called environmental gentrification (Banzhaf & 
McCormick, 2006).  
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 Exterior paint 

 Solar panel installation 
 

The HGNP program is distinct from other affordable housing programs in a number of 

key ways. Beyond the fact that it is only intended for the households closest to the Holly Power 

Plant, it also makes a 0% interest forgivable loan of up to $50,000 available to eligible 

homeowners. Like the GO Repair Program reviewed in Chapter 4, HGNP also provides grants for 

up to $15,000 for qualifying households. Eligible homeowners can earn up to 100% Area Median 

Family Income (MFI) and the improvement value of their home must be less than $150,000. For 

Holly neighborhood homeowners who intended to live out their lives in their homes, the 

$50,000 forgivable loan program with its six significant areas of eligible home repairs has the 

potential to significantly improve the health, safety, and affordability of their homes. On the 

surface, this program has incredible potential to increase the environmental health of homes for 

households that experienced the negative impacts of the Holly Street Power Plant. Especially 

with the solar installation option, the program has the potential to reduce household expenses 

for homeowners who are experiencing rising costs of living in a gentrifying neighborhood.  

Strangely, given this potential, the HGNP had more than $1.5 million remaining to spend 

as of 2013, but few Holly homeowners were signing up for the program. In an effort to 

understand why, I initiated the Holly Good Neighbor Voices Project (HGNVP), a research project 

to evaluate the program performance of the HGNP. As reflected by the project’s name, the 

HGNVP was based primarily on interviews with homeowners who received work on their homes 

(17 total). It also included a program history drawing from: 1) research from newspapers, public 

records, and historical archives, 2) conversations and interviews with key informants involved in 

managing the programs, and 3) my own experiences interacting with the program as a resident 

of the Holly Neighborhood who has attempted to connect neighbors with support through the 

program.  

5.1.2 Organizational History of the Holly Good Neighbor Program 

The results of the research on the organizational history of the HGNP suggest it evolved through 

four phases, briefly summarized below and supported by summary figures and tables. A detailed 

review of each the program’s development in each phase follows the overview.  
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The first phase, “Commensurate Response to Environmental Burdens” spanned 1991 to 

2003. In this period, the home repair program was designed by Austin Energy, the municipal 

utility, in direct response to complaints by neighborhood activists about environmental burdens 

imposed on residents by the power plant. In 2003 responsibility was transferred to the City of 

Austin’s Neighborhood Housing & Community Development (NHCD) department.141 NHCD 

manages the program to this day.  

In the second phase, 2003 to 2006, NHCD distributed funds as grants on more of an ad 

hoc basis. Most households were given a choice of one repair from a list of repair types. The list 

of available repairs did not necessarily have a direct connection to problems posed by the power 

plant. Grants ranged from as little as $650 for ceiling fans to as much as $83,000 for a full home 

reconstruction.  

In the third phase, “Home Repair In the Context of Rapid Redevelopment,” changes 

were made to the program between 2006 and 2009 in response to concerns identified by 

program staff and neighborhood activists, especially related to the potential for house 

“flipping.” In 2006, the Replacement/Reconstruction Program changed from a grant to a 30 year 

mortgage at 0% interest on principal, 25% shared equity, and a right of first refusal for AHFC in 

the case of a sale. The Home Repair Program changed from a grant to a forgivable loan in 2006. 

Unfortunately, the changes occurred in ways that left people with the experience of the rules 

being changed on them, which in turn contributed to a climate of confusion and mistrust about 

the program. In this environment, misinformation about the program spread. From 2007 

through 2009, only 19 people signed up for the program.  

Finally, from 2009 to 2013, a fourth phase is characterized by efforts to disburse 

remaining funds in the program through program adjustments and outreach efforts by 

community leaders. From 2009–2011 many changes were made based on recommendations of 

neighborhood activists and commissioners with the Community Development Commission 

(CDC). Responding to a low level of applications for a fund with over $1.5 million, several CDC 

                                                           
141 None of the program staff at Austin Energy or Neighborhood Housing & Community Development 
were involved with the HGNP back in 2003 and there is no documentation about the reason for the 
transfer of the program. The motivation is unclear.  
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commissioners formed a Holly Working Group in February 2011 and worked with NHCD to do 

more direct outreach to eligible homeowners. From 2010 to 2012, 29 households received 

services. These good faith efforts by NHCD to restore trust and transparent communication 

characterize this fourth phase of the program. Still, by 2014 when this analysis was completed, 

significant apprehension, confusion, and misinformation about the program remained in the 

neighborhood. It did not help that up until 2014 the program website reflected program 

guidelines that were in effect in 2009 but which had subsequently changed.  

The four phases are reflected in Figure 5.2 and Table 5.1. Figure 5.4 includes two charts 

that show patterns of service distribution from 2003-2012. Figure 5.3 shows provides a map of 

the service boundaries. Following these figures and tables, I present a more nuanced review of 

the program evaluation through the four phases of organizational development summarized by 

Figure 5.2.  

 

 
Figure 5.2. HGNP Organizational Development Phases (1993–2012)  
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Figure 5.3. Map of HGNP Service Boundary Expansion over Time (2003–2013)  

Map created by Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, City of Austin to 

show the proposed extension of the service boundary in April 2013 
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Table 5.1. Holly Good Neighbor Program Changes, 2003–2012142 

Modification  Comment Year 

Grants available for plumbing, electrical items, 
roofing, or foundations. In cases of significant 
disrepair, home reconstruction was available up to 
$100,000 as a grant.  

Program shifted from AE to NHCD/AHFC.  

Repairs shifted from weatherization to health 
and safety focus. Grant amounts fluctuated from 
roughly $5,000 to $10,000. 

2003 

Replacement/Reconstruction Program shifted from 
grant to a 30-year mortgage with 0% interest on 
principal and 25% shared equity.  

Client interviews and a Deed of Trust filed with 
NHCD revealed this apparently ad hoc policy 
change.  

2006 

Home Repair Program shifted from grant to 10-
year, deferred forgivable loan; assistance increased 
from $5,000 up to $25,000.  

Guidelines permitted one-time assistance and 
one service only per household. 

2006 

Limited eligibility for homeowners earning no 
more than 80% of Area Median Family Income.  

The requirements also included that the 
homeowner was current on all property taxes 
and had claimed the property as a homestead 
for two years. 

2006 

Provided up to $5,000 as a grant, expanded 0% 
interest forgivable loan to $30,000 with a 7-year 
term, and eliminated the home reconstruction 
option.  

This policy was in effect by April 17, 2009. The 
new policy clearly established five program 
options: exterior painting, plumbing, electrical, 
solar panels, and roof repair.  

By 
2009 

Provided additional assistance to those residents 
who received previous services.  

Expenditures from previous repairs were 
subtracted from eligible funding per household 
under current guidelines.  

2009 

Extended the west program boundaries to Chicon 
Street.  

Program incorporated one additional block to 
the original phase four boundaries. 

2009 

Established that applicant or immediate family 
member owned the home by 2000.  

Reserve the assistance to existing community 
members when the AE plant was in operation.  

2009 

Limited repairs to properties where the 
improvement value is $150,000 or less.  

Change requested by the increasing property 
values in this neighborhood. 

2010 

Increased grant amount to $10,000, and later 
increased it to $15,000.  

Although the program increased the assistance 
to $25,000 in 2007, the original proposal did not 
include a grant portion. 

2010, 
2011 

Increased total program assistance up to $30,000 
and later increased to $50,000. Term of the 
forgivable loan was extended to 10 years.  

Change to include complete major repairs such 
as foundation work.  

2010 

Eliminated income limits in case of homeowner 
death to allow loan to transfer to heirs, as long as 
they are recorded as title holder and the property 
is not leased for income or used for business 
purposes. 

This change allayed concerns among 
homeowners about passing debt on to their 
heirs by taking out a loan on the home that 
would have to be repaid in the case of their 
death. 

2011 

Eliminated requirement for home owner insurance 
for properties receiving $15,000 or less in repairs. 

Fixed income and lack of affordability was the 
argument for this change.  

2011 

                                                           
142 Table 5.1 draws from a number of sources, principally a Community Development Commission report provided 
by Commissioner Susana Almanza in 2012, HGNP guideline documents, and other sources reviewed in Appendix A. 
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Figure 5.4. Holly Good Neighbor Home Repair Expenditures (2003–2012)  
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5.1.2.1 Phase I: Commensurate Response to Environmental Burdens (1991–2003) 

The Holly Good Neighbor Program (HGNP) can be considered an early victory of the 

environmental justice movement, a movement that was growing in Austin and throughout the 

United States in the late 1980s and early 1990s.143 The program was established by Austin 

Energy in response to the strong voices of neighbors of the Holly Power Plant. These activists 

urged the City of Austin to stop burdening their neighbors with the noise and pollution of this 

power plant that served the city as a whole but unfairly burdened its immediate neighbors. The 

neighborhood was overwhelmingly Hispanic and lower income from 1960 to the 1990s when 

the power plant was in operation, suggesting a case of environmental racism.144 By the late 

1980s, organized neighbors began calling for closure of the power plant, and for mitigation 

measures in the interim. Neighborhood protests around the plant were growing by the late 

1980s, with Holly Power Plant closure a priority platform issue for Sabino Renteria in his 1989 

City Council Campaign. In May 1990, citizen protests increased when traces of the carcinogen 

polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) were found in Town Lake, resulting from plant discharges (the 

                                                           
143 The environmental justice movement crystallized as a movement around 1987 with the landmark 
report by the United Church of Christ, “Toxic Wastes and Race,” which documented disproportionate 
siting of hazardous wastes in or near communities of color. The report named this discriminatory siting of 
environmental burdens as “environmental racism.” (Robert D Bullard et al., 2007) In Austin, by 1991. 
PODER (People Organized in Defense of Earth and Her Resources) had formed as an environmental justice 
organization in Austin. Their primary focus was on the East Austin Tank Farm, a site with several bulk fuel 
storage tank facilities containing millions of gallons of petroleum products in East Austin that had been 
exposing residents to toxic chemicals coming from these facilities for more than 35 years (PODER 
website). The tank farm facilities, whose owners were Mobil Oil Company, Star enterprise (Texaco), 
Chevron U.S.A. Products Co., Coastal States Crude Gathering Company, Citgo Petroleum Corporation, and 
Exxon Company U.S.A., were located in a predominately Latino and African-American neighborhood. Their 
organizing efforts succeeded in relocating the Tank Farm facilities, first with an agreement in February 
1993. PODER leader, Susana Almanza, was an active player in the national environmental justice 
movement as well. She attended the First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit held 
on October 24-27, 1991, in Washington, D.C., where she was part of drafting the 17 principles of 
environmental justice [see Appendix X], which still guide the movement. For further discussion of the 
environmental justice movement, see Chapter 2, Literature Review.  
 
144 A study based on the 1990 census found that 3,389 households were within approximately one mile of 

the Holly Street Power Plant on the north side of Town Lake, with a population of 9,931. Approximately 
87% of the population was of Hispanic origin, and 5% of African American origin. The report suggested 
that many of the people who were affected by the plant at the time had been living there for a long time. 
They found that approximately 70% of the houses were built before 1960. Further, 30% of the primary 
householders have lived in the same house since 1969 or earlier, and 57% of the primary householders 
have lived in the same house since 1979 or earlier. (ATSDR, 2009)  
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issue was subsequently addressed). The United East Austin Coalition applied further pressure to 

shut down the plant. Soon thereafter in 1991, the HGNP was formed by Austin Energy under the 

leadership of John Moore. The primary goal of this Austin Energy program was to make life 

more comfortable for the community living next to the power plant (Hallford, 1991).  

The HGNP initially focused on mitigation strategies. Its first project was constructing a 

noise mitigation wall in 1991. The wall was also intended to celebrate local culture and heritage. 

It was decorated with a series of murals above a 4-foot coat of masonry. At that time, the HGNP 

also added a public restroom facility, a picnic area, increased park lighting, benches, and 

exercise stations for joggers along the Town Lake hike-and-bike trail (Hallford, 1991).  

In October 1993, the HGNP branched into the work of home repair. This original 

program was focused on weatherization, including replacing old windows with double-pane 

windows and providing insulation around the home. These repairs were directly related to the 

imposition of the power plant in that they served as a barrier to both noise and the transfer of 

conditioned air. Although neighbors did not benefit from cheaper electricity based on their 

proximity to the power plant as at least one homeowner had original hoped, the weatherization 

program had the potential to help them affordably attain a basic level of comfort. Not only did 

weatherization directly address concerns about noise pollution and utility bill reduction, 

weatherization was an energy conservation service that was already under the purview of 

Austin Energy. As such, it was a contextually appropriate and institutionally feasible 

technological intervention.  

Although these interventions achieved marginal improvements for homeowners served, 

neighbors continued to fight for full plant closure. Some leaders formed the Holly Closure 

Committee on September 21, 1993 (Backus, 2010). PODER conducted community health surveys 

from 1993–1994 to document public health problems that might be linked to the power plant. 

In response to neighborhood requests, the national Centers for Disease Control’s Agency for 

Toxic Substances and Disease Registry began a public health assessment of the Holly Power 

Plant in 1993.  

On January 19, 1995, the Austin City Council voted in favor of a phased closure of the 

Holly Street Power Plant. With the passage of this resolution, the Council pledged to "continue 
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programs designed to mitigate the impacts of the (plant) on the adjacent neighborhood such as 

the direct home weatherization program and investments in neighborhood and recreational 

facilities” (Coppola, 2011). The resolution called for a five-year mitigation budget to be prepared 

and annually updated for City Council approval until retirement of the plant. Austin Energy 

allocated $1 million per year for this program through 2012 (Coppola, 2011). 

5.1.2.2 Phase II: Ad-hoc Distribution of Grants by Housing Department (2003–2006) 

In 2003, Austin transferred administrative responsibility for the Holly Good Neighbor Home 

Repair program to the Neighborhood Housing and Community Development department.145 

Under the administration of NHCD, the program became less focused on providing relief related 

to burdens from the power plant and more like other affordable housing programs administered 

by NHCD. Accordingly, weatherization was no longer an eligible expense and repairs focused 

primarily on health, safety, and structural improvements.  

From 2003 to 2006, the HGNP was designed to offer Holly homeowners their choice of 

one type of repair: exterior painting, plumbing, electrical improvements, roofing, or foundation 

to be completed by contractors. Homeowners could choose one and only one repair, but there 

was no requirement for the funds to be paid back. The grants ranged significantly in size and 

type of expenditures. The vast majority (86%) of the 103 households served in 2003 through 

2006 used less than $10,000, with 69 (67%) using less than $5,000. Of the remaining 14% of 

households, 11 used between $10,000 and $30,000, and 3 households had full home 

reconstructions in 2004, which were all more than $75,000. Between 2003 and 2006, 103 clients 

were served and the most common repairs were roofing repair or replacement and exterior 

painting (see Figure 5.2). Three households received complete reconstruction of their homes in 

2004.  

Eligibility requirements for different types and sizes of home repair expenditures are 

unclear, but it appears that NHCD administrators had the purview to allow a home 

                                                           
145 There is no institutional memory at the City of Austin as to the rationale for this change was made. By 
2003, program had been under administration by Austin Energy for ten years. One neighborhood activist 
recalled that extensive outreach had been conducted by program staff and few additional people were 
signing up. Perhaps by switching the program to NHCD, the scope of work could be expanded and possibly 
more clients could be reached.  
  



 

294 
 

reconstruction in cases where the homes were in severe state of dilapidation.146 There is little 

clarity in institutional memory about the program’s history given: 1) leadership of the HGNP 

changed frequently over the years, and 2) changes in program guidelines and administration 

were largely left up to NHCD without requirements for approval of changes by the City Council 

or other parties. Considering an absence of a record of these changes and a lack of institutional 

memory, it seems that they were made on an ad-hoc, as-needed basis, with no guiding vision or 

mission. Several households interviewed who received services in this phase recalled that they 

were allowed to choose one and only one home repair service from a list, and that the 

maximum amount of the service was $5,000. Some of these households expressed frustration 

that they had heard later that some people got their entire homes rebuilt through the program. 

Homeowners were generally confused about how the program was run and what types of home 

repair work were available.  

During this same time period in the early 2000s, changes were happening in the 

neighborhood that began to pose a new environmental justice problem, wherein a decrease in 

environmental burdens and an increase in amenities posed a challenge with regard to 

neighborhood affordability.147 Victories of environmental justice organizers including the 

establishment of the East Austin Overlay ordinance in 1997 led to a reduction in locally 

unwanted land uses (LULUs) (Rutledge et al., 2003). The early 2000s brought rapid re-

investment in private markets, encouraged by city policies such as the Smart Growth Plan’s 

designation of East Austin as a desired development zone in 1998, and the later Council decision 

                                                           
146 With regard to home repairs, the records for this time period show a clustering of repairs under 
$5,000, and in the course of the interviews, this $5,000 limit was mentioned repeatedly. However, 
expenses in this time period also include repairs between $5,000 and $10,000. A program guideline 
summary provided by the City of Austin says that in 2003, the cap was $10,000 and there were no income 
restrictions. With regard to home reconstruction, client interviews suggest that in some cases, when 
individuals applied for basic home repairs, NHCD staff determined that a home was beyond repair and 
recommended reconstruction. The Austin American Statesman reported that the program used to allow 
grants of up to $100,000 for home reconstruction (Coppola, 2011).  
147 Previously, from the inception of the power plant in 1960 to the 1980s, neighborhood residents 
experienced an uneven distribution of burdens and benefits with regard to infrastructure. The city and the 
region needed electricity, and their neighborhood bore the burden of the power plant. At the same time, 
neighbors experienced disinvestment in infrastructure and services compared with West Austin 
neighborhoods. Public disinvestment and environmental burdens compromised environmental justice in 
the neighborhood. 
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to close and remove the Holly Street Power plant itself (Barma, 2002; E. Walsh, 2007). Property 

values continued to escalate, and with them, property taxes. The neighborhood surrounding the 

Holly Power Plant historically had a high level of residential home ownership, even among low-

income households, but rising property taxes have prompted significant turnover due to the 

pressure on low and fixed income homeowners (EAC & PODER, 2012). Instead of disinvestment, 

neglect, and the presence of LULUs, the new threat to environmental justice became 

gentrification, i.e., mounting pressure driven by market forces stimulating economic 

displacement of families who had lived in the neighborhoods for a long time (Banzhaf & 

McCormick, 2006; Lees et al., 2013; Smith, 1996).  

5.1.2.3 Phase III: Home Repair in the Context of Rapid Re-development (2006–2009) 

The threat of gentrification posed a new challenge for affordable housing policy in general and 

home repair programs in particular. Generally, in the context of an increasingly attractive real 

estate market, the City of Austin began to see that give-away style affordable housing programs 

compromised their ability to sustain an affordable housing program.148 In centrally located 

neighborhoods, there was no longer a need to incentivize or stimulate reinvestment by private 

investors — it was happening on its own. Vacant lots were not available in high supply or at a 

low price. Once NHCD supported a low-income family in achieving homeownership in these 

areas, there was a temptation for the homeowner to sell the home for a profit. NHCD began to 

employ a public investment recapture policy, wherein a homeowner who purchased a home 

with a subsidy from the City would repay the subsidy at point of sale, which the City could re-

invest to support more affordable homeownership. Unfortunately, the price of land and housing 

made the value of that subsidy depreciate considerably. By 2005, NHCD had begun to use a 

resale price restriction policy, wherein households could sell their home and repay the subsidy, 

but they would also have to sell the home at below market rate to a lower-income family 

(Weiss, 2005).  

Similar concerns emerged about home repair programs in the face of gentrification. The 

Holly Neighborhood was experiencing significant gentrification pressure, and concern began to 

                                                           
148 One example of a “give-away” program was the Dollar Home program, in which low-income individuals 
could acquire a home for a dollar and get support to rehabilitate it. The goal of these programs was to 
stimulate reinvestment and revitalization of neighborhoods that had suffered from disinvestment. 
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develop that the Holly Good Neighbor Program could amplify current trends of economic 

displacement. If a household used city money to fix up their home, and then chose to sell it on 

the open market to the highest bidder, then that would continue to drive property values up 

and increase economic displacement pressure for remaining neighbors. The home repair 

program could actually drive gentrification instead of supporting people being affected by it.  

In light of this changing landscape, NHCD adopted some important policy changes for 

the Holly Good Neighbor Program. In 2006, NHCD replaced grants with 0% interest loans for the 

HGNP’s home repair and home reconstruction programs. The home repair program shifted from 

grants to deferred, 0% interest, loans forgivable after 10 years.149 If the homeowner continued 

to reside in the home for 10 years, then they would have their loan forgiven entirely. If, 

however, they chose to sell, or “flip,” the home after it was repaired with public funds, they 

would need to repay the loan, in full, at 0% interest. The home reconstruction program shifted 

from grant funding to a 0% interest, 30-year mortgage with a 25% shared equity provision. If the 

homeowner chose to sell the home before the end of the 30-year note, they would need to pay 

back the principal (i.e., reconstruction cost) of the loan along with 25% of the equity accrued 

beyond the reconstruction cost. This was consistent with the newly implemented public 

investment recapture policy implemented with other NHCD homeownership programs.150 

Although there had not been egregious instances of house flipping in the Holly Good Neighbor 

                                                           
149 A City of Austin program summary says that this change to a forgivable loan of up to $25,000 over a 10 
year period was made in 2006. http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=153725  
 
150 These changes in 2006 also coincided with new leadership of the NHCD by Margaret Shaw who served 
as Director from 2006 to 2010.  
 

http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=153725
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Program, this change was initiated as a preventative action.151 The amount of available 

assistance was increased up to $25,000 from either $5,000 or $10,000.152  

While the lien requirement was instituted to curb gentrification and would appear at 

face value to be an appropriate adaptive response to the changing neighborhood context, this 

policy provision had some unintended consequences. Many of the low-income homeowners in 

question were wary of banks and the city.153 The thought of a lien on their property often 

seemed to them to be a threat that the City or the bank would try to take their land away from 

them. Because there was not a high level of trust with the City of Austin to begin with, these 

concerns were likely amplified.  

To make matters worse, the manner in which the forgivable loan program was executed 

further impeded trust with regard to the lien and fueled fears among homeowners about the 

City taking their homesteads. As discussed previously, as of 2006, all households had been 

provided services through grants ranging from $650 for ceiling fans to $83,000 for home 

reconstruction. Generally, the program appeared to operate on a “choose one” basis, and home 

reconstruction cases were outliers. Two of the interviewees who ultimately received home 

reconstruction in 2007, the Robles and Anderson households, said that when they began the 

conversation with the City about HGN support, they were first given the “choose one” option. 

However, sometime in 2006 someone within the City recognized that some of the homes were 

                                                           
151 Based on my review of TCAD property records in 2012 of 141 homes served between 2003 and 2012, 
25 had a change of ownership suggesting a sale of the property (e.g., not simply a death). Out of these 25 
households, 21 received work between 2003 and 2006, prior to implementation of the lien provision. Of 
these 21, only one household received more than $10,000 on their home. This household received nearly 
$22,000 for foundation repair in 2005 and subsequently sold the home in 2006. This is the only case that 
could be directly considered as “flipping” prior to the new policy.  
 
After the lien policy, three other households who received $15,000 or more in home repair work in or 
after 2007 also subsequently sold their homes. One of these lived in their home for another five years 
after repair before selling their home. One received over $17,500 in foundation repair work in 2008 and 
sold the home in 2009. Is is unclear whether this individual had to repay anything to the City of Austin or if 
it may have been an example of “flipping” enabled by the home repair program.) Another homeowner 
received repairs and sold their home in 2012. It is unclear if the resident had passed away.  
 
152 The summary of program changes developed by the Community Development Commission (provided 
as Table 5.1) suggests the change was from $5,000, however other reports (Coppola, 2011) and records of 
funding provide suggest at another point in time the limit was $10,000.  
153 This is a finding of the interviews conducted as part of this study.  
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beyond repair and needed a full home reconstruction, and authorized HGN to perform this 

reconstruction free of charge. However, when the time came to sign the documents, two of 

these homeowners said that NHCD changed the terms of the contract from a grant to a loan — 

more specifically, a 30-year, 0% interest loan on the full cost of the reconstruction, including a 

25% equity share for the City.154  

In both cases, the households felt that the City had pulled a bait-and-switch maneuver 

on them that put them in an uncomfortable situation. In each case the primary resident was a 

widow and their families chose to go forward with the loan to allow these women to live out 

their lives more comfortably. Given 1) the confusion homeowners already had about the 

program given the lack of clarity about eligibility for different types of services from 2003–2006, 

2) the natural concerns about loans and loan repayment, and 3) the experiences of betrayal of 

two trusted neighbors who signed loan documents, 155 fear and apprehension spread about the 

program. In this climate, misinformation proliferated as well. From 2007 through 2009, only 20 

people received services, with only 9 of these in 2008 and 2009. 

5.1.2.4 Phase IV: Efforts to Dispense Remaining Funds (2009–2013) 

Recognizing that significant remaining funds needed to be disbursed to community members for 

whom they were intended, neighborhood activists and Community Development Commission 

(CDC) members worked with NHCD to adjust the program around 2009. Reviewing the changes 

that were made between 2009 and 2011 (as summarized in Table 5.1), I infer two key guiding 

principles by the NHCD decision-makers156: 1) expand eligibility (both in terms of the number of 

                                                           
154 My review of the contract documents on file with NHCD supports this claim. 
 
155 This is a finding from the interviews. Several households particularly talked about being afraid that 
what happened to Mr. Anderson might happen to them.  

Interestingly, NHCD staff and leaders of the Holly Good Neighbor working group frequently 
blamed the rampant concern about the lien in the neighborhood on gossip promulgated by a 
neighborhood activist, Alfonso Espudo, who was the third homeowner to receive a full reconstruction 
between 2006 and 2007. None of the households who decided against the lien mentioned his experience 
as a deterrent. One of the homeowners interviews suggested that Mr. Espudo had succeeded in 
negotiating a 7-year forgivable loan for his household (his father owned the property at the time), but the 
Robles family suspected that Mr. Espudo had the same kind of contract they did. 

  
156 The NHCD decision-makers were influenced by recommendations of the Community Development 
Commission (CDC). At CDC meetings, neighborhood activists also generally voiced their 
recommendations.  



 

299 
 

households eligible and the type and amount of repairs available) in order to dispense more 

funds, and 2) adjust guidelines to reach those families who were affected most directly by the 

operation of the Holly Street Power Plant while also working to minimize further gentrification 

pressure.  

During this period of reform, there were six program alterations that expanded 

eligibility for home repairs, consistent with the goal of disbursing remaining funds. Three of 

these changes were made in 2009, and three more from 2010–2011:  

1. Allow households that had previously received assistance to apply for additional support 
based on current program guidelines (i.e., if a household only used $3,000 of repairs 
before, they could be eligible for up to $22,000 in a forgivable loan) (2009). 

2. Expand income eligibility from 80% of Median Family Income (MFI) as is typical of other 
affordable housing programs funded through HUD to 100% MFI (2009).157  

3. Extend the western program boundaries one additional block to Chicon Street (2009).158 
4. Provide households with the option of a grant of $10,000 before requiring a forgivable 

loan with a lien (2010, this grant amount was increased to $15,000 in 2011).  
5. Expand the amount available for a forgivable loan up to $30,000 and then up to $50,000 

with eligibility for major structural repairs. 
6. Waive requirement of home owner insurance for properties receiving a grant under 

$15,000.  
 

These changes helped remove some key concerns and outright barriers to eligibility that 

had been a problem for some homeowners who had been interested in the program but did not 

sign up.  

There were three changes in this period that were more directly related to efforts to 

reach families that had lived in the neighborhood while the power plant was operational, and to 

mitigate (or at least avoid contributing to) gentrification pressure:  

1. Establish that the applicant or an immediate family member owned the home by 2000 
(the power plant stopped generating electricity in 2007). 

                                                           
157 This change was likely based on the awareness that while the Holly Good Neighbor Program is still 
intended to benefit low-income families, it is meant primarily to support families who had lived in the 
neighborhood while the power plant was operational, who may earn more than 80% of the Area Median 
Family Income (MFI).  
 
158 Interestingly, the program boundary still had not been extended north to Cesar Chavez Street, so a few 
families who live on Cesar Chavez Street within blocks of the Holly Street Power Plant and its primary 
access road were not included in the program.  
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2. In cases in which a homeowner who takes advantage of the forgivable loan dies, allow 
heirs to assume the terms of the loan without being subject to qualifying income 
limitations, as long as the property remains in the name of the family of the deceased, a 
primary beneficiary/family member is recorded as title holder, and the property is not 
leased for income or used for business purposes. 

3. Limit repairs to homes in cases in which the improvement value of the home is less than 
$150,000, so as not to further contribute to rising property values and taxes in the area.  
 

Many of these changes occurred based on feedback from community members 

gathered by CDC commissioners through extensive community outreach efforts in addition to 

monthly CDC meetings. The CDC established a Holly Working Group (HWG) in February of 

2011159 to focus on how to better reach residents and educate them about the program as well 

as how to either restructure the program or reallocate the funds within it.160 NHCD provided 

updated reports and maps identifying the eligibility of homeowners in the area based on TCAD 

and deed record research in order to target outreach via mail and in person visits.161 The HWG 

conducted extensive door-to-door outreach and community meetings in the neighborhood in an 

effort to dispel misinformation, convey the opportunities of the program through more trusting 

relationships, and identify areas in which changes could be made to improve the program. 

Based on this feedback and their experience as community leaders, they recommended the 

changes that were adopted by NHCD and investigated areas of concern or confusion. For 

instance, they conducted a review of the process through which contractors were selected and 

coordinated by NHCD to ensure high-quality work. One of their recommendations was that the 

Austin Housing Finance Corporation (AHFC) Construction Coordinator oversees the full process, 

from the initial development of site specifications through the final inspection of work 

completed in which the homeowner signs off on the repairs when they are satisfactory.  

                                                           
159 http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=166501  
 
160 This group included Ruby Roa, Susana Almanza, Johnny Limon, and Myron Smith. 
 
161 The NHCD Client Services team pulled almost 600 TCAD property tax records to verify ownership, 
property value, and other program requirements. Program staff also researched public records to verify 
ownership or title transfer on some properties. This database was used for targeted outreach for a June 
2011 community meeting. 

http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=166501
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Unfortunately, the efforts of the Holly Working Group to dispel misinformation and 

cultivate trust was made much more difficult by the disruptive actions taken by some long-time 

neighborhood activists with the groups El Concilio and East Town Lake Citizens Neighborhood 

Association. Originally, the HWG commissioners tried to partner with these neighborhood 

activists in their outreach efforts, including door-to-door outreach. However, these activists 

continued to caution homeowners against taking advantage of the forgivable loan program, 

promulgating fear that the City might be trying to take away their land. They also showed up at 

meetings hosted by the commissioners and NHCD staff and behaved in a disruptive fashion. It 

was difficult to create trust between homeowners and the HGN program administrators in those 

conditions.  

Even with these barriers, pursuant to the efforts of these commissioners in partnership 

with NHCD, there was an increase in participation in the program. From 2010 to 2012, 30 

households received support. However, the loan program was still unpopular. In 2012, all of the 

10 households who used the program stopped at the grant limit of $15,000. In 2013, the CDC 

further recommended that the HGNP extend its service boundary from Chicon Street to IH-35 

and from Willow Street to Cesar Chavez Street, but these changes have not been implemented.  

5.1.3 HGNP Program History: Summary and Reflections 

Given the significant funds available, the Holly Good Neighbor Program was well-positioned to 

significantly advance environmental justice in a neighborhood where low-income, Hispanic 

homeowners had been burdened by a power plant in the past, and were currently experiencing 

environmental gentrification pressures. From 2003 to 2012, more than 150 homeowners 

received support through the program. With up to $50,000 to invest per home under a 

forgivable loan program, HGNP had the potential to holistically transform houses into healthy, 

safe, resource-efficient, and affordable home environments. The $15,000 grant program could 

make significant improvements to the living conditions of a greater number of homeowners. 

Although many homeowners were selling their homes and moving away and others who had 

experienced the negative effects of the power plant most directly had passed away, there were 

still many eligible homeowners in the neighborhood with homes in need of repair. Despite the 

need and the available support, the resources remain underutilized and the time of this writing. 
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The program review history suggests that one contributing factor in the underutilization 

of HGNP funds is a reactionary design process characterized by a persistent lack of trust among 

the administrators of the program, neighborhood activists, and potential clients. In phase one, 

there was a breach of trust between the City of Austin and neighborhood activists who started 

documenting evidence of harm imposed by the power plant on their neighborhood and 

threatened the municipal utility with lawsuits. In response, the public utility provided funding 

for programs that would directly mitigate some of the harms named, as other initiatives to 

enhance other quality of life in the neighborhood.. In the second phase of the program (2003-

2006) the program moved to NHCD, lost touch with its direct purpose related to providing relief 

from environmental burdens, and appears to have gone through an identity crisis. Repairs were 

not directly tied to harm experienced, and homeowners did not understand what was eligible, 

why some people were getting more significant repairs than others, or why they could only 

choose a single repair. There did not seem to be any overarching purpose to the program other 

than to disburse a little bit of money to as many people in the neighborhood area as possible.  In 

the third period (2006-2009), the program’s identity crisis continued as NHCD adjusted its 

policies in a newer environment of rapid reinvestment and gentrification pressure. The changes 

were haphazardly and records about changes made are generally unclear. In a fourth phase 

beginning in 2009 and best characterized by the leadership of the Holly Working Group of the 

CDC established in 2011, program leaders made strides in restoring transparency, 

accountability, and communication for the program. However, significant tension remains in 

negotiations about the program, and confusion and apprehension persist in the neighborhood.  

In absence of a guiding vision and clear priorities grounded in the social, ecological, and 

technological realities of the Holly Neighborhood, program leaders made decisions based largely 

on institutional habits and reactive political impulses. When the HGNP was at Austin Energy, it 

was run like other weatherization programs. When it was at NHCD, it shifted to a health and 

safety program and took the shape of other home repair and home ownership program. From 

time to time, leaders reacted to political conflicts that arose. Looking back at Figure 5.1, if the 

orange line at the bottom were to represent the program’s grounding in the social and 

ecological concerns of the neighborhood and trusting relationships with its clients, the different 
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phases can be understood based on their relative proximity to this baseline of connection to the 

social and ecological realities of the neighborhood.  
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5.2 SECTION 2: HGNP PERFORMANCE OUTCOMES 
As in the evaluation of the GO Repair Program, clients who received services through the Holly 

Good Neighbor Program (HGNP) between 2003 and 2012 were asked questions about the 

impacts of the home repairs on their life through interviews in the Holly Good Neighbor Voices 

Project (HGNVP). Homeowners in these interviews were asked to comment about the impacts 

with regard to: 1) health and safety, 2) level of comfort in inviting people over to the home, and 

3) changes in their energy and water bills. Additionally, because this program was specifically 

designed as an environmental justice program, homeowners were also asked whether the 

repairs adequately compensated them for the problems they experienced from the power plant 

while it was in operation. Furthermore, they were asked whether the repairs influenced their 

ability or desire to stay in the neighborhood, both during the period in which the plant was in 

operation and after the closure of the power plant as the neighborhood became more attractive 

to outside investment.  

As was the case in the GO Repair Program evaluation, the homeowners interviewed 

often had a difficult time remembering which repairs were completed and when. Several 

households also received services from other home repair programs and were confused about 

which organizations did work under which program. At the start of the interviews with HGNVP, 

we asked homeowners to tell us which other programs had supported them with work repairs 

and what kind of work they received from these groups. To the extent possible, we did 

background research on the specific repairs completed on each home and used this to help jog 

the memories of homeowners being interviewed.162 It was sometimes difficult to differentiate 

between the experiences of the homeowners with regard to the HGNP and other home repair 

programs.  

These caveats aside, the interviews generated the results about impacts summarized in 

Table 5.2 and reviewed with supporting quotes from homeowners. To summarize, most 

homeowners interviewed reported that the repairs improved the comfort, health, and safety of 

their home. Some reported that the home repairs increased their self-esteem and social health. 

                                                           
162 I was not able to do this for all homes, but in many cases program staff at NHCD were able to provide 
me with the homeowners’ home repair files that provided a record of all repair work completed.  
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A few of the households noted that the repairs helped save them money, e.g., by reducing their 

utility bills. For a few households, the significant structural repairs performed by HGN had a 

catalytic effect in that they restored the home to a level such that the household could make 

smaller repairs on their own that further improved the quality of their lives. Overall, the 

majority of those interviewed said that they felt the repairs they received made up for the 

burdens they experienced under the operation of the power plant. Many indicated that the 

home repairs they received have become particularly important in the context of rising property 

taxes and gentrification. Some said that the improvements helped them feel like they were 

more part of the change instead of being left behind by it.  

Table 5.2. Positive Impacts of HGNP For Homeowners Interviewed 

Area of improvement 
(Grouped by closely related categories)  

Total 
(17) 

1 Increased Comfort, Health, and Safety  13 

2 Increased Pride 7 

3 Increased Affordability  3 

4 Increased Capacity  2 

5 Adequate Compensation for Burdens From Power Plant 14 

6 Relief From Gentrification Pressure 4 

Note: Homeowners interviewed included those who received services between 2003 and 
2012. 

 

5.2.1 Improved Comfort, Health, and Safety 

Thirteen of the seventeen homeowners interviewed indicated that the home repairs had 

improved their health, comfort, and safety at home. Of the four who did not report 

improvements, one only received exterior painting and was dissatisfied with the work 

completed, another received plumbing improvement and exterior painting but had not 

previously been aware of problems before the HGNP came to his home, another was not living 

in the home at the time of the roof repairs, and one had not experienced any significant health, 

safety, or comfort issues prior to home repair.  

Of the thirteen homeowners who experienced improvements in health, safety, and 

comfort, the Rivera household experienced the most profound improvements thanks primarily 
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to the roof repair. A more complete story of the Rivera household will be presented as a 

revealing case in the next section, Section 3: Performance Dynamics, but the health impacts are 

worth noting here. Mary Rivera is an elderly woman who purchased her home in 1954 with her 

husband, who passed away recently. Her adult daughter, Ginger, and her son continue to reside 

with her. Mrs. Rivera shared what it was like in her home before the repairs:  

The leak in my bedroom was awful. I was afraid. It was really cold in here, too. I 

kept getting sick. I was sick all the time. I had so many sinus infections. My 

throat was always sore. 

During the interview, Ginger said that the roof leak went on for nearly two years, with 

recurring sinus infections at least every four months. Ginger said that the regular visits to the 

doctor and prescriptions for antibiotics represented a significant financial burden for the family. 

Thankfully, when Ginger connected with the HGNP, they were able to fix the roof and remove 

the molded and rotted building materials with the grant program. Thankfully, the program 

guidelines had changed and did not require home owners’ insurance, which they did not have at 

the time. After the repairs, Mary’s health improved considerably. Mary and Ginger still wish that 

they had HVAC in their home to keep it more comfortable. Texas Gas removed their gas space 

heaters because they had a bad gas leak and now they report that they need to huddle around 

electric space heaters in the winter.  

Several of the households who reported improvements in comfort, health, and safety 

emphasized their increased capacity to manage comfortable conditions inside their home, both 

through a tightened building envelope and improvements in technological systems for heating 

and cooling. Although installation and repair of centralized HVAC systems were not generally 

eligible, the four who received this work through HGNP or other home repair programs greatly 

appreciated it.  

 Along with health, safety, and comfort, a few households indicated that the repairs gave 

them greater peace of mind. As Lino Mendoza indicated:  

The repairs made a whole lot of difference. We don’t have to be worrying about 

the foundation shifting back and forth. We don’t have to worry about repairing 

the plumbing.  

Although Mr. Mendoza wished that they could have done indoor repairs as well, having 

the program take care of these major problems was a tremendous stress relief at an important 

time. The repairs were completed in 2011, and his wife passed away in 2014. He, Barry 
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Anderson, and Chris Robles emphasized the importance of these repair programs in creating a 

comfortable environment where people could age in place and live out their years.  

5.2.2 Increased Pride 

Seven of the households spoke about the increased pride they experienced from the home 

repairs. As Ryan Torres noted, “You get your house painted and your self-esteem goes up, you 

feel better about yourself.” Mr. Torres’ comments reflect the concept that homes are often a 

reflection of self and that the physical environment significantly shapes mental well-being and 

self-expression. Similarly, Chris Robles also emphasized the self-esteem and social health 

aspects of his mother’s full home rebuild:  

My mom might beat around the bush, but self-esteem wise, it was just so much 

nicer to have people over to the house. So much nicer to be able to invite 

people over. When we were kids, it was embarrassing. We used to say, oh, if 

you’re going to use the restroom, you gotta do this to the door, hold the switch 

like that, flush the toilet like this … there was always an issue. It was a big relief.  

While having a home environment in which one is comfortable inviting others over is 

always valuable, at least four homeowners noted that home repair in the context of 

gentrification is especially impactful. They suggested it can be demoralizing to see all of the 

improvements in new neighbors’ homes when you can’t afford to make changes yourself. 

5.2.3 Financial Relief 

It is important to note that only four of the seventeen homeowners interviewed reported 

experiencing any reduced household expenses as a result of the work completed with the 

HGNP. Unfortunately, in each of these four cases the improvements experienced are unlikely to 

be replicated by the current program. The Robles said that they experienced cost savings after 

their drafty old home was torn down and a new one with an efficient HVAC system was 

constructed in its place. Two of the other homeowners (Ms. Salazar and Mr. Horton) attributed 

their cost savings to window replacement (both cases) and insulation (one of the cases). 

Unfortunately, weatherization and window replacement services are no longer on the list of 

eligible repairs through the HGNP.163 Finally, the Rivera household experienced reductions in 

                                                           
163 Ms. Salazar reported that her original motivation in getting support from the Holly Good Neighbor 
Program was to reduce her high energy bills, especially in the summer. She also thought her windows 
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their medical bills after Mary’s sinus infections stopped, but they report that they still have a 

nearly $200/month water bill at the end of the home repair process. It is not entirely clear 

whether this problem existed before the home repairs or not. However, the experiences of 

another Holly Good Neighbor client, Randolf Lozano, suggest that water conservation and utility 

bill reduction is a low priority for the HGNP.  

When Mr. Lozano approached HGNP in 2010, he had a leaking roof and faced exorbitant 

water bills, around $400/month. HGNP fixed his roof and referred him to MOWAM. MOWAM 

could not find a water leak and called in Austin Water Utility (Austin Water) to check if the 

meter was broken. Austin Water found that the meter was fine. MOWAM made some other 

repairs with GO Repair funding and referred Lozano to Austin Energy (AE). AE provided 

weatherization services. After working with four different City of Austin programs, the 

exorbitant water leak remained. Later, volunteers from the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors 

Initiative (HNHN) connected with the Lozano through MOWAM and privately hired a plumber to 

do a full inspection. The inspection revealed a sub-foundation water leak. HNHN volunteers 

worked with Lozano and another advocate to take this information to the HGNP and reapply. By 

April 2013, the leak was addressed by HGNP.164  

5.2.4 Increased Capacity 

Although homeowners were not specifically asked about whether home repairs boosted their 

own capacity to achieve desired performance in their homes, a few homeowners talked about 

how they were inspired to take on home repairs on their own after the significant work was 

done by the city. Mr. Anderson said that after his mother had her home rebuilt, he went ahead 

and added new wooden floors, storm doors, and other amenities. Mrs. Padilla’s family 

consistently worked to improve the home before and after repairs and she said that the city 

repairs helped them continue to stay up with their own repairs. Additionally, Mrs. Romero 

                                                           
were unsafe and might fall out and injure her kids. Originally, in the 1990s, the program was focused on 
window replacement and weatherization for reducing energy use and noise pollution. She immediately 
noticed an increase in the coolness of the home after the insulation and windows. Mr. Horton said that he 
had his windows replaced when this foundation was fixed in 2005, which he believes has helped him keep 
all of his utility bills under $200/month. 
164 Mr. Lozano was not interviewed as part of the HGNP. I interviewed him separately in the course of 
preliminary home audits for HNHN during the co-initiation phases of the pilot projects.  
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talked about how important it was to have a home repair program in place that allows people to 

have major work done that makes it easier for them to stay on top of regular home 

maintenance. However, she did not experience this benefit as a result of the exterior painting 

done on her home.  

5.2.5 Compensation for Burdens from the Power Plant 

The Holly Good Neighbor Program was initially set up as an effort by Austin Energy to be a good 

neighbor to those who were burdened by the Holly Street Power Plant. Initially it was designed 

to directly mitigate the environmental burdens imposed by the plant, by creating noise and 

pollution barriers. Four homeowners reported that the repairs their received in the early phase 

(1993-2003) mitigated noise pollution in their homes, but only two of these had been 

significantly burdened by the noise to begin with. Only one homeowner had been involved in 

protesting the power plant, and he was hesitant to accept support from the program because it 

felt like a bribe.165 When directly asked, fourteen of the seventeen homeowners interviewed 

suggested that they felt the repairs made up for the burdens imposed on them. However, this 

unanimity belies the variety of perspectives about the degree of harm they experienced from 

the power plant, their expectations of the City, and the magnitude of benefits they received 

from the HGNP. Some homeowners living close to the plant had trouble sleeping because of the 

noise, while others further away said they were too busy raising kids to notice – it just became 

part of the ambient noise. One household living near the plant originally welcomed the power 

                                                           
165 This homeowner, Dartanian Royce, was concerned that in signing up he might forego his right to seek 
compensation if one day it were proven that the plant caused him to develop health problems: 

You know, I still have the feeling that I’m taking a bribe, and it makes me uncomfortable. I 
haven’t read the small print, and I don’t know if by accepting help if I’m signing away any right to 
hold the City accountable if I end up with damages to my person later on. It was really flagrant, 
what they did. It was scary. You’d go out into the middle of the street, and boom, we’d have to 
run. It was a weird time. Smoke everywhere. The firemen had masks, but we didn’t, the children 
didn’t. We were treated like dogs. That went on, what 20 years?  

Royce’s perspective is important in considering the HGNP as an environmental justice program. The 
holistic definition of environmental justice employed in this research includes recognition as justice. 
Recognition involves empathetic concern for another. Restoration of justice, then, requires not just a 
relief of an environmental burden, but also respect for others and a recognition of harm done to others. 
However, this action by the City did not occur to Mr. Royce as an act of care or respect. It occurred as a 
bribe and a way to avoid acknowledging harm done. It did nothing to restore his trust in the City and his 
lingering concerns gave him pause about signing up for the repair program.  
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plant in 1960 as a form of progress, but by the 1970s realized that it was dangerous. One 

homeowner felt personally compensated by the HGNP, but did not believe the program could 

ever make up for the harm her mother experienced before she died of cancer. Four of the 

seventeen households interviewed indicated that they did not remember feeling burdened by 

the power plant.  

5.2.6 Relief from Gentrification Pressure 

Of the seventeen homeowners interviewed, one (Barry Anderson) indicated that his experiences 

with the HGNP made it more difficult for him to stay in the neighborhood, and only four made 

statements that suggested the repairs they received directly reduced household burdens related 

to gentrification. One of the households, the Riveras, indicated that without the repairs, they 

would have likely needed to sell their home and move somewhere else because the conditions 

were getting so bad. Mr. Torres said that the home repairs increased the attractiveness of his 

home, which made him much more comfortable socially in a rapidly changing neighborhood. 

The stories of the Anderson, Rivera, and Torres households will be explored in greater depth as 

revealing case studies in the next section, Performance Dynamics. The other two households 

who experienced gentrification relief indicated that they were determined to live out their lives 

in their homes and that the repairs helped them improve living conditions in their family 

homestead while living with constrained resources. 

5.2.7 Review of Performance Outcomes 

In summary, this section of Chapter 5 on Performance Outcomes highlights the strengths and 

weaknesses of the HGNP in improving comfort, health, safety, and pride for households, as well 

as in providing financial relief and expanded household adaptive management capacity. The 

results suggest that while the HGNP has provided benefits, it has the potential to further expand 

environmental justice.  

One significant opportunity for expanded environmental justice performance is to 

address the HGNP’s low performance with regard to reducing utility bills and relief from 

gentrification pressure. The lack of impact on household expenses can be somewhat easily 

explained by the fact that the program does not establish a central goal to reduce household 

expenses, and repairs most typically associated with reduction of energy bills are not even 
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eligible expenses. Weatherization, HVAC improvements, and window replacements are 

ineligible. Solar has been eligible, but no one in all of the years of the program has taken 

advantage of this option and it does not appear to have been promoted. If a primary goal of the 

HGNP had been to reduce household expenses, one of the key parts of the assessment process 

would be to consider the water, energy, and health expenses that could be improved through 

the home repair program. However, no interviewee indicated that any such assessment or 

conversation occurred. Moreover, two households had water bills that exceeded $200/month, 

but in neither case did the HGNP help the homeowner pinpoint the source of the leak. In the 

one case in which the homeowner experienced significant health improvements, this was an 

incidental benefit of roof repair, not a goal intentionally designed into the intervention. If a 

primary goal of the HGNP had been to reduce household expenses in and of themselves, or as 

way to reduce economic displacement pressure, the program would have been designed 

differently. Because energy and water savings and health improvement goals were not an 

explicit part of NHCD’s GO Repair program design, the interviews with homeowners did not 

explicitly ask homeowners to share their home management strategies in this area either.  

It is helpful to remember that gentrification pressure is not limited to economic 

displacement pressure. The performance outcomes reported show that households experienced 

social pressures related to patterns of neighborhood change associated with gentrification as 

well. The experience of gentrification can leave existing residents feeling insufficient in 

comparison to newcomers and the results show that home repair can increase a sense of pride. 

The performance outcomes reported in this section only scratch the surface of the lived 

experience of the dynamics of social, ecological, and technological change occurring in the 

neighborhood and the way home repair interfaces with these changes. This will be explored in 

greater depth in the next section, Performance Dynamics.  

Although the HGNP may have underperformed in some outcome areas, it is still 

important to acknowledge that performance results were observed in three areas generally 

important for environmental justice: 

 Substantive improvements in living conditions with regard to health, safety, comfort, 
and reduced resource use, 

 Increased pride related to recognition as justice, and  
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 Increased capacity of households to meet their home performance objectives.  
 

Although these areas are reviewed discretely as separate outcomes in this section, in 

the lived experience of households, these areas can be integrated in ways that support the 

overall resilience of the home environment, itself a complex, co-evolving social, ecological, and 

technological system. This kind of integration is best revealed through narratives of lived 

experiences by homeowners. The next section, Section 3: Performance Dynamics, offers three 

such homeowner case studies and some further discussion about homeowners’ lived experience 

of home and neighborhood change that are important for contextualizing the challenges of 

environmental justice and gentrification in the Holly Neighborhood.  
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5.3 SECTION 3: HGNP PERFORMANCE DYNAMICS 
The previous section, “Performance Outcomes,” presented a summary of environmental justice 

performance outcomes reported by homeowners who received services through the Holly Good 

Neighbor Program (HGNP). This section delves more deeply into the nuances of the lived 

experiences of homeowners in their dynamic neighborhood and with the home repair programs 

received. It provides insight into questions that have been relatively unexplored for the HGNP so 

far, such as: 

 What does gentrification pressure mean in the context of the HGNP? Is this a key 

concern of homeowners being served? How important is it to clients served to stay in 

their homes – their houses and their neighborhood? Do they want to take advantage of 

the mobility and wealth creation afforded by their ownership of a valuable piece of real 

estate (perhaps to support their retirement), or do they want to continue living in the 

same place?  

 What might household and neighborhood resilience mean for households in the 

neighborhood? How do the discrete improvements in environmental justice 

performance described in Program Outcomes combine and interact in ways that 

advance the resilience of complex, co-evolving, social, ecological, and technological 

systems comprising our home environments?  

The in-depth interviews afforded the opportunity to delve more deeply into the lived 

experiences of homeowners engaging in their houses, their neighborhoods, and with the HGNP 

itself. All of the homeowners interviewed were selected because they had historic ties to the 

neighborhood, some going back generations even before the Holly Street Power Plant was 

constructed in 1960. They and their families have witnessed significant changes in this dynamic 

neighborhood over time. Given this history, are they more vested in the neighborhood and 

more interested in taking advantage of their family’s investment decisions? Or are they more 

apt to sell their homes and move out? Having observed their neighborhood through many 

decades if not generations, what perspectives might they offer about neighborhood resilience 

and the potential of home repair programs to contribute to enhanced environmental justice? 

The interview results indicate that these homeowners are, indeed, vested in their 

neighborhoods and also have varied of perspectives about neighborhood resilience and the 

potential of home repair programs.  

5.3.1 Motivation to Maintain Homestead  

As was true of the homeowners served by the GO Repair Program, the overwhelming majority 

of those served by the Holly Good Neighbor Program wanted to keep their houses as their 
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homestead. As Table 5.3 shows, most were motivated to stay because of strong social support 

networks as well as conveniences and amenities available in the neighborhood. Most of them 

talked about the treasured memories they have of their home and neighborhood as well. Yet, 

fifteen of the seventeen were concerned about being able to continue making ends meet with 

the rising costs of living.  

Table 5.3. Homeowner Motivation to Maintain Homes as Homesteads 

Indicators of homeowner motivation to maintain homes as homesteads Total (17) 

Homeowners committed to keeping their homes as homesteads 15 

Homeowners who described and value supportive relationships with neighbors  15 

Homeowners who described and value convenience and amenities of 
neighborhood  

5 

Homeowners who are concerned about ability to pay increasing property taxes  15 

 

Beyond the results summarized in Table 5.3, it is important to discuss the special value 

interviewees placed on making it possible for elderly neighbors to age in place. It is also 

important to discuss the few examples of homeowners who were not committed to continue 

living in their homes. 

5.3.1.1 Aging in Place 

As Table 5.3 summarized, most of the homeowners want to keep their homes as homesteads. 

Many mentioned that they want to live out the rest of their lives in their homes. Mrs. Robles 

said that even though many of her friends had left or passed on, it was important for her to stay:  

There are other things that keep me here, like Cristo Rey. We’ve got the river 

right here, we can go walking. I know the neighbors, we help one another. We 

share rides to church, when one doesn’t have a way or one is sick. I have lots of 

memories here, I went to school here, and family comes back to visit.” 

Her son also emphasized the importance of ownership and the familiarity of routine, noting that 

when she went to the grocery story, she was going to her H.E.B., where “she talks to employees, 

everybody; she enjoys being recognized, having friends.” The Robles, Mr. Anderson, and Mr. 

Moreno all personally experienced how the home repair program helped loved ones age well in 

place. They and others such as Mr. Diaz observed a need to help older homeowners who could 

not keep up with the repairs themselves, whether because of decreased ability or fixed income 

in the face of rapidly rising costs of living (especially property taxes). John Moreno said that he 
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has noticed homes falling into disrepair and concluded, “I’m pretty sure there are some people 

who don’t know how to do any of the home repairs, some who can’t do nothing at all.”  

In addition to making sure that the elderly could age in place, a case was also made for 

them to be able to continue living there so as to allow their grandchildren to continue in school. 

Mrs. Romero serves as a volunteer on the Martin Middle School PTA where she has seen how 

hard it has been for families to afford living in the neighborhood. Some children are able to go to 

that school only because they can walk home to their grandparents’ places after school. She 

explained that middle class families can no longer afford to buy a new home in the area – the 

only way they might be able to live here is if they inherit a home from a relative that is already 

owned outright. As a grandmother herself, she has played that role for her grandchildren.  

5.3.1.2 Reluctance to Maintain Homestead 

There were only two homeowners who were not committed to maintaining their homes as 

homesteads: Mr. Anderson and Mr. Diaz. Mr. Anderson wanted to maintain his homestead but 

he did not see it as a realistic financial option. His case will be reviewed as an individual case 

later in this section. Mr. Diaz currently rents out his home, and he and his siblings are trying to 

decide whether to return the property to being a family homestead. Mr. Diaz likes the idea of 

moving back to his home in the city, he said, mostly “because of my health issues, and because 

it’s getting hard for me to drive 15 miles a day just to go eat somewhere.” The fact that his 

“buddies” from growing up were still around was both positive and negative – he liked the idea 

of seeing them, but he also said that he did not want them to know where he lived. He went to 

college and has been successful financially, and he has seen this affect the dynamics of his 

friendships:  

You know, people always come to me for advice, which I don’t mind, but then 

they’re going to ask you for money, and as you get older. But the bad thing 

about lending money out to friends, you never see them again. So you lose the 

friend, and you lose the money, that’s fine, but … do I really want to go back to 

the ‘hood? 

Mr. Diaz’s reflections highlight some of the complexity around social dynamics of 

change that sometimes get lost in discussions about gentrification. Mr. Diaz’s statements reveal 

that he has a clear choice about where to live. He has residential mobility. He indicated that he 
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walked in two worlds through high school, noting that he would “hang with the nerds, but also 

the bad kids.” He went to Texas A&M for college and launched a successful career. Given his 

mobility, he freely left “the ‘hood” and has the option of returning to it now, in this period of 

reinvestment. The network of friendships he still has in the neighborhood are not necessarily 

ones that he finds to be personally supportive.  

On the other hand, fifteen of the other sixteen homeowners interviewed all indicated 

that the strong support of family and friends living in the neighborhood was a motivator for 

them to continue residing in their homes. The convenient location, access to amenities, and 

familiarity of their home were commonly mentioned reasons for wanting to stay in their homes, 

even as their neighborhood was changing. Most homeowners interviewed thought that home 

repair programs had the potential to reduce gentrification pressure and support the well-being 

of their neighborhood, even though only four homeowners (Rivera, Torres, Mendoza, Flores) 

thought that the home repairs they received directly reduced the gentrification pressure they 

experienced personally. Many saw home repair support as a good way to protect family 

homesteads and preserve the integrity of the neighborhood’s housing stock, social fabric, and 

support network in neighborhoods experiencing change.  

5.3.2 The Role of Home Repair In Neighborhood Preservation 

By the very nature of the neighborhood being an older neighborhood with older housing stock 

(with some homes dating back as far as the early 1900s) with historically high levels of 

homeownership, homeowners recognized that home repair could preserve the neighborhoods’ 

key assets, including housing stock and social and cultural capital.  

With regard to housing stock’s physical and nautral capital, Mr. Morales emphasized the 

importance of repairing these homes because they were really built to last:  

I don’t know where I’d be without this house. Why would I want a replacement? 

That would fall apart on me. This one is well built — very good wood. These 

homes were built to last. My daughter, she bought a new house 15 years ago, 

and it’s been nothing but repair after repair. But look at this house. It’s still in 

great condition.  

Mr. Morales’s statement suggests that the restoration of housing stock may advance 

sustainability, since restoring something built to last is a way to conserve and extend 
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resources.166 However, another interviewee, Dolly Encino, questioned the prudence of investing 

in home repair in a neighborhood with redevelopment pressure:  

I think it’s great to help elderly, especially those who’ve lived here 20+ years ... 

But down the road, what do you do with the fixed up homes? Will people just 

tear them down? How do you deal with that? If you just tear it down, what a 

waste.  

Ms. Encino did not specify what she meant by “waste,” but she did address an 

interesting problem regarding strategic use of limited economic and natural capital in a 

neighborhood with a thriving real estate market and a propensity for tearing homes down to 

build new ones.  

5.3.2.1 The Role of Home Repair in the Context of Changing Neighborhood Fabric 

While the idea of aging in place may conjure an image of an elderly person situated in a well-

settled (if not static) environment, what does it mean in the context of a rapidly changing 

neighborhood? Several homeowners expressed some remorse that so many people they had 

known growing up have left the neighborhood, including Jean Robles and her grown son, Chris. 

When they were asked their thoughts about changes happening in the neighborhood, they 

shared the following: 

Jean: “I am sad, because we all really knew each other, it was a very close neighborhood 

and that’s changing.”  

Chris: “To be honest, I’ve always been a little bit envious of this neighborhood. In my 

neighborhood, I’ve been there 16 years, and I barely know my neighbors. I’ll wave and 

say hi, but there’s not really a response. Luckily, my mom still has some core neighbors 

over here. The Lopezes across the street – Polo and his wife right over here. You know, 

they’re always exchanging, they’ll barbecue and they bring a plate over here, and vice 

versa. You know, that’s a neighborhood. But you know, eventually, slowly, people leave. 

The neighbors, Polo, they’ve already said that they are probably going to be moving. 

And we said oh, no, that’s one less person my mom gets to mingle with. She lives here 

at home alone, she’s alone here, but we know that the neighbors are always checking in 

on each other, but the day they leave, well, that’s one more gone.”  

                                                           
166His argument is consistent with those of preservationists who argue that renovating historic homes is 
important from a sustainability perspective (Preservation Green Lab, 2011) 
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When asked about whether the new people were less social and friendly than the 

previous neighbors, they responded:  

Jean: “The thing is, I don’t know who they are. We just say ‘Hi’ and ‘bye.’ 

Chris: “Main obstacle is that these new neighbors are younger people who don’t speak 

Spanish. The Cottinghams are real good people. They are good folks, we know their kids 

names and all of that, but they don’t speak Spanish, it’s not the same.”  

Jean: “It’s a big difference. I like all my neighbors. They’re nice, and they look nice, but 

we don’t have things in common.”  

In the face of these changes, the Robles thought even if home repair programs could not 

reverse the tide of change, it still helped people like their mom stay in their homes and protect 

the neighborhood’s special culture.  

Mrs. Romero brought up an interesting dynamic related to re-investment and home 

repair, In her situation, her limited income makes it difficult to keep up with repairs, the 

renovations being completed by wealthier investors and neighbors make her home stick out 

more while also driving property taxes up, which in turn make her desire to fix her home even 

greater while making available resources to invest even smaller. While she appreciated the 

improvements happening overall, they still posed a challenge to affordability. While she saw the 

potential for home repair programs to provide relief, she had been unimpressed by the work 

she received through HGNP and did not trust the program. 

5.3.3 Revealing Cases 

Before moving into the next section that addresses how homeowners thought the HGNP could 

be improved, it is helpful to consider individual case studies that help reveal the potential and 

constraints of the HGNP in advancing environmental justice through the lived experience of 

three homeowners. In their similarities and differences, these three cases offer helpful insights 

about the specific potential of the HGNP and the general potential of low-income home repair 

programs to advance environmental justice performance. While the homeowners’ experiences 

are significantly different from one another, each of these homeowners represent the ideal 

target for a home repair program designed to advance environmental justice in the Holly 

Neighborhood. Each of these homeowners has connections to their home preceding 1960, so 

they and their family members experienced the full life of the power plant in their 
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neighborhood. At the time of the interview, they all lived in their homes as homesteads and 

wanted to continue living there.  

5.3.3.1 Barry Anderson  

Barry Anderson’s story is an important case to review for a number of reasons. First, since he 

grew up in the neighborhood and later raised his family in a home across the street from the 

power plant, he experienced the burden of the power plant more than most. Second, as a 

socially connected neighbor who had some negative experiences with the Holly Good Neighbor 

Program, understanding his experience helps shed light on why there have been low application 

rates for the HGNP among Holly neighbors. Third, as a white man with family roots in the 

neighborhood going back to the 1930s, he has a broad historical perspective on neighborhood 

change that offers interesting insights about neighborhood resilience. 

5.3.3.1.1 Story of Home 

Barry Anderson is a third-generation resident of the neighborhood and a retired painter by 

trade. He is a white man who has appreciated the diversity of his neighborhood. The property in 

which he was living at the time of the interview was first purchased by his grandparents in the 

1930s when they moved to Austin from Winters, Texas. The original home on the lot was built in 

1915. His grandfather died in 1946, and his grandmother in 1958. Mr. Anderson’s father 

inherited the home, and his family moved there from Leander, Texas, when he was about 10 

years old. They moved to the neighborhood just before the power plant opened. Later he fell in 

love with a neighborhood girl and they married in 1970. Her family lived a block from the power 

plant, and they moved in with them, raised their family there, and took care of her parents as 

they aged. His mother-in-law passed away in 1989 and he purchased the house at that time. His 

wife died of cancer in 2002, after 32 years of marriage. Mr. Anderson continued to live in the 

home until his mother’s health declined. He sold his home in 2008 to move in with his mother 

and care for her. After she died, he acquired the home. Faced with escalating property taxes and 

limited financial resources, he decided to sell the home and move somewhere more affordable. 

The details of his experience reveal interesting dimensions of the complex, co-evolving social, 

ecological, and technological systems of home environments.  
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Mr. Anderson took a long view of history and patterns of change. His telling of 

neighborhood history stretched back to American Indians who must have lived here first. Then, 

he spoke of the German and Swedish farmers who cut some of the bottomland forest area along 

the river to take advantage of fertile soil to grow food that helped support the new city 

settlement. When his grandparents moved here, it was still mostly a white neighborhood, even 

though it was not a wealthy one. He also recalled how segregated it was:  

I remember when I was a kid, my favorite thing was going to see movies at the 

Ritz Theatre. Remember how it was a nickel, and then it went up to a dime, and 

you could go in and get a cup of orange juice and a bag of popcorn for a nickel 

and a nickel – a dime? But you know what I remember about those times, too, 

and I was so very young … Me and my sister would ride the bus downtown, and 

we didn’t know that back then, and this is the honest truth and you can verify, 

but they made the black people go to the back of the bus, and at this theatre 

they made them go to the balcony. Can you believe that? And the bathrooms 

were segregated too.  

I’m ashamed to say that I grew up in that period. We got blamed for a lot of 

that, you know, and they wonder why black people have an attitude?  

Despite this segregation, Mr. Anderson shared fond memories of his childhood in the 

neighborhood and recalled how he had a mix of friends that included whites and Mexican-

Americans. However diverse the neighborhood was ethnically and culturally, Mr. Anderson said 

that everyone was “really poor.” He said that he did not think that anyone had told them about 

the power plant coming into the neighborhood, and even if they had been concerned, he did 

not think anyone would have felt capable of opposing it: 

[Y]ou see, back in those days, people were so poor, you just didn’t complain. 

You see, because … you were lucky back then to just have a job, a steady job 

where you could earn enough money to bring food home and pay your bills. You 

see, and you didn’t complain.  

Mr. Anderson also recalled major demographic changes happening around the same time:  

What I remember, until about the 1960s, there used to be a lot of white folks 

living down here. I remember, because they all kind of took flight. Times were 

changing. John Kennedy was elected then, you know. Over by Chavez and 

Pleasant Valley? All of those were Anglo businesses back then. There was a 

fellow, Mr. Becker, he ran a drive-in movie theater at night. And the Gilberts, 
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and there was a white guy over here, and the Nicholsons, the Wallaces, there 

was a guy on the corner who was a white man who died. But like I said, they all 

took flight and moved because, you know, John Kennedy, he was bringing jobs, 

Democrats were bringing in jobs, and they moved to greener grass in the 

suburbs. They moved out of this area to their locales. White flight. And then 

there were the poorer Hispanics moving in and the poorer white people.  

Beyond having little power to resist the change, for years no one was concerned about 

the negative impacts associated with the power plant. As Ms. Salazar noted, it had been 

presented and received as a good thing for the neighborhood – expansion of electricity that 

everyone in the city would be able to use. It also brought in jobs, which Mr. Anderson’s family 

benefited from. He recalled being interested as a child in how the installation of the power plant 

was reshaping the landscape:  

There was a creek that ran down from Metz Park, going down along there. That 

went by the wayside, it got bulldozed under. But check this out, my uncle, from 

Taylor, he was on a road crew for years, and he built that peninsula [that helped 

channel cooling water for the power plant on the east side of the power plant]. 

He excavated the site, and came over here and, how old was I? 12? Uncle Bud, 

he was my favorite uncle. He built that thing. And there were a lot of people 

who did work on that plant.  

When the plant was built, no one anticipated any of the problems to come:  

Yeah, and they didn’t tell us that we’d have to put up with all of the noise 

pollution, the traffic, fires and such, According to them, though, there was never 

any danger. But you know how that goes. How do I know that my wife didn’t die 

of lung cancer from being by the plant? Because we were surrounded by those 

high-voltage wires. We can’t prove that EMF caused it, and they can’t disprove 

it. It’s just one of those situations. And one day maybe they can do that. They’ve 

had cases up north, where the cattle for a dairy farm, they quit producing milk 

on a regular basis because they had the EMFs from high-voltage wires coming 

on to their property. How do you know? How do you measure? Someday they’ll 

be able to do that. Not now, we’ll go to our grave not knowing a thing about it. 

But, you know, in God’s eyes, he’ll take care of everything. 

Although there were some potential impacts like cancer that could not be proven, other 

problems with the day-to-day operation of the plant had more immediate impacts:  

Eventually, people really started complaining about the noise, and the pollution 

and everything. I’ll tell you what, those people [working at the Holly Street 
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Power Plant], when they were working, they’d get on the intercom, and you 

hear them all over the whole neighborhood, you’d hear them belching, and 

being real loud – they got a kick out of it. If you were standing out by your house 

and they decided to blow the stack, well, oh! You would jump out of your skin. 

And they’d had some fires, too. Shoot, they were there for so many years, you 

know. And the neighborhood down here didn’t deserve this. This is something 

they’d never have put down on the other side of town, where the wealthy 

people are. Everything that pollutes or you know, makes noise in any form or 

fashion, they’ll put over with poor folks. And you’re supposed to take it, give in.  

Mr. Anderson’s summary reflects the increases in accidents documented in the 1980s 

and the 1990s. In addition to the burdens of the power plant in terms of pollution of the 

environment, his account also suggests that the relationship between the plant and the 

neighborhood was not always respectful. Additionally, the power plant was not the only locally 

burdensome infrastructure installed by his home – there was also a sewer lift station adjacent to 

his home that was a problem:  

Back when we lived there, there was the super sewer, they built that back in the 

late 1960s. Supposedly it’s huge and it goes under the lake, and they vented 

that sucker right there, and in the summer time, when the winds blow to the 

south, it will stink you out.  

Living as close to the power plant as he did, he also experienced more direct impacts 

than others. He was particularly concerned about the way that the power plant may have 

affected the quality of the vegetables he and his neighbors produced. Because they enjoyed 

such fertile, sandy loam soil, Mr. Anderson said that he and his neighbors did a lot of gardening. 

It was something he learned from his father and it was a strong part of the neighborhood 

culture:  

There was [my garden], and then the Baileys, they always had a garden, 

something growing all the time. Me and my wife, we planted shrubbery, trees, 

and plants that would bloom throughout the year, to get it feeling good. … I had 

a 50-by-50 garden over there. It was big. My wife’s grandfather, he used to get a 

plow and mules and till it up there. … I love a garden. I just love fresh vegetables 

and stuff. And whether or not any of that glowed in the dark, I have no idea. I 

don’t know, they had soot raining down on everything when they’d blow the 

boiler stacks and everything, to keep them cleaned out.  
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Although he wondered about whether or not the vegetables he and his family 

consumed were toxic, Mr. Anderson clearly valued the practice of gardening in the 

neighborhood. His account resonates with some other households interviewed. For instance, 

Mr. Steiner and his sister who lived just north of the peninsula mentioned by Mr. Anderson 

recalled how before the 1960s, their mother maintained a highly productive garden with some 

livestock, including a cow by the name of Suzie Baby. Ms. Salazar remembered that when she 

was growing up her neighbors around Second and Tillery Streets had an acre farm that allowed 

them to be self-sufficient while also selling produce to other neighbors. Mr. Anderson explained 

that gardening and farming were part of the culture of this East Austin area and part of what 

made the neighborhood special to him:  

Over in Govalle, and over on Tillery and all that, oh man, they have gardens over 

there. Springdale Road and all. ... They have gardens all over. They always have 

had. They’ve got farms over there. You just can’t beat a fresh cherry tomato off 

the vine. Just go and eat and just get filled. But most of the pesticide I would use 

was that 7 dust. Because you know, I didn’t like to use liquids that would soak 

into the vine, and the fruit and everything. And those corn worms and stuff, 

well, I’d just feed those to the fish. My wife worked with a lot of ladies over 

there [when she worked for the Agricultural Extension Office as a nutritionist]. I 

like to grow a little of everything – kale, mustard greens, turnip greens, and 

turnips. … Radishes, squash, yellow squash. 

Although Mr. Anderson still did a bit of gardening and planted a number of fruit trees in 

his backyard, he was not up to doing as much as he used to do. He and others noted that home-

based farms became increasingly less common after the 1960s, especially with the expansion of 

grocery stores and the automobile. There were many other changes Mr. Anderson observed as 

well as he talked about his home. Near the doorway, he had an antique, wooden, foot-powered 

sewing machine table serving as an entry desk, harkening to a time when home sewing was as 

common as home gardens. Sitting in the new home that was built by the Holly Good Neighbor 

Program on the site where the original home was built in 1915, he recalled how technology had 

changed with regard to home design more generally: 

This original house had a 10-foot ceiling, they were built with higher ceilings, to 

get the heat up higher in the summer time. We used to have a swamp cooler 

here. In the window here. Back in the old days, you didn’t have air conditioners. 
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It sounds like I was born back in the 1800s, but no, not really. Back when I grew 

up here, you couldn’t afford things. You couldn’t afford to paint your house, you 

couldn’t afford to fix anything, you could hardly buy a lawnmower. It’s such a 

different world today.  

As he commented on the older ways of maintaining a home environment, Mr. Anderson 

also expressed his appreciation for the comfort afforded by newer technologies. While the 1915 

home was designed in a way to provide as much comfort as possible in a hot climate without 

electricity or air conditioning, by 2006 when he and his mother were considering home repairs 

through the HGNP it was no longer a high-performing system. Mr. Anderson described it as “an 

old, damp, house, [that was] kind of rotting out,” partly because “it wasn’t well-maintained, 

because we never had the assets to take care of it.” In the winter he and his mother would 

huddle around space heaters. She loved the central air conditioning system in the short time she 

got to live with it in the new house, and he certainly enjoyed the comfort of it himself. 

Mr. Anderson also enjoyed some of the improvements that were coming with 

reinvestment in the neighborhood, although he was concerned for himself and others about its 

decreasing affordability. In his long view of history he was very interested in patterns of change:  

And isn’t it odd how it’s all repeating itself? Now it’s the richer white folks 

moving in, displacing the Hispanics and poor whites. It’s funny how that works. 

But it is life. This side of 35 used to be the forbidden zone, you know what I’m 

talking about, I was raised right here. And wow, they’d look down at you then. 

But look, North, South, and West – they’ve built just about as far as they could 

go.  

In Mr. Anderson’s story of his neighborhood, change was a constant and he was 

interested in the way the story has unfolded. He recalled a history shaped by blatant racism 

followed by white flight and disinvestment. Now, the desire to develop new territory has 

brought investment back to the area. Mr. Anderson, a fan of John Wayne and movies of the 

American West related the new investment in East Austin to “manifest destiny,” and expansion 

into a new area with “discovered” treasures:  

This is the last frontier, that’s why they’re moving in here. They’re buying up 

everything closer to town, and closer to UT. It’s so attractive for so many 

reasons. You’ve got the trail, you’ve got the lake, you know … Softball fields … 

sandy loam, you can grow anything real well here, too. 
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Mr. Anderson seemed sardonically amused that the asset-rich neighborhood he had 

always loved but others had scorned was now the most attractive place for development. He 

and his family had been growing food in their yards for generations, and suddenly this ecological 

capacity was attractive to wealthy people. Unfortunately, the discovery of his neighborhood by 

new investors impinged on his ability to live out his years in the house and neighborhood he’s 

always called home:  

I’m trying to move. The reason is, my taxes are over $5,000 per year. It’s 

ridiculous. They froze it when I turned 65, so it’s $3,500, but you know, if you 

figure you’re paying that and in three years’ time, you’re paying over $10,000, 

and you’re on fixed income. If I made more, it wouldn’t be such a problem. 

Money’s not a problem if you’ve got plenty of it. But if you don’t … If you’re 

struggling, it’s awful hard. 

In the past, he and his neighbors never had many resources but they were able to work together 

beyond cultural and language barriers, making use of their differences to get by. As a white man 

who had grown up largely as a minority in the neighborhood, he joyfully described the many 

supportive relationships he had with neighbors of diverse racial, cultural, and vocational 

backgrounds. People had been around a long time and learned how to use their unique 

strengths to support one another. Moving was not a decision he considered lightly, but it 

appeared to be a practical reality:  

What will bother me the most is that no one will know me where I’m going. I 

don’t like that part. People know me around here, and you know, I feel at home. 

But you know, I have to say, if they didn’t get so greedy up there. … They vote 

for everything that comes down the pipe, to you know, tax you out of your 

pockets.  

With the For Sale sign in his front yard, Mr. Anderson anticipated moving soon to 

somewhere with lower property taxes, probably Kyle, Cedar Creek, or Manor. Unfortunately, 

although Mr. Anderson saw that the home repairs from the HGNP had benefitted his neighbor, 

Ruby, in his own experience, if anything, the HGNP made it more difficult for him to continue 

residing in his home. Despite being one of the households who was most affected by the power 

plant, he paid money into the fund rather than receiving support. In large part because Mr. 

Anderson was so well connected in the neighborhood and had a reputation as a positive, 

generous neighbor, his poor experiences with the HGNP significantly influenced other 
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neighbors’ perceptions of the program. Four of the other households interviewed directly 

mentioned his experience when talking about their own. As such, his story of home repair is 

especially important to consider.  

5.3.3.1.2 Story of Home Repair 

Mr. Anderson began his story of home repairs with the Holly Good Neighbor Program in 2006, 

while he was still living in his own home located on the block adjacent to the power plant after 

his wife’s death in 2002. He recounted the confusing and unresponsive manner in which he was 

introduced to the program at that time:  

They’d come around, asking – I can’t remember, but they’d authorized people 

to come by to ask us if we wanted repairs. … I can’t think of her name right now 

– her mother was a politician, Dawna Duke? She came and told us there was 

money for repairs in this area. I said I didn’t need anything, really. I’d done it 

myself. I’d put in a corrugated tin roof, and it was okay. But anyway, I told them 

I didn’t need anything. She said, “Well, you know, we’ve got money to spend.” 

And I said, well, I really don’t need anything, but maybe I could take a new roof. 

She said they could do composition shingles, and I said no, I don’t want that. A 

metal roof would be good. But at that point she said they couldn’t do metal 

roofs. So, I said okay, so there’s nothing you can help me with. She said, “Surely 

there’s something – do you need a carport or something?” I said, well, they 

want to give me a single carport there, but if I get one, I need a double. 

Mr. Anderson expressed frustration that while the program representative insisted that there 

was money to spend, the program was not actually responsive to his needs or desires for his 

home. They were focused at the time on giving only one repair from a limited set of options and 

were not willing to adjust to household preferences. Although Mr. Anderson passed on the 

repairs himself, he recommended them to his mother who lived in a home two blocks away. His 

continued story reflects the way in which the terms and conditions were changed on him and 

his mother in what he recalls felt like the middle of the process: 

Yes, well, they came around here [Mother’s house on Garden], and the old 1915 

house was really pretty dilapidated, you know. Mom didn’t even go upstairs, it 

wasn’t in very good shape. She toughed out a few years here, but in ‘06, they 

asked us if they could maybe tear down the house. They took pictures, and they 

said they’d tear it down, and build this new house for free for my mother. That’s 

what they said. All for free. … So, they had a Hispanic guy come around who 

worked for the City, and said, “Well, it’s about time to get started.” So at that 
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point we decided to move out and move everything into storage. About a 

month later, the city wanted us to come and meet with them, you know, and 

they told us at that time that they had to renege on the promise that they 

made. And I’d already let some woman come in here and she was wondering, 

“Could I take some of the wood from here – you know that longleaf pine? 

They reneged on the deal that they were going to give it to Mom for free. But 

then, they set it up so that as long as she was living here she wouldn’t have to 

pay anything. But of course my mother at the time was 82. You know, or 83. So 

we knew she wouldn’t last very long. … So when we met with the City to sign, 

they said that “here’s the deal” and put it on the chalkboard. And I said, “Well, 

what’s the deal about what you said before, about how you were going to give 

this house to my mother for nothing? You know, as a neighborhood program.” 

And they said, well, we can’t do that anymore, because you know – and Mike 

Martinez was involved with this, helped pass the law that turned this around – 

there’d been some people they’d built houses for. And they’d tell those people 

they had to stay there for 2 years, at least. Well, they’d stay for 2 years, but then 

they decided they wanted to sell the place, make some money, and leave. Well, 

the program got sore about it. And the City got sore about it, and you know, so 

well, at that point, I can’t hardly blame them. So anyway, they went to council 

member Martinez and some of the others, and they decided to vote to change 

that rule, I think in 2007. It was either sign the papers and let this project go 

forward, or leave the house as a wreck – the house was already torn up. So 

anyway, Mom moved in here in 2007, and the house was basically done in 2006. 

Then I sold my place and moved in here in 2008. She had developed leukemia. 

She had a lot of issues with her heart, getting feeble. She passed away in the 

hospital at 84 in 2008. She had about a year here before she passed away. … 

It’s not that we’re not grateful. It’s just the fact that when someone gives you 

their word, they should keep it, you know? I never got anything from the City of 

Austin. I was going to get the carport deal and the roof, but I didn’t get any 

support from them. Ever. They promised my mother that they would give her 

the house free if she lived here for 30 years. But, I still have the receipt, and it 

was at least $116,000 I had to pay. You want to see it? I will never see that 

money again. We got punished because of other people’s actions. The City got 

all of the money back and then some. They got more money back than they put 

in.”  

Mr. Anderson’s account suggests that he got caught in the middle of the policy debates 

and subsequent changes happening with regard to sustainable, affordable housing strategies for 

a changing landscape of rapid real estate reinvestment in central Austin. The policy was being 

designed to respond to those political changes, without concern for designing according to 
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client needs. His experiences perfectly paralleled that of the Robles family.167 While Mr. 

Anderson understood the impulse of the City to change a policy that could allow people to 

                                                           
167 This experience perfectly paralleled that of the Robles family at the same time, as Chris 

Robles explained:  

The way it was set up at the time [in 2004] was that you got to choose one job. 

At the time, my mom’s house had a really bad foundation, so I always heard 

that when you’re going to work on a house, you’ve got to start with the 

foundation. The house needed a lot of work, but that was probably the biggest 

need. Even though you can’t see that improvement from the street, it’s the 

biggest need. We realized we could do it ourselves from there. But the 

contractor and the City said no way, that’s too expensive. So, Mr. Castillo said, 

okay, so we can’t do the foundation, but we’ll do the electric. I looked at him 

and said, “No, there’s no point in that. If this is to help people, we need a 

foundation. This is what we need.” Then he said, “Well, we can do your 

plumbing.” Again, I said, that’s not what we really need. It’s like, you’re asking 

us what you can help us with, and that’s how you can help. 

After several people coming by at different times, and the director of the 

program came by, and he said, “Okay, Mrs. Robles, we’re going to replace your 

home.” At that time they told her they were going to demolish the home, put 

up a new home, at no cost to her. As long as you lived here, you have nothing to 

pay back. It sounded too good to be true. We shook hands on that. And they 

told us it’s too late for this year, we don’t have enough funds left. But as soon as 

we get funds, probably next year, this is going to happen. 

It was two years before they came back. Then they said, okay, can we come 

over to sign the paper work. It still sounded too good to be true. Anyway, we 

finally sat down to look at the contract, and that’s where they told us that the 

terms had changed. I think that was in 2006, when the negotiation started. We 

found out about the change at the signing of the contract, in the boardroom, 

with the big chairs and table. We had no idea before that. I think that was their 

goal, to give us no choice about it. “What’s this?” I asked. “Oh yeah,” they said, 

“The amount that it’s going to cost to do this is $97,000. There’s a note on the 

home, won’t be due until you sell the home or it changes hands. If you sell 

them, then they’re due. And at that time, there will also be a 25% equity 

payment to buy the city out.” It was a 30-year note with no payment due, and 

interest free. Should mom die, they’d take it out of the estate. 
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receive support and immediately sell their home for personal profit, he did not appreciate how 

the City suddenly changed the terms of their spoken agreements with him when it was 

ostensibly too late for him to back out. Instead of the grant program he was promised, he found 

himself with seemingly no option but to support his mother in signing a 30-year mortgage on 

the home with a 0% interest rate that would ultimately need to be paid back entirely. If it were 

sold prior to the 30 year period, the Andersons would also need to pay 25% of the equity earned 

beyond the reconstruction cost. Mr. Anderson helped his mother go forward with the mortgage. 

When her health plummeted in the year she moved into the new house, Mr. Anderson sold his 

own home and moved in with her to help care for her. Within a year and a half after she moved 

in, she passed away. To be able to stay in his home, Mr. Anderson had to pay the City of Austin 

the cost of the reconstruction ($83,760), plus 25% equity, which represented a sum just under 

$116K. He was able to pay this because he had recently sold his home on Holly Street, but this 

was not his original plan or budget. By the time of the interview, he realized he could not afford 

to stay in this home in the future and chose to sell it.  

                                                           

I was like, NO, that’s not what you told us, that’s not what we agreed to. They 

said, “The terms changed.” I said “I can’t allow Mom to sign this!” They gave me 

3 days to make our minds up.  

I met with an attorney, and he said if that’s what they’re offering you, you’ve 

got to work with that. A handshake deal was all you had.  

So, we, my brothers and sisters and I, talked (4 of them) and went ahead and signed. It was clear 

Mom needed the help and wanted to stay here, and we’d figure the rest out later. We were 

going back and forth with the city, but I did get them to agree that as long as a family member 

lived in the home, we wouldn’t have to pay it all back. Originally they wanted to require payment 

at the time of her death, when the house changed hands. They only thing I got them to change 

was that if a family member moved in afterwards who qualified, that they could continue to go 

on. But still, it wasn’t forgivable. Still at the end of the 30 years, they wanted the $97K and 25% 

equity. It wasn’t forgivable. And it was so frustrating, because in the lobby of the office, over on 

11th street, they had fliers about the program advertising the smaller repairs, and those were up 

to $15,000 of forgivable loans. The stuff in the lobby said it was forgivable after so many years. 

But that’s not how this one worked. I tried to convince them to knock off the 25% equity bit. 

They said no. They basically just said, “Take it or leave it.” But we all agreed as a family, let’s let 

mom enjoy her home. We’ll deal with it later. 
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5.3.3.1.3 Review of Stories of Home and Home Repair 

Mr. Anderson’s story of home repair is challenging from an environmental justice perspective. 

He was one of the households most burdened by the program, but he did not receive any direct 

relief from it where he lived. His mother had her home rebuilt, but he had to pay for it, and the 

City of Austin even earned money from that transaction. Ultimately, he could not afford to 

continue living in the neighborhood where he grew up and raised his family because the 

property taxes were rising so significantly, in part as a response to the environmental burden of 

the power plant being lifted. While the design of this program would be appropriate for a long-

term affordable housing strategy in an area with increasing real estate investment potential, it 

does not seem to be appropriate for a program intended to advance environmental justice in 

this community context. Even in an environment in which limited funding was not a design 

constraint, the program design does not appear to have been tailored to the needs or 

preferences of the community members being directly served by the program (or who were 

most directly affected by the power plant. Like Mr. Anderson, Mr. Robles also grew up close to 

the power plant and he supported his mother in entering the same loan contract for home 

reconstruction. He noted that it did not make sense to require full repayment plus 25% equity in 

the case of the primary homeowners passing away, if the goal of the HGNP was to offer relief to 

the people who suffered most from the operation of the power plant. He observed that many of 

these long-time residents were starting to die, and families were moving out. If you wanted to 

reach those affected by the power plant, he reasoned, it did not make sense to require clients to 

pay back the City for work completed so that future generations could benefit. The accounts of 

Mr. Anderson and Mr. Robles in particular suggest that around 2006 to 2007, the HGNP leaders 

had been caught up in political debates and reactionary political maneuvering. Mr. Anderson 

and others were left with a sense of not being recognized, heard, or valued, and even outright 

betrayal.168 

                                                           
168 While Mr. Anderson had interpreted the events as being caught at the wrong time in the 
middle of a changing program, Mr. Robles took the abrupt change in the reconstruction policy 
from a grant to a full reconstruction more personally. He questioned its merits and suggested it 
had more to do with politics than the people being served:  

“A few years ago — 4 or 5 — Mike Martinez came to Metz Rec[reation Center] to speak 

about the program, at the time, they were still saying it was a good program, even with 



 

331 
 

Three aspects of the Robles’ and Andersons’ experiences with loan contracts established 

in 2006 are important to note here. First, because these neighbors were trusted, well-respected, 

and well-connected, their negative experiences fueled the misgivings of other neighbors about 

the program. Second, by 2011, changes had been made to the program to protect these 

problems from happening (e.g., the reconstruction program was eliminated along with the 

shared equity provision, the loans became forgivable after a certain time period, and ultimately 

the forgivable loans could be assumed by an heir in the event of a homeowner’s death. Third, 

even though program policies were redesigned to address some of the problems they 

experienced, the greater issue appears to be the way in which the decisions had been made, 

both with regard to the process and the quality of the personal interactions. The way the City 

engaged with these trusted community members eroded the minimal trust had been recovered 

by the good will gesture of the HGNP. This example provided evidence of pre-existing fears 

about the City or a bank trying to take their land through deceitful practices. It helps explain 

some of the roots of the lack of popularity of the $50,000 forgivable loan program, which on its 

surface looks like a phenomenal opportunity.  

5.3.3.2 Mary and Ginger Rivera 

The Rivera household is another important case for three key reasons. First, like the Anderson 

family, the Riveras have lived in the neighborhood since before the power plant was built and 

                                                           
the equity requirement. Compare this to a loan you would get at a bank. Where else can 

you get a 0% loan? He wouldn’t take certain questions, and the meeting was cut short. I 

walked out of there thinking, this is not what they started the program with. It was 

shortly after they built this house. I guess I still had some hope that they could make 

what happened here right.  

I felt betrayed by Martinez, after I really felt listened to by Bobby [Council Member 

Martinez’s aide]. I really felt that they were interested and were looking to do anything 

they could to be able to help us. I really felt understood. But that was just shortly before 

this meeting I’d gone to with Mike Martinez. But, it seemed like Mike had led the 

changes that were underway. It’s not like I had secrets I was exposing to Bobby, but I 

told him everything that was going on. And then Martinez was the one leading the 

charge for these changes that were a burden for us. He was the one who said that the 

goal was to keep the program going, by making people pay it back.” 
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experienced its effects on neighborhood life. Today, they are a low-income household that is 

challenged by the increasing costs of living in the neighborhood. Given this history, not only do 

they represent the ideal target population for a home repair program intended to advance 

environmental justice in the Holly Neighborhood, they also have a perspective on a long period 

of neighborhood change. Second, the Riveras are the only household for whom the repairs they 

received actually made the difference between leaving and staying in the neighborhood. Third, 

even though the Rivera household’s experience with the HGNP represents the household with 

the highest performance resulting from HGNP support, they were still originally afraid of signing 

up for the forgivable loan program and continue to face an abnormally high water bill and 

unstable foundation. As such, their case reveals opportunities for program enhancement.  

5.3.3.2.1 Story of Home 

Mary Rivera, her grown daughter Ginger, and son all currently reside in their home on Holly 

Street. As Mary and Ginger shared the story of their home and family, it coincided with a story 

of their experience of the Holly Street Power Plant and other changes occurring in the social and 

technological systems shaping their home environment:  

Mary: We moved to this home in 1954, before the power plant was even built. It 

was the first home we owned. I was young – I married at 15, and my husband 

was 19. By the time I was 27 and we moved here, I had four children. It was 

really hard, to take care of them all. Before we lived here, we lived in the same 

place as my father in South Austin. We stayed in a back house. One day, my 

husband and I were driving along. There was a raffle, and we stopped, and I 

entered the contest. They were giving away a brand new washing machine – 

one of the first that they’d had at all. And I won! We sold it for $100, and that 

$100 went right into this house. My father gave us another $100. We found this 

house through the newspaper and were able to purchase it, for just $3300. We 

paid $38 per month for the house. It only had 2 bedrooms, and one bathroom. 

We had three girls and one boy. 

Ginger: Yes, the girls, we all slept in the same room. Our brother slept on the 

couch in the living room. We all shared one bathroom! All of us.  

This story provides important insights about the values and multi-scalar dynamics 

shaping the Riveras’ home environment. Around the time that white families were headed to 

suburban homes with modern appliances of convenience, Mary won a washing machine which 

she sold to help her purchase a home in a central urban neighborhood. She and her husband 
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worked hard and their resilient family of four made their home in a 2 bedroom house with one 

bathroom. As the city’s demand for electricity grew, the new power plant was built in their 

neighborhood. Ginger continued to talk about her early memories of the power plant as a child, 

as well as memories of growing up in a neighborhood where industrial land uses were permitted 

alongside residential and civic uses like schools:  

Yes, we moved here before the power plant was even built. When we moved 

here, the roads weren’t paved yet, either. It was all just gravel. I remember 

when they started building the power plant, though. They paved Holly Street, 

probably because of the plant, and I remember watching all of the big trucks 

going back and forth with my brother. They never told any of us about the 

power plant coming, and when it started coming up, we weren’t going to ask 

any questions. We just accepted it. I was a kid, and it was just part of my world. 

It was just normal – I felt okay, safe. But we were used to that sort of thing. I 

remember walking back from Alan Junior High School, and on our walk we’d 

pass the Abbatoir (the municipal slaughterhouse), and we could smell it as we 

walked past. It was just the way things were, and we weren’t supposed to 

complain. …. We were the underdogs then. 

At the same time that residential suburbs were developing with a strict separation of 

land uses, Ginger grew up in a neighborhood where industrial, residential and civic land uses 

were all combined. Accustomed to the form, function, and power relationships in that social, 

ecological, and technological system, she did not question the presence of a power plant or a 

slaughter house. Mary continued to explain that although they had not anticipated any 

problems with the power plant when it was being built, it did become scary having it on their 

street: 

“We didn’t question it originally. But it was awful. The plant made a loud noise, 

boom. It was awful at night, and during the day, too. It was a real ugly sound. I 

remember hearing these loud “BOOM”s, and running outside to see what was 

going on. I got one of those police radios, though, and I could find out what was 

happening really fast, and over the intercom. Neighbors knew that I would have 

the updates, and they would call me to find out what was going on. Especially 

the Robles, who lived right by the plant. I had that radio for years, and used it, 

until they took it off the air. There were fires, too.”  

Mary explained how she and her neighbors developed specialized social networks 

supported by radio technology to help them respond quickly in the case of accidents at the 
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power plant. She also explained that although she was known among her neighbors as someone 

who could help them figure out what was going on in the face of crisis, she was never involved 

with protests of the power plant and she was mostly happy with the social, ecological, and 

technological arrangements of her neighborhood:  

Mary: No, I never got involved. They did come to knock on my door at some 

point, but I had my house and I had my children. I was proud of my residence. 

And I was working as much as I could, too. I didn’t want to complain, and I was 

happy where I was, overall. I was close to the bus line, and the school, to a 

washateria, and the church. I was just learning to drive, and I was working. I 

worked for 20 years at the Winn Store. Yes, I worked there with Bertha, and 

Ophelia, and Barry Anderson, too. 

Ginger: That five-and-dime store was the hub, the center of activity. Everyone was 

there. I used to work there, too, and we all wore heels. We wore heels to work! We got 

dressed up! 

Although Mary and Ginger did not like being close to the power plant or the abattoir, 

they enjoyed being close to many convenient amenities and resources, as well as having a mix of 

transportation options (walking, bus, and car). In this mixed-use neighborhood, there were 

strong local businesses and a thriving, proud community. Ginger recalled that she left home 

when she was 18 in 1964 to start a family of her own in Montopolis, but she was happy to be 

back now in this walkable, convenient neighborhood. She moved back in 2011 to help care for 

her mother and adult brother with special needs after her father’s health declined and he went 

into a nursing home. He passed away shortly thereafter. She also helped support her adult 

brother who had some special needs.  

Unfortunately, by 2011, the home had fallen into a state of disrepair. Although they had 

heard about the HGNP before, Mr. Rivera had prided himself on his ability to make the repairs 

on his home and did not trust anyone else to work on his home. However, Ginger had observed 

a leak in the roof in her mother’s bedroom and knew that something had to change. Mary had 

been getting sick all of the time with recurrent sinus infections. As described in the previous 

section, the Riveras applied for the HGNP and received repairs to their roof, which eliminated 

the roof leak, mold and moisture, and recurring sinus infections. Furthermore, it made it 

possible for them to continue living in their home, which is a priority for them. Ginger explained:  
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The house was in really bad shape. It wasn’t healthy. If we hadn’t had this 

program, I would have recommended that we just sell the house and move 

somewhere else, Kyle or somewhere. We’re still in that position. Look at the 

floor … It’s totally uneven, it’s not safe. The house is too cold. It really needs 

work, but we can’t afford it on our own. We’ve been talking about it, all of us – 

maybe this is the time we should sell, and just start over somewhere else.  

Although the prospect of a new home in a suburb held some appeal, it was very 

important to the Riveras to continue living there:  

This house is our home, and it works. We have our friends nearby, we know the place, 

we have all of these memories. We’re close to the bus line, and restaurants, to church, 

and the park. To the Whitehorse, too [a neighborhood honkytonk where live conjunto169 

bands perform on Sundays, which Ginger likes to go to]. It would be scary for us to leave 

at this point. We’d have to start all over. At this age, you just don’t meet people the 

same way. My brother would have to quit his job at HEB, which really works for him 

well. He’s set in his ways, and it would be such a disruption for him, for all of us really. 

We want to stay here. And if we can get this foundation fixed, and then the other 

smaller repairs on top of that, we can keep living here. Otherwise, I think we’d really 

need to move and start over. This program makes the difference for us between having 

to leave our home, and being able to afford to stay.  

Ginger’s statement suggests that the resilience of her family depends significantly on 

the functionality of their current home environment. The location, form, and function of their 

home makes their lives work and a disruption to the home environment would particularly 

threaten the well-being of her mother and brother. Ginger continued to describe how much she 

enjoys living in the neighborhood today, even with all of the changes:  

Things are changing so much, and I think mostly it’s a good thing. East Austin’s 

the center now. The other week, I was driving around with my friend, we 

decided to go out to dinner. We were going to Azteca. On our way, over by 

Dianna’s Flower Shop on 7th, we noticed an antique shop. An antique shop! I 

walked in. I got chills, just looking around. I can’t believe it’s here. This, in East 

Austin. I told the woman who worked there that. She asked me if that was a 

good or bad thing. I told her it was a good thing, it’s different. We left there and 

drove around.  

                                                           
169 Conjunto music is a musical tradition born out of South Texas at the end of the 19th Century. It has 
Mexican and German influences.  
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As she shared her amazement about the prosperity and opportunity coming to East 

Austin, she continued her story of that evening with an account of loss. As they headed off to 

dinner, she and her friend discovered that three of their favorite local bars and restaurants were 

gone. They struggled to find parking and to maneuver around all of the bicyclists and pedi-cabs 

in the dark.  

Ginger’s account reflects a sense of wonder that the place where she grew up – a place 

that had a bad reputation, few amenities, and environmental burdens – has become a center of 

urban life with the kinds of shops she appears to have dreamed of having around. While she is 

excited by the improvements, her story also suggests that change is happening so fast that it can 

be overwhelming or even alienating, especially because many new establishments now cater to 

different, wealthier clientele. Still, there is enough of a mix of cultures and economic groups that 

her sense of home and belonging remains intact. Her story of home portrays a dynamic 

neighborhood that still has its. 

 As they looked to the future, Mary and Ginger hoped that the neighborhood would stay 

mostly as it is. Ginger liked that it was still a quiet, residential neighborhood, and Mary loved 

that Joe’s Mexican Bakery and El Milagro tortillara were still thriving local businesses. On her 

own street, she enjoyed hearing her neighbor play with his mariachi band and the convenience 

of the washateria at the end of the street. She hoped that more businesses would be allowed on 

Holly Street offering services for the neighborhood. They both hoped that the HGNP would 

provide them with the foundation repairs they need to restore the structural integrity of their 

home. 

5.3.3.2.2 Story of Home Repair 

The Rivera’s story of home clearly reveals that their ability to continue living in their home 

depended significantly on the support they received from the HGNP. The story also suggests 

that they have outstanding needs with their home that the HGNP could address through the 

forgivable loan program, because previously they used only the grant part of the program. A 

brief review of their story of home repair reveals some of the challenges with the program.  
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Ginger began the application process with the HGNP in November of 2011, following a 

letter they received in the mail earlier that year.170 The City filed an Initial Inspection Request on 

February 22, 2012, and a month later they completed a full inspection that found nearly $40,000 

of work including: 

 Full foundation repair, and post-foundation improvements to the plumbing 

 New front porch (and demo of old porch) 

 New electric 

 New roof (asphalt shingles)  

 Exterior painting 
 

The specifications also included a note to contact MOWAM and Urban League about a 

replacement hot water heater.  

This list of repairs is particularly interesting because even though Mary and Ginger 

clearly wanted these repairs, they had not gone forward with them at the time. The program file 

for the Rivera’s at NHCD included a June 26 email form Sheri Munguia to Randy Bishop 

indicating that “Applicant has decided that they don’t want a lien.” Accordingly, the scope of 

work was changed to be under $15,000, and the roof and the painting were the two priority 

improvements. When asked about why they stopped at $15,000, Mary and Ginger expressed 

concern about the lien and a problem with home insurance they had:  

Mary: Well, I was concerned about the lien. I had heard that they might try to 

take the house. It was confusing. Once I [learned about what happened to] 

Barry Anderson, I was really concerned. It sounded like the city took the 

property from them, and he had to get it back. But, I also heard about people 

who got lots of city funding with no strings attached. There was confusing 

information out there. So, I had some concerns about going above $15,000, but 

I’d heard good things about the repair work from other people.  

Geneva: Yes, I guess there was some concern, but the bigger obstacle had been 

that we didn’t have homeowner’s insurance. Partly, we couldn’t, because we 

had a big tree that was rubbing up against the house, and that might have 

contributed to the roof problem. We recently had the tree taken down, and I 

just got homeowners’ insurance.  

                                                           
170 This letter was part of the targeted outreach strategy initiated by the Holly Working Group of the 
Community Development Commission in 2011.”  
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At the time of the interview, the Riveras were just beginning the process of reapplying 

again. They had very positive experiences with the program when they worked with it in 2011.  

As they talked about additional repairs they hoped for, they also talked about the 

difficulty they have regulating temperature in their home and their hope for help reducing their 

utility bills. Previously they had used gas space heaters, but after a gas leak Texas Gas came in 

and removed them. They now use electric space heaters, but they do not like huddling around 

them. They indicated that their electric bill alone was $200 in the winter, and that their water 

bill was another $200. They hoped for a new HVAC system, help identifying a probable water 

leak, and support with their water heater. Mary also complained that although the City had 

provided them with a low-flow toilet, they now needed a new one because it was not accessible 

to her with her current physical disabilities and it was made with interchangeable parts. This 

suggests that the toilet intervention had not been designed with consideration of the 

households’ adaptive management needs over time. The account also underscored how much 

they desired an HVAC system to more consistently and efficiently regulate thermal comfort, yet 

that was not an eligible repair in the program. 

 

5.3.3.2.3 Review of Story of Home and Home Repair  

The story of the Rivera family reveals that low-income home renovation programs have the 

potential to advance environmental justice in a gentrifying neighborhood. The Rivera family 

represents the ideal target population for the Holly Good Neighbor Program. All of the 

household members were affected by the power plant while it was in operation, and all three of 

them are vulnerable to economic displacement in a context of escalating property taxes and 

costs of living. Mary is elderly, Ginger is retired, and Ginger’s special needs brother works at a 

low-wage job at the supermarket where he is comfortable. It is important to them that they 

continue living in the neighborhood and they hope to continue to be part of it, enjoying the 

Tejano culture they grew up with, as well as some of the new energy and amenities coming into 

their dynamic neighborhood. The repairs they received under the grant portion of the HGNP 

significantly improved health outcomes for Mary, which also translated into financial savings 

from averted doctors’ visits and prescriptions.  
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The story of the Riveras also emphasizes how connected they are in a web of trusting 

relationships in the neighborhood they have helped develop over more than fifty years. In the 

early days, they secured a radio to help inform their neighbors in the case of emergencies with 

the power plant. Having worked and lived with Barry Anderson for decades, they knew to trust 

him when he shared his experiences. When they heard his concerns about the HGNP, they 

listened and thought twice before going ahead with it. At the same time, they had heard very 

different positive experiences from other neighbors who were starting the program around the 

same time as their friends, the Mendoza family. After having had very positive experiences with 

the HGNP in the first round of repairs, their trust has expanded and they are no longer so 

concerned about the lien. They were in the process of going forward with the forgivable loan 

project because it was a way for them all to live more comfortably in their home in the future. 

Given Ginger’s positive experiences with the program and her social connections with others in 

the neighborhood, there is new potential for positive word of mouth advertising. The power of 

word of mouth advertising in this fourth phase of the Holly Good Neighbor Program 

characterized by reform and transparency is also reflected in the case of Ryan Torres. He and 

the Moreno family live across the street from one another and were both introduced to the 

program by another neighbor on their block who had mostly positive experiences with the 

program in 2011.  

5.3.3.3 Ryan Torres 

The story of Ryan Torres is helpful to review for three main reasons. First, even though he had a 

positive recommendation from his neighbor about signing up for the forgivable loan program 

and had substantial work on his home that would have benefited from this program, he chose to 

stop at the $15,000 grant. Second, having grown up and raised his children in this neighborhood, 

he has interesting perspectives on neighborhood change, particularly with regard to 

infrastructures that support individual, household, and neighborhood vitality and resilience. 

Third, his unique perspectives on neighborhood change introduce interesting possibilities for 

affordable housing interventions intended to support homeowners facing gentrification 

pressure.  



 

340 
 

5.3.3.3.1 Story of Home 

Mr. Torres is a Mexican American man with deep roots in the neighborhood. Born in East Austin 

on Ninth Street, his parents bought the home he now owns when he was six or seven, around 

1960. He went to school at Metz, near the power plant, but he never really noticed it. He moved 

away for college and came back after he graduated in 1979. He remembers that people were 

starting to organize against the power plant because they were concerned about noise and 

health problems. He said that he was still unsure about the extent of the problem. Although he 

was keenly aware of other neighborhood problems over the years, Mr. Torres said he loved his 

home and his neighborhood. He knew he could sell it and make money from it, but he wanted 

to stay:  

I have ties here. My son Jerry grew up here, and my mom grew up here, and my 

Tia? She lived down the street. My family visits. I was going to sell the house, 

and my son said “No, no! Don’t sell the house, it’s where we all grew up.” I told 

him if he didn’t visit, I’d sell the house [laughing]. He started coming more. 

[laughter] 

Mr. Torres’ comment on his consideration around selling his home reflects the new 

economic opportunities created by the increasing property values in the neighborhood. He had 

a sense early on that this change would happen as soon as he noticed the fiber-optic cable going 

in – as someone in the voice and data cabling business, he recognized that investors were 

anticipating a new demographic in the neighborhood. He is highly aware of changes happening, 

and he is committed to working with the changes instead of resisting them:  

Right now, we’re in transition. The whole neighborhood is in transition. I try to 

embrace it. Some people fight against it. … Of course, I think there’s a big 

difference between those who embrace it and those who don’t, and I think 

education has a lot to do with it. 

He has worked to become a person to help others with that education. Around 2000, he 

started education campaigns to help expand computer literacy in the neighborhood and 

schools:  

I started a website called Hispanic Connect, that’s how I got information out. As 

a matter of fact, I went down to the school, to Martin, and I was looking for kids 

who’d want to create on the Internet, and I started a club, the East Austin 

CyberSurfers. Because at the time, there were gang problems, and I said, “Oh, 
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we’ll show you! You’re not a gang; you’re a club. Tell them that you’re in a club, 

and that you’re a web designer. And see what the police say to that." 

Even back in 2000, Mr. Torres anticipated how computer technology and fiber-optic 

cable installation could shape his neighborhood environment in ways that could expand 

opportunity for existing residents or exclude them from progress. He had already seen how 

neighborhood schools where preparing students more for criminal careers and incarceration 

than Austin’s innovation economy. By creating a club where students could express themselves 

as web-designers, he could help build his communities ability to respond to change.  

Having witnessed the evolving strengths and weaknesses of his neighborhood over 

many decades, Mr. Torres was determined to break patterns that have held him and his 

community back, especially those related to addiction and incarceration. He had recently 

become a Smart Recovery Facilitator to help people move from addiction to vitality. He said that 

while the neighborhood looks cleaned up, the underlying lack of self-esteem are still there, 

challenging the ability of the neighborhood to hold together in the face of recent change. He 

explained:  

This word, “resilience.” I really like that. That really speaks to me. That’s who I 

am in this neighborhood. I am staying. This is my home. And in the face of this 

economic tsunami, I want people like me who want to stay here to really be 

able to benefit from it, for us to have a share.  

But you know, there are other things in the way. It’s not just economic it’s not 

just because this new person has a lot of money, and the person next door has 

none. For me, I’m fine with that. I know my neighbor down the street might 

have millions of dollars, and I’m broke. But I also know that he’s probably 

suffering from his own self-esteem issues, he might feel empty even though he’s 

got all of that. And me, I know who I am, and I’m comfortable with myself and I 

have a lot to share. We can be of support to each other.  

Like Mr. Anderson who celebrated the mutually supportive relationships with his 

diverse neighbors, Mr. Torres believed that neighbors in his increasingly diverse neighborhood 

could creatively share their talents and resources and create a home where all could prosper 

and belong. However, he recognized that does not just happen. It takes patterns and 

infrastructure that support courage and confidence:  
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So much of it comes down to self-esteem. I have high self-esteem – I practice a 

lot of esteemable actions. I go swimming in the morning, and my day is off to an 

amazing start. I am so grateful for my life. I surround myself with positive 

people. … With that, I’m able to go over and have a conversation with that guy, 

and not think, “Oh, he thinks he’s better than me, I’m not going to talk to him, 

he’s not worth my time.” I know he’s no better than me. I’m not going to just 

label him and dismiss him. I’ll start a conversation. But again, I can have that 

conversation, because I have self-esteem. And self-acceptance. There are so 

many people who don’t, but we don’t talk about that. We don’t talk about how 

we’re suffering, we don’t admit that there’s any problem, and we don’t talk 

about what we really want in life.  

Mr. Torres said he was determined to make more room in the neighborhood for those 

kinds of conversations. Out of that commitment to build bridges across difference, he said he 

has been stopping by at the new bars and businesses along Cesar Chavez as they have been 

under construction. He has three motivations. First, by profession, he installs voice and data 

cabling and he puts himself out there to get business. Second, by mustering the courage needed 

to encounter that difference, he expands his own self-esteem by showing that this is, and has 

been, his neighborhood. Confident that he is not being replaced, he can welcome people in. 

Third, if he can introduce people to what is great about his neighborhood, he can help them find 

ways to weave themselves into the neighborhood fabric instead of taking it over. In some cases, 

he imagines he can get their support in protecting the place he loves. Some new businesses 

have embraced the challenge of making many groups of people comfortable in their space and 

interfacing with the neighborhood, and others have been unresponsive to his efforts. Yet, he 

believes that if no one reaches out to these new people, the risk of losing the culture increases:  

The neighborhood feel is kind of indescribable. … A feeling where you can look 

and some of the styles are still there. You know, you’ll go to a jamaica at Our 

Lady of Guadalupe.171 I’d hate to see that go. Don’t want to see someone buy up 

that church and … what, build a Walmart there? [laughing]. I mean, with enough 

money they can do anything, and that’s prime property.  

                                                           
171 Our Lady of Guadalupe Church celebrates its Mexican American Catholic heritage with an annual 
festival, or jamaica. The name of the day-long, neighborhood celebration may take its name from the 
jamaica, a Mexican flower often made into a beverage or used to flavor food. 
http://www.olgaustin.org/documents/olg_jamaica_2014.pdf 
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While Mr. Torres recognized the possibility of development overtaking the sacred center 

of his neighborhood, he also imagined that if people experienced it for themselves, they, too, 

would work to protect it. The problem was they had yet to have that genuine encounter:  

There are people moving in who just don’t know that feel. They’ve never been 

to a jamaica, you see what I’m saying? They haven’t experienced it, that 

Hispanic, Catholic tradition. 

In Mr. Torres’ experience, when he introduces people to the culture of the 

neighborhood as it has been, people are interested. He hopes that it is possible to take more of 

the creative energy of younger people moving in and directing it in a way that benefits the 

people like him who want to stay but are vulnerable to the “economic tsunami.”  

Mr. Torres’ use of his home provides further examples of his intention to tap new 

energy and resources to adapt in the face of rapid change. When confronted by under-

employment and rising property taxes, he realized that he could use the prime location of his 

home and start renting out rooms. In doing so, not only did he create an income for himself, he 

also succeeded in creating a positive, substance-free environment for himself and others by 

selectively choosing his roommates and establishing clear agreements. Most of the people who 

have been renting his rooms are young, creative adults, but he has also housed veterans 

through placements by a social service agency. He has brought his tenants to community 

meetings and events to help them get to know the neighborhood. He has enjoyed their youthful 

energy and he thinks they have enjoyed a warm welcome and orientation to the community.  

Generally speaking, Mr. Torres strongly values the diversity of his neighborhood in many 

forms, but he wants to make sure that there is a level playing field. He expressed frustration that 

for years he had been under the impression that he would get in trouble if he allowed anything 

remotely commercial in his single family home, but now new people are coming in and suddenly 

they are encouraged to have artists’ studios, even an East Side Studio Tour. He and his 

neighbors used to rent out rooms informally for music festivals like South By Southwest (SXSW) 

to make ends meet, but he complained that the City now regulates these short term rentals and 

requires homeowners to pay a registration fee. He no longer thinks that it makes sense for 

neighbors to rent their homes out unless they are going to run the rentals as a business. He said 
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he would welcome a mix of commercial and residential uses in the neighborhood and more infill 

housing, as long as it was done in a way that benefitted everyone.  

To that end, Mr. Torres also said that if he could marshal the resources, he would fix up 

the small house in his backyard so that he could rent it and supplement his income. He was 

frustrated that Holly Good Neighbor Program funds were only available to fix primary 

structures, since he and other neighbors would benefit from using the funds to renovate or 

build secondary structures:  

What used to be my garage, now they’re calling it a secondary building, and the 

code has gone up. And there are a lot of second houses going up in the back. 

Young kids are moving in, that’s where they want to live. That’s not part of the 

[HGNP]. Just primary residence. I’m just saying, there’s not a program for that. 

But if you look behind this lady’s house, she’s got a little shack. Her sons and 

stuff they live there sometimes, because that’s the old way. But if she brought it 

to code, it would have to be a secondary building, which should happen because 

it’s a rat pit. But it would take a lot of money for her to do that. … It would 

benefit that person by having support to pay taxes. They’re going to go up. …. 

You see all of the developers coming in, there’s huge money to be made in East 

Austin. Yes, if you fix the house in the back, the taxes are going to double on 

you. But if you don’t fix the house in the back, you lose the income that you 

could have for renting. That’s an option for some people. 

For Mr. Torres, the value of the back rental house was a way to tap the flow of new 

resources coming into the neighborhood in a way to preserve what is already great about it. The 

HGNP helped him make his home more attractive, which in turn helped rent rooms to positive 

tenants. This helped him build a more integrated, resilient home — both with regard to his 

house and neighborhood. As he described the possibilities for economic relationships in his 

home and neighborhood, he imagined interactions that went beyond expanding material 

wealth. For him, these economic relationships could enhance human development, virtue, and 

the vitality of community life.172 Mr. Torres found that a healthy household and a neighborhood 

depend on healthy relationships and a strong sense of self. He suggested that community 

                                                           
172 At the root of the word “economics” is the Greek work oikos, or home. When Aristotle wrote about 
economics in the Politics, he defined it as the art of managing a household, which included managing 
relationships of human beings in the household, beyond simply managing resources moving through the 
household. While Aristotle focused on relationships between the householder (a man), his wife, children, 
and slaves, the idea of managing relationships for a virtuous home is worth considering (Barker, 1906). 
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programs designed to support self-esteem and self-acceptance are critical life support systems 

for neighborhoods, too — on the same level as programs designed to address fiber-optic 

cabling, crumbling sewer infrastructure, and physical building quality:  

So, you see, with these neighborhood changes, it’s not just about money. It’s 

not just about infrastructure or houses, and fixing those material problems. 

Those are important, but there’s more. There’s also this really human 

dimension, how we relate to ourselves and each other. Self-acceptance and self-

esteem — we need that foundation.  

For Mr. Torres, the foundation of a vital, thriving household and neighborhood is based 

on a human dimension of recognition, respect, and healthy relationships. He found that material 

conditions and interventions are important, but insufficient for realization of a resilient 

neighborhood. His story of home repair reflects his belief that home repair interventions can be 

an important strategy for advancing that larger vision of community vitality.  

5.3.3.3.2 Story of Home Repair 

Mr. Torres first heard about the HGNP from his neighbor who had used the program and had 

helped their neighbor across the street work through the program. He was mostly just 

interested in getting his home painted. When the HGNP came in May of 2011 to do the 

inspection, he learned that they could do much more work on the home. They identified needs 

for plumbing, electrical, exterior painting, and foundation repair, but he ended up passing up 

the foundation work:  

I didn’t have the foundation done.… I wanted to get some other work done but I 

was at the limit for them not to force me to — they would have given me more 

money if I promised to stay longer, for 7 years I think. But I didn’t want a lien on 

the house, or to be stuck with any expectations that I’d pay it back if I left. I just 

said, that’s fine, $15,000 is fine. Even though I didn’t leave, and I am not going 

anywhere, I was uncomfortable with [going above that]. It was an emotional 

thing, not logical. [laughing] It just didn’t feel right. Whereas, I think [my 

neighbor] went over the limit, and he was encouraging me, but I thought, “Oh, I 

don’t know.” I just felt that y’all were doing enough as it was, I didn’t want to go 

overboard. $15,000 was pretty much enough for what I needed. To upgrade the 

electric and some of the plumbing. 

Mr. Torres was afraid of getting in over his head with a debt, even though he 

understood on a rational level that it was a good deal. Considering that he’d only thought he 
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could get painting originally, he was already grateful for the additional electric and plumbing 

support, and he was also glad to now know more about the functioning of his home:  

I originally just thought it was a painting program, and I was happy that was 

available. … It just made me more aware about the place, like how the plumbing 

was messed up. It was like, “Wowah, there’s more to this than just the 

aesthetics,” you know, when I started looking at it. They were talking about how 

some houses have lead paint, and I didn’t even know about that. I didn’t know 

about Orangeburg, I learned about that simply because I was part of the 

process.  

While Mr. Torres ultimately learned about all of these things, some of these lessons 

were an unintended consequence rather than the result of a holistic process of assessment that 

engaged the homeowner. “Orangeburg” refers to a plumbing problem that came to his 

attention during the process of home repair, but a problem that the HGNP was not able to 

correct for him:  

They took care of some of the plumbing, but … they didn’t take care the Orangeburg 

piping. It’s old clay pipe that crumbles after so many years. 173 It’s under all of these 

houses. … So the plumbing [HGNP] did was on the top. The faucet was leaking, that sort 

of stuff.  

So after y’all came and did that work, I got under there, because it smelled real bad. This 

entire pipe was broken. So I got down there and my friend and I got together and dug 

this out here and replaced this part of the pipe. Now it’s all messed up over here. … I’d 

tried to put a patch on it, but it’s all corroded underneath.  

When I called the city back about the problem, they said I’d already used all of the 

money, that was it, I’d already used $15,000. I was referred to Urban League. But they 

said they would only do work on the outside. Then I learned that Austin Energy has a 

program to replace Orangeburg. So [Urban League] fixed it from here to right here, to 

the sewer, it’s fine, but I’m still trying to take care of this part. Now, I guess I could go 

back to Travis County and see if they could do any more. 

                                                           
173 Orangeburg pipe is wastewater conduit used throughout many older Austin neighborhoods. It is made 
of bituminized fiber and named after Orangeburg, New York, the city that once mass produced it for 
electrical and wastewater conduit. It ruptures easily under pressure, is susceptible to tree roots, and was 
not designed for more than 50 years’ maximum use. The construction industry started replacing it with 
PVC by the 1970s.  
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Unfortunately, the problem with Orangeburg piping was only discovered after Mr. 

Torres was having some odor problems following HGNP repairs. This is a common infrastructure 

problem in the area and the HGNP could have included inspection of it as part of the assessment 

process. Ideally, they would also make it an eligible expense. If they could not provide the 

repairs, they could streamline the referral process, as it sounds like Mr. Torres’ sewer line 

replacement request was bounced around a number of different agencies. 

Overall, despite his problem with the Orangeburg, Mr. Torres was pleased with the work 

he received on his home. He thought that home repair programs like the HGNP were very 

important in this neighborhood and others experiencing rapid reinvestment. He talked about 

how happy he was to have his house repainted, in part because the contrast between his house 

and others being renovated around him had grown stronger and had threatened his pride and 

sense of belonging:  

You see new people moving in, and your house isn’t painted, and it looks like shit. And 

you don’t have the money. You’re elderly, or, for whatever reason, low-income. And the 

fact that they help you clean it up, it makes you feel like part of the group, part of what’s 

happening. …. Well, they just built two houses down across the street, it’s gorgeous, it’s 

beautiful, and they’re building up two stories. And I’m happy when they see my house, 

“Wow, it’s painted, it looks nice.” But if I had some old raggedy house, and new 

neighbors are moving in, you just feel sort of out of place  

Mr. Torres was very pleased with the exterior paint job and appreciated the flexibility of 

the program to paint it exactly in the colors of his choice. The repairs he received made him feel 

more comfortable in his changing neighborhood.  

5.3.3.3.3 Review of Stories of Home and Home Repair 

Mr. Torres’ story of home revealed dimensions of economics, home management, 

neighborhood change, and personal development that are infrequently expressed and 

challenging to dominant discourses around these topics. He views himself as a resilient person 

and he is committed to supporting the resilience of his neighbors and neighborhood. He sees 

the diversity of people, skills, talents, resources, and businesses as assets that can support 

resilience, if mutually respectful relationships can be created to foster such generative 

exchanges.  
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Mr. Torres’ story of home repairs shows how interventions in the material conditions of 

homes can support the larger picture of resilience that he envisions. Simply by painting the 

exterior of his home, he experienced an increase in his self-esteem and sense of belonging in his 

neighborhood. The repairs also likely made his rooms for rent more attractive to tenants, which 

in turn further helped him respond to the social and economic threats of gentrification: rental 

income covered his property taxes and welcoming young, energetic tenants helped him support 

integration of the neighborhood fabric.through expanded income and new mutually supportive 

relationships. While Mr. Torres did not suggest that home repair programs could magically 

address deep-rooted issues related to self-esteem, he did think home repair programs had a 

role to play in reducing some of the visible social disparity that tends to amplify fears and 

concerns among neighbors with different backgrounds. His statement reflects a strong desire to 

be part of a neighborhood where economic growth develops healthy relationships among newer 

transplants and long-time residents instead of one group displacing the other.  

Mr. Torres also talked about how his own understanding of the form and function of 

buildings has grown through his engagement with home repair programs offered by the City of 

Austin. This was also true of Ms. Flores. When she was given a list of eligible repair services from 

her neighbor, she became aware of the full range of problems that might be affecting her in her 

house. She came to learn more about mold problems and lead poisoning because she started 

looking into programs that could help her with them. Similarly, even though Mr. Torres started 

the HGN program only interested in having his home painted, the process ended up revealing 

more to him.  

While Mr. Torres learned about his home through the application process, his 

experience also revealed the need for a more comprehensive initial assessment. If a 

comprehensive assessment had been done, they may have been able to anticipate the 

Orangeburg piping problem and helped Mr. Torres proactively address the problem in concert 

with the other repair work being done. Perhaps it could have even been an eligible expense. 

Others shared this concern and it will be expanded upon in the following section.  

The challenges Mr. Torres faced with the outdated Orangeburg sewer infrastructure 

also relate to his perspectives on the way infrastructure technologies affect the social and 
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economic vitality of the neighborhood. Mr. Torres’ experiences reflect that no infrastructure is 

permanent or neutral. Whether Orangeburg pipe, fiber-optic cables, or a power plant, 

infrastructure shapes and is shaped by co-evolving social, ecological, and technological systems 

of home environments. Mr. Torres was particularly attuned to the way Internet technologies 

were associated with economic redevelopment and he embraced the challenge of helping his 

neighborhood take advantage of the benefits of this incoming technology instead of being 

displaced by those attracted to it. Mr. Torres’s perspectives on identifying changes and looking 

for ways to creatively leverage them for the benefit of the community was unusual among 

homeowners interviewed. He saw the futility of resisting all change and wanted to find ways to 

leverage changes to the advantage of those who already made the neighborhood a great place 

to be. Throughout his stories of home and home repair, he presented a story of resilience that 

offered interesting prospects for generating affordable housing and economic opportunity in his 

dynamic neighborhood.  

5.3.4 Reflections on HGNP Performance Dynamics 

In summary, interviewees found that the HGN home repair program has generated significant 

benefits for them personally and for others in the neighborhood. The programs provided 

improved health, comfort, and safety, increased pride, and financial relief. By taking care of 

major structural issues, the HGN program made it easier for households to do regular upkeep as 

well. Interviewees found that the program was important in making up for environmental 

burdens imposed by the power plant, and in providing some support in the face of ecological 

gentrification, now that the power plant is gone and redevelopment is happening.  
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5.4 SECTION 4: HGNP PERFORMANCE POTENTIAL 
In the interviews many homeowners shared comments about what worked, what did not work, 

and what could be improved with the Holly Good Neighbor Program to enhance the quality of 

life in their houses and neighborhood. Their comments included why they thought home repair 

programs were important, as well as recommendations about other ways that remaining funds 

in the program could be invested to help advance environmental justice in the context of 

gentrification pressure. Overall, interviewees expressed strong support for continued 

investments in housing repair through the Holly Good Neighbor program, especially now in the 

face of rising property taxes and rapid redevelopment of the neighborhood.  

Table 5.4. Potential for Performance Improvement Identified by Homeowners 

Homeowner Perspectives on Strengths, Weaknesses & Opportunities for HGNP Total 
(17) 

Program Strengths  

Improved Forgivable Loan Policy  17 

Word-of-Mouth Outreach 11 

Program Weaknesses  

Mistrust and Confusion 9 

Limited Scope of Eligible Repairs  11 

No Support for Secondary Homes or Rentals  3 

Poor Quality of Work and Little Recourse 5 

Program Recommendations 

Include a More Comprehensive Assessment Process  2 

Create Opportunities for Self-Help and Long-Term Management 1 

Holly Good Neighbor Investment Recommendations 

Continue Funding For Home Repair 17 

Provide Property Tax Relief 6 

Provide Support for Secondary Apartments  6 

Funding for Non-Housing Community Services 3 

Engage Community Members In Program Design  1 
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5.4.1 Program Strengths  

As summarized in Table 5.4, homeowners reported that key strengths of the HGNP included the 

improved forgivable loan policy and the effectiveness of word-of-mouth outreach. Nuances of 

each will be discussed in turn.  

5.4.1.1 Improved Forgivable Loan Policy 

The results of the interviews reflected strong support for the current loan policy. Despite the 

fact that the lien with the forgivable loan program was one of the program policies that caused 

homeowners the greatest fear and mistrust, none of the 17 interviewees opposed the lien in 

and of itself. They thought that it was important to have it in place for large investments in 

homes as a safeguard against house flipping. The primary concern voiced by households about 

the lien had been about what would happen to their heirs when they died. They did not think 

the loan should have to be repaid as long as their family owned and occupied the home. As 

such, the 2011 change to allow the 10-year period of the forgivable loan to continue on for heirs 

(as long as they did not rent the property out or use it for business purposes) should the primary 

homeowner die addressed the major problem experienced by the Andersons and Robles and 

feared by other homeowners. Although most of the HGNP’s guidelines were the product of a 

reactive design process, the current forgivable loan policy is a sign of more responsive design 

process. In addition to the responsiveness reflected by this policy change, households 

interviewed who received services in 2011 or 2012 said that they mostly found that program 

staff was responsive to their questions and needs. Although two homeowners indicated that 

they had to persistently call the HGNP to keep the process moving forward, and one indicated 

that it was sometimes difficult to get a straight answer about what was and was not eligible for 

repair, most felt respected.  

5.4.1.2 Word of Mouth Outreach 

Most of the interviewees found out about the program through a combination of word of 

mouth through neighbors and a letter from the city. Word of mouth appeared to be the most 

influential, with 11 of 17 households indicating that they heard about the program from 

neighbors. Most of these indicated that hearing about the program from neighbors strongly 

influenced their choice to apply for services. Two indicated that the neighbor who referred them 
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had received services himself and even coached them through the process (including how to 

persistently call to make sure that the work kept moving forward).  

5.4.2 Program Weaknesses  

Although people were by and large satisfied with the quality of work performed, there were 

some outstanding concerns.  

5.4.2.1 Mistrust and Confusion about the Holly Good Neighbor Program and City of Austin 

Nine of the seventeen homeowners indicated that they had some misgivings about the HGNP, 

either because of negative personal experiences,174 stories they had heard about other 

neighbors’ experiences,175 warnings they had heard from vocal neighborhood activists 

(especially at contentious meetings),176 confusion about the purpose and guidelines of the 

program,177 or general apprehension about liens and deals that seemed too good to be true.178 

                                                           
174 One of these homeowners had a negative experience with the quality of work completed in 2005 and 
was skeptical as a result. Two of these households learned from their own loan experiences not to trust 
the program. 
175 Three other households said that they doubted the integrity of the program because they had heard 
about the way that the program had reneged on its commitments to the Robles and Anderson 
households. 
 
176 Two of these homeowners, Mr. Moreno and Mr. Mendoza said that neighborhood activists rallied 
people to come to meetings and told them not to sign on to any loan program. Mr. Moreno said that one 
of those activists, Paul Hernandez, told him “Don’t sign nothing, they’re going to take your property away, 
they are going to take it, and you’ll be gone.” Mr. Moreno said that he was suspicious of the activist, too, 
but he decided to play it safe and not sign up for the loan. When Mr. Mendoza heard great things about 
the program from another trusted neighbor in 2011 and had actually thought it was a different program 
at the time. He ultimately decided to use the full forgivable loan, based on his trust of the neighbor across 
the street and positive interactions with the program administrator who very clearly went over the terms 
of the loan and how its terms had changed to allow the terms of the forgivable loan to transfer to heirs 
should he and his wife pass away. 
 
177 In addition to the outright mistrust, there was also significant confusion about the program, especially 
with regard to eligible repairs. Two households indicated that they were uncomfortable recommending 
the program to other people simply because they did not understand it well enough to tell other people 
about it. No one was able to confidently name the current services provided, and the people interviewed 
received services in periods with different terms and conditions. One homeowner (Ms. Flores) expressed 
resentment that the terms of the program had changed and her neighbor was able to get more help than 
she was as a result of the changes. She was also surprised to learn that she might be eligible to receive 
further funding if she took on a loan because she had called at some point and was told that she was not 
eligible for any more work. 
 
178 One household thought the program seemed too good to be true because it was unclear that this was 
a program to support people who were negatively affected by the power plant. One household was 
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Website materials as of 2014 were outdated, reflecting program guidelines that were last 

accurate in 2009. The confusion helped fuel the mistrust. Households who received services in 

2011 and 2012 seemed to have greater trust in the program than others, further suggesting that 

the program is becoming more transparent, accessible, and responsive to its clients.  

5.4.2.2 Limited Scope of Eligible Repairs and Challenges with Referrals  

Some of the confusion related to eligible expenses stemmed from a lack of clear logic around 

eligibility. Some plumbing was eligible, but not all plumbing.179 Roof repair was eligible, but not 

insulation. Window replacement and weatherization were part of the original program, but now 

they are not.180 Solar panels, on the other hand, are eligible, although no one knew of any one 

who had taken advantage of the option. Some indoor work was allowed, but not ADA 

improvements, carpet removal, or repairs to elements of the home damaged in the course of 

other major work on the home.181 Exterior painting was allowed, but other cosmetic 

                                                           
generally just fearful of taking out any kind of loan with a bank out of fear about owing money, and 
another was mistrustful of the program because of the context from which it was originally conceived. 
Neighbors were also increasingly accustomed to regular visits by real estate speculators asking them if 
they would sell their homes and fears about predatory scams targeting elderly homeowners were also 
present. 
179 At least three households experienced challenges with deteriorating plumbing that either were not 
detected by the initial inspectors, or ineligible for repair.  
 
180 Weatherization and window replacements are not eligible expenses under the current HGN program, 
although this was the original focus of the program (to make the homes less vulnerable to noise and air 
pollution related to the power plant). People who had received weatherization work in the past were very 
grateful for it, and others expressed that they would like to have more control over the temperature in 
the homes.  
 
181 The most frequently expressed frustration among households was the ineligibility of interior work. 
Especially given that the elderly spend the majority of their time inside their homes, interventions in the 
indoor environment are important to health, comfort and safety, including ADA improvements. Six 
households specifically mentioned that they wished floor repairs were eligible expenses. The reasons 
ranged from cleanliness and maintenance (tile and wood floors were better for health and maintenance), 
safety (trip hazards), and general aesthetics. Two households wished that there were repairs that could be 
done to floors that would make them less drafty; with pier and beam foundations, cold air tended to 
make its way inside in the winter from the floors.The lack of eligibility for interior work was especially 
frustrating to households in which the interior problems were related to other work done on the home. 
As Sarita Flores noted, she appreciated that they fixed a roof leak, but found it frustrating that they could 
not fix the rotted floorboard from that roof leak. In Lino Mendoza’s experience, he could not get help 
fixing cracks in interior walls or flooring, even thought they were damaged in the course of foundation 
repair. 
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improvements and landscaping were not.182 Air conditioning systems (HVAC or window units) 

are not eligible to be repaired or installed, but four homeowners who received HVAC systems 

found that these improvements made the biggest difference for them in comfort and utility 

bills.183 Although other City of Austin programs provide some of these ineligible repair services, 

putting the responsibility for coordinating repairs on the homeowner is onerous, and the 

process is piecemeal. Because these programs all have their own waitlists, alignment between 

repairs is difficult. Additionally, homeowners had a hard time remembering which repair 

organization did which repairs at which times. As a result, they did not know whom to call in 

case of problems. 

5.4.2.3 No Support for Secondary Homes or Rentals  

Three households expressed concern that only primary residences of homesteaded properties 

were eligible for repair. Two were concerned that this did not provide any support to renters 

who had been as affected by the power plant and as much a part of the community as other 

                                                           
182 Aesthetic appeal came up repeatedly as an issue of pride and self-esteem, especially in the context of a 
neighborhood with increasing home renovation. To that end, there were a few specific requests for 
repairs that are currently ineligible. One homeowner indicated that he would like to have his asbestos 
siding replaced. He understood however that this was an environmental hazard and was expensive and 
difficult to do.  
One other household specifically requested support regarding landscaping and fencing. She requested a 
fence to give privacy and security. She made this request as part of a larger desire for the program to 
“help the people paint the houses, put new windows, wooden fences — something to make it cute.” 
 
183 Eight of the households specifically talked about the importance of HVAC improvements in creating a 
comfortable and affordable living environment. The three households who indicated they received this 
support from the Holly Good Neighbor Program (two full home reconstructions, one who believes he 
received HVAC from HGN) were very happy with the new system and the ease it brought them in 
controlling their indoor environmental conditions affordably and efficiently. They reported that prior to 
HVAC, they were uncomfortable huddling around space heaters in the winter. Two households indicated 
that HVAC would really have made the biggest difference for them and that they wished that had been an 
eligible expense. One of these households shared how they had used gas space heaters but after a leak 
(water got into the gas line and eroded it) these were removed and now they used electric space heaters 
that are not very effective and more expensive. Two indicated that they were able to get some HVAC 
support through a combination of their own investment and support through Austin Energy and that this 
improvement made a big difference for them. One household expressed frustration that this was not 
always an eligible expense, since it would have made the biggest difference for him living near the power 
plant: he could have comfortably kept the windows and doors closed to the noise of the plant while still 
having good air flow. Three interviewees emphasized that energy efficient window units should also be an 
eligible expense because they were less expensive and could reach more people, while making a 
significant difference in quality of life. 
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homeowners.184 Two homeowners wanted to get support fixing up an adjacent home so that 

they could rent it out and offset property taxes or use it for family.185 One thought there should 

be a way for HGN to invest in the repair of rental properties if they pledge to keep it affordable 

in the same way that current homeowners make a pledge to stay in their homes. He emphasized 

the importance of providing a range of affordable housing options in centrally located urban 

neighborhoods to enable people to live near where they work. 

5.4.2.4 Poor Quality of Work by Contractors and Little Recourse  

Six homeowners expressed some dissatisfaction with the work that was completed, including 

three who were frustrated by the poor functionality of windows installed by Austin Energy in the 

1990s,186 one who had a number of sub-par experiences,187 and three who had specific concerns 

about the quality of roof repair.188 The homeowners who were concerned about the roof quality 

                                                           
184 Mr. Diaz thought that home repair programs should be available if homes would be rented as 
affordable housing, both because it would help keep the neighborhood affordable to long-term renters 
and because there were many people who worked downtown at lower wage jobs who needed affordable 
housing within a single bus ride. He and his family managed to both receive repairs and have the home 
primarily as a rental property since the 1970s. Since 1971, they had rented the place to the same couple. 
He expressed regret that they left soon after he raised the rent from $600/month to $700/month so that 
he could manage the property tax increases. Similarly, Mr. and Mrs. Moreno said they worry about the 
ability of their neighbor across the street to stay in the neighborhood, despite having rented her home for 
30 years. They emphasized that she has been just as much a part of the neighborhood as anyone else. 
 
185 The Morenos are also concerned about the lot immediately next door that had been in the family for 
generations. It used to belong to Mr. Moreno’s mother, but now that they inherited it they are paying 
significant property taxes on it. They cannot afford to get the home to a place where they could rent it to 
offset their costs. Mr. Torres faces a similar problem, in that he wants to fix up the secondary home on his 
lot so that he can rent it and offset his property taxes. 
186 Three noted that they had long-term maintenance problems with the double-paned windows installed 
back in the 1990s by Austin Energy. When AE introduced this technological fix to help reduce sound and 
save energy, they did not talk the households through long-term maintenance. Mr. Morales indicated that 
he never learned how to take the screens off of the windows in order to clean them. He and his next-door 
neighbors have tried many approaches. Finally, they just took the outer window off to clean it, but they 
were not sure if they damaged the integrity of the window. Others had similar problems. 
 
187 Mrs. Romero said that around the same time contractors worked on her windows and weatherized her 
home they also did some work in the bathroom, including installing board or sheath on the bathroom 
wall, but years later she discovered that they just put it on top of the existing wall and created a trap for 
mold and mildew. Then, when the HGNP provided exterior painting in 2005, within a few months the 
paint began to chip away. No one ever responded to her concerns about the paint job. 
 
188 A recurring concern emerged around the quality of roof repair and replacement. All of the households 
who received roof repairs said that they have not had a leak since, but they did have a few concerns 
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all were involved in building and construction work and knew what to look for in home repairs. 

One of them emphasized the importance of having contractors who have a solid understanding 

of how buildings work as overall system and who can communicate well with households.  

5.4.3 Recommendations For Holly Good Neighbor Home Repair Program  

In addition to maintaining the strengths and addressing the weaknesses, homeowners offered 

further recommendations.  

5.4.3.1 Include a More Comprehensive Assessment 

Two homeowners expressed a desire for a more comprehensive, holistic assessment of the 

home at the beginning of the application process, especially for those applying for the forgivable 

loan. Ms. Encino suggested that such a comprehensive assessment process would help make the 

most of the investment of the loan by holistically addressing the problems with the house, and 

make it easier for the household to understand the options available under a loan or under a 

grant. If a comprehensive assessment were to include energy and water performance, it 

probably would diagnose plumbing problems that were problematic but unidentified for at least 

five homeowners. There could have been a clear conversation about whether the plumbing 

problems should be included in the $15,000 set of repairs or if it required a loan and associated 

lien. Even if the repairs were ineligible under the HGNP, it would have been helpful for 

homeowners to know about them in order to see if they could make independent efforts to 

resolve the issue or get help from another agency.  

5.4.3.2 Create Opportunities for Self-Help and Long-Term Management  

A holistic assessment might also have helped build the adaptive capacity of households to 

enhance the performance of their homes in the future. Other recommendations for expanding 

adaptive capacity included Mr. Torres’s recommendation for a program that could help with 

self-help home repair projects. Furthermore, the homeowners who indicated that home repairs 

they received helped them better keep up with maintenance and make their own improvements 

                                                           
about the way work was done. Two households indicated that the contractors used nails that were too 
long and protruded though into the attic or the ceiling. Two others reported that their roof has since 
buckled or warped because of some mistakes made by contractors working in haste. 
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suggested that there may be untapped opportunities to use home repairs as a stepping stone 

toward a bigger vision of the household for home performance.  

5.4.4 Holly Good Neighbor Program Investment Recommendations 

Homeowners were all asked what they thought should happen with the $1.5 million remaining 

in the Holly Good Neighbor Program at the time of the interviews.  

5.4.4.1 Continue The Home Repair Program of the Holly Good Neighbor Program 

All of the homeowners interviewed thought that making home repairs available to their 

neighbors was important for the program. Most thought that it was important to continue to 

reach out to the people who were closest to the plant, and they thought it was worth another 

concerted outreach effort. Mr. Morales emphasized that the “work and money is put to good 

use” for home repairs, evidenced by the fact that “we’re still here.” In truth, even before the 

forgivable loan period was set up by the City, the review of property tax records summarized in 

Section 1: Program Context revealed that most of the households who received funds continued 

living in the neighborhood. 

Most, if not all, households indicated strong support for continuing to invest all existing 

funds in home repair, some also identified other worthy areas of investment. The overwhelming 

priority of those interviewed was to invest the funds in programs that would help those who 

have lived in and contributed to the neighborhood for decades to be able to continue living 

comfortably in their homes in the face of rising property taxes. These additional 

recommendations included supporting: 

 Property-tax relief for long-time homeowners, 

 Funding for secondary units on homestead properties, 

 Funding for education, enrichment and capacity building, and 

 Funding for recreational activities. 

One homeowner also emphasized that if changes were to be made to the program 

outside of home repairs, the program should first significantly engage the community to 

determine what is needed. 
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5.4.4.2 Funding for a Property Tax Relief Fund Like East Austin Conservancy 

Six households specifically recommended that funds be used for property tax relief. 

Nearly every household interviewed was concerned about rising property taxes on a personal 

level as well as a community level.189 The interviewee was planning to leave the neighborhood 

because of anticipated difficulty paying taxes recommended that funds be used to offer relief to 

people in similar situations. He thought that with only about a million dollars left in the fund, it 

could be distributed better to reach more people as a property relief program. While most 

interviewees justified this proposal based on the needs of the neighbors and a sense of justice 

for the community, one interviewee suggested that property tax relief could be a benefit to the 

city as a whole in that it could help preserve the neighborhood character in a way that 

supported economic development. 

5.4.4.3 Funding for Secondary Apartments  

In discussing ideas about how the HGN funds could support neighborhood affordability, six 

people mentioned the potential for secondary apartments to increase affordability for current 

homesteaders. Five of these six indicated that it would be an appropriate investment for HGN.190 

As discussed by Ryan Torres in Section 3: Performance Dynamics, this strategy is an important 

opportunity for neighbors to make the most of rapid investment in the neighborhood. He 

thought that by building new secondary units, the City would in some way further contribute to 

escalating property taxes. However, he countered this concern with the understanding that the 

increase in taxes would be marginal to the increase in rental income available, and they are 

                                                           
189 Only three households did not express a personal concern about rising taxes. In one of these 
households, one of the residents still has a full time job. For the other two, the households have veteran’s 
disability exemptions that significantly reduced their tax burden. One household had recently received 
some property tax relief from the East Austin Conservancy/East Side Guardians 
(http://www.eastsideguardians.org/peac/). The program helps families get caught up on back taxes and 
develop personal finance plans, and offers support with property taxes on a longer-term basis. 
 
190 Chris Robles thought a secondary unit would be a good solution for his mother but he was opposed to 
the idea of having them be an eligible expense for HGN, largely because of the likelihood that public 
funding would go toward private profit: 

I don’t know if that’s a good thing for this program to invest in. That’s the family’s responsibility. 
That’s a huge financial benefit. That’s a no lose proposition. If I spend $80,000 on a property back 
there, it’s something the renter is going to ultimately pay for. I don’t think the City should pay for 
that. 
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going to go up anyway. As such, he thought it best to extend the opportunity for increased 

development to long-term residents, not just new developers. Although Mr. Torres experienced 

some frustration about some of the new people moving in who were getting away with 

increasing the density and mix of uses in the neighborhood, he argued that if these changes 

were happening they should be available equally to all. He was open to secondary units being 

used as offices or even some small retail operations, not just residences. Either way, he wanted 

to make sure that there are strategies in place to help the long-time neighbors benefit from the 

influx of new ideas and wealth from new neighbors.  

5.4.4.4 Funding for Non-housing Community Services 

Three homeowners recommended that HGN funds be used to support important community 

services related to education, business development, and recreational activities. This is much 

more in line with the other part of the HGN fund, which had supported everything from 

neighborhood block parties to community dance programs. However, at least one household 

was opposed to using funds as giveaways for one time community events: Mr. Mendoza was 

frustrated that council member Mike Martinez could get lots of funding to give to Pachanga Fest 

or for the park planning process from the Holly Good Neighbor Fund without any strings 

attached, while neighbors were stuck with loans. None of those who wanted to see support for 

community projects thought that these investments should supersede home repair investments. 

Rather, they should be considered as options for neighborhood investment before returning the 

funds to a general City fund.  

5.4.4.5 Community Process Is Important 

One interviewee was reluctant to make any recommendations about what should happen with 

the funds because he felt so strongly that what was really needed was a “dialogue with people 

in this neighborhood.” Interestingly, he was one of the only neighbors who indicated that he’d 

been involved with opposing the power plant and advocating for change from the beginning. 

Most of those we interviewed had not been directly involved.  

5.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
Chapter 5, Performance of the Holly Good Neighbor Program (HGNP) revealed important 

insights about the potential of a low-income home renovation program to advance 
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environmental justice at the household and neighborhood levels in a neighborhood that once 

was known for its disproportionate share of environmental burdens and is now recognized as a 

neighborhood with attractive environmental amenities.  

Section 1 showed how the HGNP emerged and evolved over time through the 

interactions of diverse stakeholders, including neighborhood activists and city leaders. It traced 

the history of the HGNP from its beginnings as an attempt to directly mitigate environmental 

burdens caused by the power plant through the many program changes that occurred from 

2003 to 2012. These changes often occurred haphazardly and contributed to a context of 

mistrust and confusion.  

 Section 2 revealed the household-level impacts of the HGNP reported by the 

homeowners interviewed. Similar to homeowners who received services through the GO Repair 

Program, HGNP recipients reported benefits including improved comfort, health and safety, 

increased pride, financial relief, and increased capacity. However, in the HGNP, financial relief 

and increased capacity were fairly infrequently observed. Additionally, most homeowners 

reported that they felt that the repairs they received adequately compensated them for 

burdens they experienced from the power plant. However, these responses tended to reflect 

the minimal expectations of homeowners for the city and/or minimal burdens from the plant 

experienced by those homeowners. For these and other reasons presented in Section 2, these 

positive responses about the compensatory value of the repairs should not be interpreted to 

conclude that the repairs were effective in directly mitigating burdens by those who lived in 

close proximity or that they provided a high magnitude of benefits. Only four homeowners 

indicated that they personally experienced a reduction of household burdens related to 

gentrification, and one homeowner said that the HGNP made it more difficult for him to stay in 

the neighborhood.  

Section 3 delved more deeply into the nuances of the lived experiences of homeowners 

in their dynamic neighborhood and with the home repair programs received. Because all of the 

homeowners interviewed had deep roots in the neighborhood (with most stretching back 

before the construction of the power plant), they had observed significant changes in the 

neighborhood. The stories they shared about their homes reflect diverse perspectives on 
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neighborhood dynamics, both during periods of disinvestment and reinvestment. The section 

summarized responses of homeowners about the extent of their motivation to stay in the 

neighborhood and provided a review of the variety of their perspectives on the potential role of 

home repair in their dynamic neighborhood (especially to help elderly neighbors age in place 

and to preserve the neighborhood’s social fabric). It also offered three in-depth homeowner 

cases. In their similarities and differences, these cases reveal important insights about the 

specific potential of the HGNP and the general potential of low-income home repair programs to 

advance environmental justice performance. These cases included each homeowner’s unique 

story of their home, in general, and the story of their home repair experiences in particular.  

Section 4 focused on the performance potential of the Holly Good Neighbor Program 

from the perspective of homeowners interviewed. It presented a summary of homeowner 

perspectives on the strengths, weaknesses and potential strategies for improvement of the 

HGNP. It also presented a summary of homeowner perspectives on alternative 

recommendations for investment of the remaining funds in the HGNP ($1.5 million at the time 

of the interview). 

Taken together, Sections I-IV reveal important insights about the potential of home 

repair programs in gentrifying neighborhoods to advance environmental justice at the 

household and neighborhood levels. The results suggest that the most significant constraint on 

the potential of the HGNP to expand environmental justice was a function of the organizational 

dynamics that shaped the design and administration of the program. In absence of cohesive 

program vision, the most influential agents in the organizational system of the HGNP made ad 

hoc changes to the program based on episodic reactions to narrowly defined problems (and 

sometimes other stakeholders) or institutional habits and assumed efficiencies. Administrative 

oversight for the program had many leadership changes, originally from AE to NHCD, and then 

with regard to personnel changes within NHCD. With a lack of consistent vision, leadership, this 

reactive design process produced a home repair program with specifications that few people 

could remember or keep straight.  Worse, some homeowners caught in the middle of program 

changes were promised one thing and delivered another. Similarly, other homeowners were 

frustrated that they were not able to receive the same services received by neighbors who 
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received work at other times. Confusion fueled fear and mistrust about the HGNP among 

neighbors, resulting in $1.5 million unspent in the fund as of 2012, despite need for home 

repairs in the neighborhood.  

Importantly, the results of the in-depth interviews also revealed that longtime residents 

of the Holly Neighborhood have rich perspectives on neighborhood change that challenge 

dominant paradigms about development, drawing from memories of alternative ways of 

dwelling in the past and imagined alternatives for the future. In telling their stories of home, 

they revealed significant changes in the co-evolving social, ecological, and technological systems 

of their home environments. Their stories reflected how land use codes, technologies, and 

infrastructure changed along with changes in social systems, including the predominance of 

outright racism followed by general neglect and gradual reinvestment. These changes affected 

relationships among people as well as relationships between residents and their ecosystems. 

These in-depth interviews helped to expand temporally narrow views of neighborhood change, 

and highlighted other patterns of neighborhood change beyond the single, frequently observed 

pattern of gentrification. These in-depth interviews also provided an opportunity for 

homeowners to reflect on the aspects of their neighborhood they value most and the assets 

they enjoy. Sometimes this led to imagination of alternative possibilities for future 

development. In most cases, these rich stories suggested that there are significant risks involved 

in labelling a neighborhood as “gentrifying.” It is all too easy to project this single pattern 

forward as a complete story of neighborhood change, in the process flattening the diversity of 

experience and resources that could lead to alternative futures.  

Overall, the results presented in Chapter 5 suggest that home repair programs have 

significant potential to advance environmental justice in home environments experiencing 

gentrification pressure. The HGNP realized a fraction of that potential, constrained as it was by a 

reactionary design process. The results suggest that a more human-centered, participatory 

design process and a guiding, holistic vision would have significantly enhanced the potential of 

this program.  
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6 CHAPTER 6: PERFORMANCE OF THE HOLLY NEIGHBORS HELPING 

NEIGHBORS INITIATIVE 

Chapter 6, Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors Program Performance presents the results of the 

rich case study and performance assessment of the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors Initiative 

(HNHN), a volunteer-based green home repair program created by neighborhood leaders in the 

Holly Neighborhood Coalition in partnership with 1 house at a time, a project of the nonprofit A 

Nurtured World. HNHN was funded by the City of Austin’s Holly Good Neighbor Community 

Fund and supported by the Austin Housing Repair Coalition. Like the Holly Good Neighbor 

Program (HGNP) reviewed in Chapter 5, HNHN is a home repair program intended to advance 

environmental justice in the Holly neighborhood. Unlike HGNP, it was specifically created by 

neighbors in the Holly Neighborhood who were concerned about the impacts of gentrification 

on their neighbors and united by a desire to strengthen the existing social fabric of the 

neighborhood and to support long-term neighbors who wanted to remain in their homes. Part 

of supporting these neighbors meant improving the health, comfort, and affordability of their 

homes through home repair. Additionally, some HNHN leaders aimed to lower the ecological 

footprint of the whole neighborhood.  

Besides significant differences in program goals and leadership sources, HNHN’s design 

process differed from HGNP’s design process of reactive co-management. Instead, the HNHN 

was created using a design process inspired by principles and practices of a renewed Home 

Ecology Paradigm (HEP).191 The HNHN can be understood as a two-layer experiment. First, it 

tested the potential of an HEP design process to expand environmental justice performance. 

Second, it [or “allowed for testing”?] tested the potential of a specific prototype for an 

innovative, neighborhood-based green home repair program (which emerged through the HEP 

design process) through three iterative trials. Furthermore, as a complete case study of home 

repair program performance in the Holly Neighborhood, it supported comparative analysis with 

the HGNP at the neighborhood-level.  

                                                           
191 It is worth noting that the members 
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The results of this rich case study of HNHN program performance are .presented in 

three sections, which closely follow the pattern set by the previous case study chapters. 

However, there are some noteworthy differences between the presentation of results in this 

chapter and in previous chapters. First, as one of the principal designers and leaders of HNHN, I 

present the case study as a first-person narrative. This narrative voice facilitated presentation of 

the results generated by the HEP-inspired approach to action inquiry and collaborative design. 

The first person narrative voice allowed me to integrate the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd person perspectives I 

employed in the research. It also helped me to present the results of the collaborative and 

anticipatory design process as the story of HNHN unfolded. 

Second, instead of presenting an instrumental outcome evaluation of a set of home 

repair practices and specific technological interventions employed in specific homes, I present 

this home repair program as “something to experience and assess on its own and in comparison 

with other work, as we might a drama” (Fischer, 2005). This approach calls for a different 

structure than the previous case studies, one that shows how an ensemble of diverse project 

partners imagined a new possibility for their community and collaboratively experimented 

together, learning through doing and dialogue along the way. As such, the sections are 

presented in historical sequence:  

 Section 1, “HGNP Performance Context,” 

 Section 2, “HGNP Performance Dynamics,” and  

 Section 3, “HGNP Performance Outcomes and Potential.” 

Together, these three sections provide a thorough understanding of multiple 

dimensions of program performance for the HGNP. Section 1, “Performance Context” shows 

how the HNHN emerged and evolved over time through the interactions of diverse 

stakeholders, especially leaders in the Holly Neighborhood and partnering nonprofit 

organizations. It traces the HEP-inspired design process of the HNHN from 2007 to 2011, roughly 

divided into periods of 1) immersion (including observation, connection, and exploration); 2) co-

initiation with project partners; and 3) co-creation and design of the program. Section 1 sets the 

stage for the fourth phase: prototyping and co-evolution of HNHN. This phase is presented in 

Section 2.  
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 Section 2, “Performance Dynamics” presents each of three HNHN volunteer-based 

green home repair demonstration projects. It traces the design and implementation of each 

home repair demonstration project through six phases of an HEP-inspired design process:  

1. Co-initiation of Project Leadership Team 

2. Regenerative Dialogue Assessment With Household (Co-sense) 

3. Design of Work Plan (Co-create) 

4. Formation of Work Day Team (Co-initiate) 

5. Enactment of Intentions at Work Day (Co-create) 

6. Learning Through Doing and Dialogue (Co-evolve) 

Each demonstration project was adapted based on lessons learned in previous trials of 

the approach and Section 2 presents this evolution. Because the regenerative dialogue 

assessment (RDA) and the future action commitment elements were both innovative design 

elements of these work days, each case study gives particular attention to their application. In 

the first case study, the results of the RDA are presented with ethnographic detail to provide a 

better sense of the cadence and tone of the dialogue. For the other two demonstration projects, 

the results of the RDA’s are presented in a more summarized form.  

The presentation of phases 3–5 for each demonstration project documents how the 

understanding of the home’s social, ecological, and technological systems and intentions from 

the RDA were translated into a volunteer work day. Phase 6 presents reflections and feedback 

primarily from post-event volunteer surveys and team leader debriefing meetings. It is 

important to note that through each trial we were not simply improving on the prototype itself 

– we were also adapting it to its dynamic neighborhood context. The demonstration case studies 

show how the projects were adapted to changing neighborhood priorities and developments.  

Section 3 presents the results of exit interviews with households served by the program 

and with volunteers who were engaged in the project. In the interviews, these project partners 

shared the outcomes they observed from the demonstration projects and their perspectives on 

the strengths, weaknesses, and future potential of the project.  

Taken together, Sections I-IV reveal important insights about the potential of home 

repair programs in gentrifying neighborhoods to advance environmental justice at the 

household and neighborhood levels. The results suggest that the anticipatory, participatory, 
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human-centered, asset-based, systems-thinking approach to design employed by HNHN helps 

expand the potential of home repair programs to advance environmental justice, especially 

related to recognition and capabilities as key elements of justice. The results also reveal 

important strengths, weaknesses, constraints and possibilities of the neighborhood-based, 

green home renovation project as a prototype itself. 
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6.1 SECTION 1: HNHN PERFORMANCE CONTEXT 
This section presents the history of the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors (HNHN) initiative as it 

developed as an application of the home ecology paradigm’s (HEP’s) approach to collaborative 

design and action research. This rich case study tests the effectiveness of the HEP and enables 

others to learn through the experiences of the project participants. As one of the principal 

designers and leaders of this project, I present the project’s evolution through a first person 

narrative of the design process including 1) contextual immersion (including observation, 

connection, and exploration); 2) co-initiation with project partners; 3) co-creation and design of 

the program; and 4) prototyping and co-evolution of the project. This section focuses primarily 

on phases one through three. The following section, “Performance Dynamics,” picks up on 

phase four. Because each individual demonstration project had its own design process and 

evaluation, I will present each as its own case study. This section concludes with a review of the 

outcomes and potential of HNHN as seen by participants.192 

6.1.1 Contextual Immersion: Observing and Sensing (2007–2011) 

The first phase of the HEP design process for context-sensitive solutions is immersion in context. 

I unofficially began this phase when I moved into the house I purchased in the Holly 

Neighborhood in July 2007. As an aspiring public interest designer and action researcher 

committed to environmental justice, I immersed myself in the practice of open-minded and 

open-hearted observation and interaction in my neighborhood. From a third person 

perspective, I researched the history of the neighborhood, drawing from newspaper articles, 

interviews with neighbors and community leaders, historical archives, and academic research. 

This background knowledge about the co-evolving social, ecological, and technological systems 

of the neighborhood served as the frame upon which I could layer new experiences and 

understanding. As I walked through the neighborhood, talked to neighbors, attended 

community events, and built relationships, I began to get a feel for the values, relationships, 

resources, and energy that helped bring the place to life. I also developed a sense of areas of 

                                                           
192 As I trace the evolution of the HNHN through phases of a collaborative design process in this section, it 
is helpful to remember the iterative reflective process behind it. It would be too easy to read the steps of 
the process listed as a linear, prescriptive process prescribed by the HEP. Although I started out with an 
understanding of HEP that inspired this process, I did not start out with a prescriptive plan. The process 
described emerged through praxis. 
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dysfunction and stress. Reflective practice and systems-thinking skills helped me consciously 

shape and reshape my understanding of the neighborhood and translate some of my tacit 

knowledge and assumptions into knowledge that could be shared with (and challenged by) 

others. Although I continued most of these practices throughout the project process, this phase 

in my leadership journey was distinct in that, at least prior to March 2011, as a newcomer and 

outsider, I participated as an observer and listener.  

6.1.1.1 Highlights of Neighborhood History as Co-evolving Social, Ecological, Technological 

Systems 

As an observer and listener guided by the renewed HEP, I sought to develop a long-view of 

social, ecological, and technological changes in the past that could help inform future 

possibilities. A summary of key patterns is presented here. 

Key ecological patterns. The Holly Neighborhood’s ecological character is shaped by its 

location on the northeastern shores of Lady Bird Lake. Situated in the Blackland Prairie along the 

floodplain of the Colorado River once populated by bottomland forests, it benefits from some of 

the best agricultural soil in Austin. In the 1800’s and early 1900’s, European farmers and 

businessmen settled in East Austin and supported the growing city (Camacho, 2013; East Cesar 

Chavez Neighborhood, 2010). Later, as the area became a mix of industrial and residential uses, 

households often used their land for food production and traded with one another.193 By the 

1960s, people were more likely to drive to grocery stores and urban farming was discouraged, 

but many households still maintained their own gardens. Pecan and fruit trees still grow 

throughout the neighborhood and many new residents are interested in urban homesteading 

and agriculture.  

Key social patterns. Early on, most German and Swedish settlers made their homes 

along the escarpment rising up from the floodplain of the Colorado River, north of today’s 

Garden Street. This settlement belt extended north to Second Street. Mexican Americans began 

settling in the area, especially south of Garden Street in the flood plains, and north of 2nd street 

closer to the industrial belt. Settlement increased especially in the 1930s after Austin’s 1928 

                                                           
193 Formal interviews from the Holly Good Neighbor program evaluation research and personal informal 
conversations with long-time residents of the Holly Neighborhood included discussion of these informal 
trades.  
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Master Plan codified city leaders’ intent to racially segregate the city. As a selection from the 

1935 Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) Residential Security Map shows in Figure 6.1, the 

HOLC had designated only a small area of the neighborhood as “still desirable” and safe for 

loans. This was the area historically inhabited by whites. The area to the south became 

derogatorily known as “River Rats.” By the 1960s, white homeowners were largely dying or 

moving to the suburbs and the area became primarily working class Hispanic. By the late 1990s, 

new, wealthier, and white residents began moving to the neighborhood and property values 

increased. This trend has been increasing since 2000, along with significant social tension. The 

neighborhood planning process for the Holly Neighborhood Planning Area in 2000 became 

infamous for its level of social conflict and inability to establish a neighborhood contact team. In 

2009, a second attempt to form a contact team194 ended at a meeting that devolved into a 

shouting match in which police were called to keep the peace.  

                                                           
194 The City of Austin’s long range planning employs a neighborhood planning process through which 
neighbors “take a proactive role in the planning process and decide how their neighborhoods will move 
into the future while addressing land use, zoning, transportation and urban design issues.” Neighborhood 
plan contact teams are elected groups of individuals designated to be advocates and stewards of their 
adopted neighborhood plans. Without by-laws and an elected contact team, there is no group officially 
recognized by the city’s development process. See: 
http://www.austintexas.gov/department/neighborhood-planning.  

http://www.austintexas.gov/department/neighborhood-planning
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Figure 6.1.   1935 Home Owners’ Loan Corporation Residential Security Map 

Key technological patterns. These social and ecological trends were shaped through the 

design and application of technologies including infrastructure and land use codes. The 1928 

Master Plan and the HOLC Maps were technologies that shaped the racial and economic 

segregation of the city. Subsequent master plans also encouraged industrial development in 

East Austin’s neighborhoods, enabled by permissive, unrestricted zoning. Two public housing 

projects, one for whites, and one for Mexicans, were also situated in the area near the railroad 

and industrial belt. When Interstate Highway 35 (I-35) was opened in 1962, it cemented the 

boundary line between west Austin and East Austin and supported the automobile culture 

enabling white flight to the suburbs. Construction of the Longhorn Dam and the Holly Power 

Plant in 1960 provided the city with a new source of energy and an attractive amenity: Town 

Lake. This waterfront became the site of Aquafest, a regional attraction featuring water 

activities such as drag boat races and concerts that opened the same year as I-35. The power 

plant, highway, and regional entertainment district disproportionately benefited those outside 

the neighborhood while burdening those who resided there. It was not until the 1970’s that 

Hispanic community organizers mobilized and one of their first victories brought about the end 
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of Aquafest. As discussed in previous chapters, the environmental justice movement in Austin 

began achieving victories that eliminated locally unwanted land uses in the area through zoning 

reforms and negotiations with stakeholders, thereby creating a healthier neighborhood 

environment more attractive to residential investment. By the late 1990s, the City of Austin had 

begun to encourage redevelopment of the area through Smart Growth policies. With new 

investment, property values began to rise. The regressive property tax structure used to fund 

public services made it difficult for working class homeowners to continue living in the 

neighborhood.  

6.1.1.2 Awareness of Self As Agent In the Neighborhood Systems 

Having become one of those new residents moving into the neighborhood area in 2006, I 

became a player in the complex scene described above. There were certain prescribed roles I 

stepped into upon my arrival. I came to the neighborhood as a white, non-Spanish-speaking, 

educated, childless woman and a graduate student in urban planning. In 2007, I bought a 1907 

home in the Holly Neighborhood with my partner and began renovating it, contributing to 

further escalation in area property taxes. At the corner of Willow and Mildred Streets, my home 

was situated in the “still desirable” belt on the HOLC map, about two blocks from the soon-to-

be-closed power plant. In moving there, I cast myself into a role. Ultimately, I realized I had a 

choice in how I would play it. Two watershed moments helped me envision the future I wanted 

to co-create with others as we played our parts on this stage. 

6.1.1.2.1 Watershed Moment 1: Public Meeting June 1, 2009 

The previous summary of social dynamics in the neighborhood mentioned a notoriously 

contentious 2009 public meeting in the neighborhood which I attended. The City of Austin 

hosted the meeting for a vote to adopt by-laws through which a neighborhood contact team 

could be established to oversee the existing neighborhood plan. Five minutes after the official 

start of the meeting, a few angry, long-term neighborhood activists stood up and drowned out 

attempts by others to speak with shouts of "No bylaws!" One activist with Los Barrios Unidos led 

a few others in yelling "Eastside! Eastside!" and "Cesar Chavez is a two-way street! Go back to 

MoPac!" Fear escalated and the police were summoned. The bylaws were defeated in an 81-52 

ballot vote by those in attendance (King, 2009). 
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The event left a visceral impression on me. As I walked back to my home with my 

partner, a tall white man, we decompressed. I tried to make sense of the situation and discussed 

alternative views I had heard about how a confederation of neighborhood associations had 

worked in other neighborhoods instead of a single contact team. Our conversation was 

interrupted when two brown-skinned boys bouncing a basketball together along the street 

called to us. 

“Did you go to the meeting?” the older one asked.  

“Yes,” I replied, excited and set at ease by the gesture. “Did you?” I asked.  

“No,” he said, “but my Aunt did. … You guys lost, didn’t you.”  

My heart sank as his words and his grin hit me. These friendly kids knew nothing about 

the specifics of the meeting, but they knew that the neighborhood was set up in a game of 

winners and losers with clearly divided teams. That night, their home team won. In my 

experience, we all lost that night. New to the game, I wanted to change the rules and the 

objective. I wanted to mix up the teams and to set up an even playing field. I sensed that new 

possibilities could emerge, though I had no idea what it might be. Yet in that moment, the 

question “What if?” planted itself as a seed in my consciousness, waiting for more fertile 

conditions.  

6.1.1.2.2 Watershed Moment 2: Experience of the Cristo Rey Community Conversation  

New conditions arose in the Spring of 2011 when Father Nathan Johannes, a priest at the 

neighborhood Catholic church organized a series of community conversations and a survey. 

Having met him at a previous neighborhood meeting, I volunteered to help him with survey 

analysis and meeting organization. Based on the themes identified through the survey after his 

first community conversation, we divided attendees into thematic working groups in the second 

conversation.  

When we broke into groups at the meeting, I joined the affordable housing working 

group. As we introduced ourselves, we shared our motivations for joining that group and 

resources we could offer that might contribute to solutions. We brainstormed about ideas for 

actions that we could move forward. Three of us with very different backgrounds and resources 
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saw the potential for home repair programs to support the neighborhood: Ted Reinhardt, Jorge 

Salazar, and I.  

Ted Reinhardt, a white entrepreneur who makes his living in real estate, moved into the 

neighborhood with a vision for change. He imagined that it could be the next Hyde Park, a 

neighborhood he enjoyed because of its walkability and vitality of local businesses and activities. 

He made his living fixing up homes and selling them but he was concerned that he was not really 

giving back to the neighborhood from which he was profiting. Because he knew how to fix older 

houses, he thought he might assist some of the elders in the neighborhood to continue enjoying 

their homes.  

Another participant in that meeting, Jorge Salazar, was a Mexican American man in this 

early 30s who grew up in the neighborhood. As he grew up, he realized that he and other young 

men like him did not have many strong role models for caring and leadership in the barrio. Many 

got caught up in gangs, drugs, and crime. When Jorge’s brother was murdered, Jorge directed 

his energy into starting Hermanos de East Austin with two goals in mind. First, he wanted to 

lead by example and to inspire other men like him to work in service to the neighborhood. 

Second, he wanted to bring everyone who cared about East Austin together to work in support 

of a thriving neighborhood.  

When I introduced myself at the working group on affordable housing, I talked about my 

role in the Austin Housing Repair Coalition and the work we were doing with green and healthy 

home repair. I spoke about the volunteer experience I had with 1 house at a time (1 house), a 

volunteer-led nonprofit where green building experts led volunteers in completing green home 

renovation work for low-income households. I also mentioned that there were still funds in the 

Holly Good Neighbor Home Repair fund that could be used by neighbors. 

As we shared our concerns and hopes for the neighborhood and the skills and resources 

we could contribute, we explored possible actions to take. Responding to growing concerns 

about the fragmentation of social fabric occurring with rapid socioeconomic change in the 

neighborhood and the rising costs of living for long-time neighbors, we imagined a 

neighborhood-based green home renovation program with two central goals. First, to complete 

green home renovations for long-time homeowners to reduce their utility bills while increasing 
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their well-being. Second, to strengthen relationships among neighbors to help enhance the 

neighborhood’s social support and resource network. Inspired by the possibility of a 

neighborhood-based green home renovation program, I began exploring its potential more on 

my own. 

6.1.1.3 Systems-mapping and Leverage Point Mapping 

As I contemplated the potential for such a program, I began asking myself, “Could a home repair 

program be designed for the neighborhood to serve as a leverage point that could create 

systemic change enhancing environmental justice?” We already had a home repair program 

specifically created for the neighborhood, but it did not appear to be reaching a sufficient 

population. How could that program be designed to have maximum impact for environmental 

justice?  

Through an extensive immersion and research process, I began to develop a deep 

understanding of the long and ever-unfolding co-evolution of the social, ecological, and 

technological systems. I began noticing ways in which those systems were contributing to 

expansion of environmental justice and ways in which they were undermining that possibility. I 

sensed that home repair programs could serve as a leverage point. To further investigate this 

possibility, I created two systems maps drawing on techniques outlined by Draper and Kauffman 

(Kaufman, 1980) which are included in Appendix I. I approached the question from a broader 

perspective than the Holly Neighborhood alone, considering multiple scales and types of 

resources.  

I developed a problem-based map to make sense of the systemic problem posed by 

having resource-inefficient homes in need of repair. I considered what drivers created the 

problem of homes in disrepair, and what problems were caused by these low-performing 

homes. My intent was to map the positive and negative feedback loops that likely perpetuated 

and worsened problems. To be clear, “positive” feedback loops are self-reinforcing loops that 

serve to amplify changes. “Positive” is not used as a value assertion. An example of a positive 

feedback loop would be: increases in the use of air conditioning implies increases in energy use 

and CO2 emissions, which further accelerates global warming, which further accelerates demand 

for use of air conditioning. In contrast, negative feedback loops have a stabilizing effect on 
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systems. In the case of air conditioning, a central air system with a thermostat can use the 

thermostat as a negative feedback system to stop cooling air after the room reaches a certain 

temperature.  

The results of this systems mapping exercise are presented as “Degenerative Systems 

Map” in Appendix I. It depicts a worst-case scenario threat posed by a home in a centrally 

located neighborhood that is neither healthy nor resource-efficient and is in need of repair. If 

this home generates a state of poor health for its inhabitants, it will drive up medical bills and 

decrease earning capacity, which further decreases funds available for repair, prolonging 

unhealthy conditions. Similarly, the home’s energy inefficiency contributes to high utility bills, 

which will leave fewer resources available for home maintenance and investment in the 

household’s health and well-being. If a homeowner stays in the centrally located neighborhood 

with reinvestment, they face increasing property taxes, which further decreases their ability 

invest in home repairs. The home environment continues to degenerate the household’s 

capacity and its available income. Should the homeowner decide to move, this further 

contributes to gentrification pressure on other households. The homeowner who moves is likely 

to move to a less central neighborhood where household members may have to drive 

considerably more, leaving them with less quality time and fewer resources to invest in their 

home and health. 

I also created a solutions-oriented map to explore ways that home repair could 

beneficially influence other challenges in the neighborhood. It is included as “Regenerative 

Systems Map” in Appendix I. The intent was to explore the relationships of an individual 

household with the larger neighborhood and potentially mutually beneficial and reinforcing 

patterns that could be initiated to advance environmental justice. This map was intended to 

identify leverage points and intervention designs that could support more systemic change. In 

this map, a holistic approach to green and healthy home retrofits sets many self-reinforcing 

regenerative processes in action. Investment in a holistic retrofit program targets interventions 

that expand household health by including asthma interventions and resource efficiency 

improvements. These healthy homes expand the capacity of the household members for 

education and economic opportunity. With a home that is operating more efficiently and an 
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expanding income, households have greater capacity to maintain their homes and to continue 

to adopt strategies to keep their bills low and their homes healthy. As they tell other neighbors 

about their success, they drive up demand for the green retrofit industry which helps the local 

economy. When the holistic home repair program engages volunteers in hands-on learning, the 

process reinforces the volunteers’ pro-environmental identities and expands their practical 

knowledge of adaptive home management techniques. As the volunteers engage in more self-

help green home retrofits in the neighborhood, they reinforce pro-environmental motivations 

throughout the neighborhood and reduce barriers to participation by those who could not do 

the work themselves. This activity continues to expand demand for the local green building 

sector, expanding the availability of good jobs while building the capacity of the households 

themselves. The map shows how many other resources could be leveraged into these virtuous 

cycles of regeneration. 

The value of these maps was of a heuristic nature. They supported my own capacity to 

think relationally and anticipate relationships between different actors and activities in the 

social, ecological, and technological systems of home environments. Through these maps, I was 

not asserting causal relationships. The point of the maps was not to test that the relationships 

existed in the way they were depicted through research and experimentation. Instead, the maps 

facilitated anticipatory design. If the relationships were true, what kinds of interventions might 

be possible to leverage more powerful outcomes? How might we be able to do more with less 

and anticipate positive and negative consequences that might have been unintended? How 

could the design of interventions create favorable conditions for regenerative outcomes to 

emerge?  

With an expanded understanding of how home repairs could be used as a leverage point 

to advance environmental justice in home environments, I was at a good point in the process to 

deliberately consider the guidelines from the Home Ecology Paradigm and the propositions they 

represent for home repair, as summarized in Table 6.1, “Propositions for interventions derived 

from Home Ecology Paradigm principles.” In designing solutions, the way questions are framed 

can significantly influence the range of possibilities for consideration.  
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Table 6.1. HEP Principles Related to the HNHN Action Research Experiment 

HEP Principle and Corresponding Design 

Questions 

HEP-inspired Vision for Program Design 

Explicit normative agenda, focused on building a 

social movement to promote green, healthy, just, 

flourishing homes and communities in which 

people can reach their full potential. 

Can home repair interventions in individual homes 
be designed to build household and neighborhood 
capacity to advance environmental justice? Could 
interventions help inspire culture change, pro-
social and pro-environmental behavior, or social 
movements?  

 The mission statement of the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors initiative reflects 

these core values and intentions.  

 The design of home repair interventions begins with a dialogue with households 

about what they what to create or achieve as individuals, a household, or a 

community. The repairs and the work day itself are designed to advance that 

potential future.  

 The work days become a space where volunteers reflect on what they really want in 

their home environments, develop green home repair skills and publicly make 

personal commitments related to sustainability. Such conscious actions by neighbors 

help shift the values, actions, and form of the neighborhood. 

Integrated approach to home renovations, that 

considers technical, social-behavioral, and 

ecological dimensions of the home. 

Can the home repair intervention more effectively 

integrate behavioral, technological, and ecological 

interventions? 

 Through partnership with the Austin Housing Repair Coalition, we support households 

who have already had based health, safety, and energy efficiency improvements 

completed. Our interventions build on the success of others. Through the network, 

we further leverage resources to support the partnering homeowner. 

 Technical/physical interventions in the home are coupled with consideration of home 

practices/behaviors, thereby including social systems.  

Multi-scalar approach, operating at the household 

and neighborhood scale, with consideration of 

regional and global impacts and influences  

Can home repair intervention at the household 
level significantly reduce its ecological footprint, 
e.g., its impact on neighbors near and far? Can the 
intervention create ripple effects beyond a single 
home served?  

 The program design targets both the household scale and the neighborhood scale, 

while emphasizing interconnectedness with city, regional and global scales. 

Commitments generate ripple effects. 

 We start a conversation about how the closing of the Holly Street Power Plant relates 

to energy demand in our and other neighborhoods. What other communities suffer 

from our consumption of energy? What downstream effects do our household 

consumption and transportation choices have? 
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Table 6.1 Continued 

Adaptive management approach 

Can the home repair program establish systems for 
feedback so that the household, neighborhood, and 
program managers can enhance environmental 
justice performance?  
 

 Volunteers and partnering homeowners make commitments about what they will do 

in their homes to enhance their fulfillment, reducing impact on their bank accounts 

and the planet. Other volunteers then follow up with them to determine what the 

impact of their new actions have been. This check-in is a process that helps create 

feedback loops, making it easier for neighbors to assess progress and adapt. 

 Program leaders evaluate every demonstration project, conduct pre- and post- energy 

audits, and check utility bills.  

Incorporate expert and local knowledge in social 

learning processes to generate creative, 

contextually appropriate solutions and cultivate 

capacity for creativity and resilience 

Can the home repair intervention draw from 

experts in building science as well as the capacities, 

knowledge, and motivations of the household? 

 At work events, green building experts work with volunteers who have a wide range 

of skills and knowledge. We recruit local green building professionals who have local 

cultural knowledge and expert technological knowledge. 

 We employ a holistic approach to home assessment, before and after repair, which 

includes technical expertise as well as the qualitative values and contextual 

knowledge of the household to describe past and current conditions and explore 

highest future potential.  

 We convene a participatory process through which stakeholders in the Holly Good 

Neighbor Program generate a plan for using the remaining funds creatively and 

productively. 

Cultivation of collaborative, facilitative leadership 

and a networked power structure 

Can the home repair intervention build a more 

distributed power base, social support network, 

and wealth in social capital? Can it help disrupt 

hierarchical power relationships involving “power 

over,” control, and manipulation and build power 

based on mutual recognition, respect, and 

collective capacity? 

 The Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors project creates new spaces for leadership and 

collective action. 

 It inspires people to participate in monthly meetings of the Holly Neighborhood 

Coalition which is intended to be a holding space for collective creativity and 

collaborative action.  
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6.1.1.4 Explore Places, People, and Projects of High Potential  

As the systems maps and Table 6.1 suggested, I had also been exploring theories, heuristics, 

practices, and case studies in green home renovation that had high potential to expand 

environmental justice. The thought exercises helped me integrate knowledge I had gained 

through my literature reviews and experiences (as the Vice Chair of the AHRC and as a resident 

of the Holly neighborhood) to identify potential intervention points for a home repair program 

designed for the Holly Neighborhood. Two innovative green home repair programs were 

particularly helpful to me in thinking creatively and comprehensively about the design 

challenge: the Baltimore Neighborhood Energy Challenge (BNEC) in Baltimore, and 1 house at a 

time (a program of A Nurtured World) in Austin. These two projects stood out from other home 

repair programs because of their multi-scalar, systems-thinking approach to home repair 

interventions. They also both employ innovative approaches to intervention in the social 

systems of home environments. In exploring high potential places, immersion and learning from 

master practice is desirable. My design research involved volunteering with 1 house at a time to 

learn experientially. In addition, I visited Baltimore and interviewed the director of BNEC in 

February 2012. A summary of results from these two explorations is presented below.  

6.1.1.4.1 Baltimore Neighborhood Energy Challenge (BNEC) 

The founders of BNEC began with a goal of increasing energy-efficiency across the city. They also 

recognized that Baltimore is a city of diverse neighborhoods (by some counts, 220), each with its 

distinct cultures and social networks. Some of these neighborhoods are less than a quarter mile 

in size. They knew that a one-size-fits-all information campaign would likely be unsuccessful. 

Instead, they employed a Community Based Social Marketing (CBSM) approach with pilot 

projects in eight neighborhoods chosen for their diversity. Within each neighborhood, they 

enlisted the support of Neighborhood Energy Captains — volunteers who were willing to spread 

“knowledge, resources and motivation” among their neighbors to take the Baltimore Energy 

Pledge. Every individual who took the pledge also pledged to tell others about their experience 

with the program. The program director explained that it is really a dual pledge in that the BNEC 

pledges to support the household in their energy savings goals by providing technical assistance 

such as a free home energy checkup and follow-up with feedback on energy performance 

through phone calls and emails. The first round of pilot projects showed greatest success in Park 
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Heights, a working class, mostly African American, tight knit community in which the homes 

were inefficient, having been built in the 1920s and 1930s. A group of strong, motivated African 

American women in their 60’s saw the program’s potential, tried it themselves, saved a lot of 

money, and then recruited many more people. Participants in Park Heights saved about 12% on 

their energy bills.  

6.1.1.4.2 1 house at a time/A Project of A Nurtured Word 

The 1 house at a time model was similar to BNEC in that it employed key commitment tools 

recommended by the CBSM literature review. 1 house understood that if individuals make even 

a small commitment, write it down, and tell other people who might ask them about it later, 

they are more likely to follow through with their individual commitment. Since they are more 

likely to start seeing themselves as the kind of person who would make such commitments, they 

are more likely to take related actions in the future. Accordingly, as a home repair program for 

low-income families, the immediate focus of a 1 house work day is to improve the health, 

comfort, and affordability of the home environment for the family – even if it means energy use 

increases. The environmental benefits of the program are achieved when volunteers complete 

commitment forms at the event in which they list actions they promise to complete by certain 

dates, along with the measureable result they anticipate. 1 house leaders follow up later with a 

sample of volunteers to support them in following through and to quantify the impacts they had 

already accomplished.  

To develop a deeper understanding of the 1 house program, I shadowed the volunteer 

coordinator for a 1 house work day planned for January 2012 – all the way from the initial home 

audit in the selection process through the completion of the work day itself. We helped the 

Santos family who had received support through the GO Repair Program but still faced high 

energy bills and severe asthma problems for their daughter. Two experiences struck me about 

the event. First, I was surprised by how moved I was when one of the 1 house leaders spoke 

from her heart about the changes she had made that simultaneously reduced her eco-footprint, 

improved her health, and increased her financial savings. She encouraged us to talk with one 

another about ideas for actions we might take and I left the event motivated to take action. 

Second, I saw how easy it was to focus on the work to be completed and the experience of the 

volunteers to the extent that the family being served could be forgotten. I ended up assigning 
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one volunteer to directly support the homeowner through the work day. I learned that she felt 

unprepared for the number of volunteers at her home and felt ashamed about being a charity 

case, feeling that the work was done for her family, not with her family. No member of her 

family was included in the volunteer kick-off and the family was not sure about the scope of 

work planned, let alone who was there. I discovered that 1 house would make a bigger impact if 

it strengthened its homeowner engagement practices. Ko 

Integration, Ideation, and Volition 

As I reflected on the 1 house and BNEC programs, the conversations and experiences I had been 

having in my neighborhood, and my growing understanding of my neighborhood as a dynamic, 

evolving system, some ideas began to crystallize and focus my attention. I had been engaging in 

my neighborhood with an open mind and open heart, but I also began to explore future 

possibilities with an open will. With the symbolic removal of the power plant, I wanted to be 

part of a future where my neighborhood was a model of environmental justice. When neighbors 

and I celebrated the power plant’s closing, I imagined us making a collective commitment to 

reduce our overall carbon footprint, so that our demand for energy minimally impacted other 

communities that were more burdened by the production and distribution of energy. I imagined 

diverse neighbors sharing resources and making design choices that would honor the best of the 

rich social and ecological history of the neighborhood. 

With the 1 house and BNEC models in mind, I considered a neighborhood-based 

approach to the 1 house at a time program that built on existing social networks like BNEC did. 

While 1 house events cultivated some relationships among volunteers and with the 

homeowners, I imagined the possibilities for the program to develop more powerful 

relationships and social changes if the volunteers and the homeowner were situated in the same 

neighborhood. As more and more neighbors talked to each other about the commitments and 

actions they were taking to support the social and ecological well-being of their homes and our 

neighborhood, I imagined possibilities for a lasting culture change. Looking back at the two kids 

with the basketball and the question about winning and losing, I imagined a neighborhood 

where all could win and all could belong. I wanted to be part of co-creating that future. 
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6.1.2 Co-initiation With Common Intentions And Agreements 

Moved by these possibilities of connection, power, and fulfillment, I continued to share them 

with neighbors and colleagues. In openly sharing ideas without an agenda, I was able to further 

open conversation about what resonated with them. The co-initiation phase was not about 

selling my idea and persuading people to get on board. Instead, it was a process through which I 

could share what moved me in a way that would inspire others to contribute their own ideas, 

aspirations, and talents to the conversation. I actively practiced listening more than talking, and 

reaching out to all the people who could contribute to a successful project. I used my 

understanding of the social systems and programs to identify the stakeholders who might be 

needed to fulfill the project’s potential. I focused on establishing a core team in the 

neighborhood and on reaching out to other neighborhood leaders, including those who might 

oppose the project. 

6.1.2.1 Development of New Practices In Transition to Co-initiation  

Before discussing the different partnerships I cultivated in this period, I will note some of the key 

challenges and practices involved with a shift into the co-initiation phase. This was new territory 

for me, professionally and personally. I was familiar with the roles of technical advisor and 

facilitator, which are typical in the field of urban planning. It was less common that planners 

initiate and lead action with other people. Although I had been engaged with community-based 

action research before, the prospect of proposing a community project and leading it with 

others was different.  

Becoming a project initiator was challenging given my position in my neighborhood. My 

positional identities as a white woman, a gentrifying home owner, and a doctoral student all 

established me as an outsider in the historically working class Hispanic neighborhood where 

tensions were already high. Yet, years of genuine, neighborly interactions with neighbors new 

and old had also established me as a respected (and respectful) neighbor. Still, the thought of 

sharing my ideas with others required that I confront my fear of being seen as a do-gooder with 

a “white savior complex,” or a graduate student using my neighbors for a research project for 

my own professional advancement. I was also afraid the project might not really be “academic 

research” either, even though the experiment would help me understand the central research 

questions I was exploring.  
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Despite these fears, the co-initiation phase challenged me as an action researcher to 

take responsibility for my place in the systems of which I am part and to use my skills, systems 

knowledge, and relational understanding to the best of my ability. I envisioned future 

possibilities and projects that required something of me to come into being, beyond my 

narrowly situated identities. In this critical phase of the action research process, my relationship 

to the systems of my home environments shifted from a role of passive observation to 

intentional engagement with others in the system, while still drawing from the perspective I had 

gained from a more third-person view.  

This phase involved significantly more risk and vulnerability. I stretched myself to 

engage in authentic dialogue with other partners, which in turn depended on the cultivation of 

trust. I began a practice of noticing my own automatic voices of fear, judgment, and cynicism. In 

noticing these barriers to open dialogue and partnership, I considered the extent to which they 

served me and my intentions, and where they created an unnecessary barrier to effective 

action. There were times when my fears served me and led me to establish clear boundaries, 

and times when I chose to set them aside in service of the growth of partnerships. 

6.1.2.2 Partnership Creation  

In the co-initiation phase I established a number of partnerships. The foundational partnerships 

were with neighbors whose aspirations for the neighborhood aligned with mine. We then co-

initiated the home repair program with 1 house at a time/ANW, other nonprofit partners, and 

the City of Austin. In this process, I learned the personal stake that each partner had in the 

project and I began to see how these interests contributed to a greater whole. As the co-

initiation moved forward, we translated intentions into informal partnership agreements about 

the nature of partner roles, goals, design strategies, work plans, and criteria for success.  

In the neighborhood, I first co-initiated the project with Ted Reinhardt and Jorge Salazar, 

the two men I met at the April Community Conversation who together first imagined the 

possibility of a neighborhood-based home repair project. They were excited to take action. In 

late spring, we also discovered that proposals were being accepted by Austin Energy for 

community projects through the Holly Good Neighbor Community Fund (Community Fund)195 

                                                           
195 This was the last year of the Community Fund.  
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and we decided to submit an application. Although we knew that there was already a Holly 

Good Neighbor Home Repair Program (HGNP), we also knew that it did not cover energy and 

water efficiency repairs and it did not address neighborhood-level concerns such as social 

fragmentation. We shared our proposal with other members of the newly emerging Holly 

Neighborhood Coalition (HNC). The HNC supported the project and the core team began hosting 

organizing meetings in tandem with the HNC’s monthly meetings. 

As we prepared to apply for the Community Fund, we realized that our proposal would 

be strongest if it had the backing of an official nonprofit organization and broad support from all 

of the recognized neighborhood leaders. None of us wanted to shoulder the financial 

responsibility of taking money from the City of Austin or the potential liability involved with 

managing home repair projects, and we thought our proposal would be stronger if we had a 

nonprofit partner who specialized in home repair, carried insurance, and was 501(c)(3) certified. 

Given my vision about the green home renovation project and my professional and personal 

connections with the leaders of 1 house at a time, the other project leaders trusted my 

experience with them and the 1 house leaders were excited about the partnership. Mike Frisch 

from 1 house gave us generic grant proposal and budget for a single work day which we worked 

into a proposal to the City to fund three demonstration projects at $5,000 per home.  

The HNC also did not want to be responsible for selecting clients to serve. Income limits 

were important, but as neighbors we did not find it appropriate for us to be involved with 

reviewing personal information. Therefore, we partnered with the Austin Housing Repair 

Coalition whose role was primarily to refer clients of theirs to us who lived in the Holly area. Any 

of their clients would already be below 80% MFI. They also were available to help identify 

additional resources that could be leveraged into the projects we pursued. 

As we developed the proposal, we also worked on building support in the 

neighborhood. We had two key strategies. First, I reached out to other neighborhood activists, 

especially those who served on the Holly Decommissioning Committee and had been involved 

with campaigns that led to the establishment of the Holly Good Neighbor Program. Second, we 

decided we would lead a volunteer home repair day on our own in August as a proof of our 

concept. Ted and I took the lead on that project. I focused on the household identification side, 
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and he focused on the building renovation side. The project will be described at the end of this 

section. 

With regard to outreach to neighborhood activists, I first reached out to Alma Rios, who 

had been active in helping members of the community apply for the Holly Good Neighbor Home 

Repair Program. She was initially supportive of the project. Although she did not expect to have 

time to participate, she shared some names of people she thought might benefit from our 

support and she agreed to be listed as a community supporter. When I spoke to Alfonso Espudo 

on the phone before the proposal was submitted, I first encountered opposition based on his 

opinion that this program was unnecessary because the City of Austin already had a 

weatherization program and the Holly Good Neighbor Program already provided home repair 

services. He thought the remaining Community Fund should be used on projects that could not 

otherwise be completed, especially public works projects that could be enjoyed by everyone. 

Although this argument was rational and fairly balanced, the core team thought that the pilot 

project could address unmet needs and demonstrate ways to improve programs.  

Unfortunately, after the proposal was submitted in June 2011, Mr. Espudo followed up 

with email correspondence that included personal attacks on my character that aligned with my 

personal fears. He accused me of being an arrogant newcomer who did not respect the people 

already living the neighborhood, as well as being an academic exploiting the neighborhood as a 

laboratory for my own professional advancement. At the end of his email he also included a 

cautionary note that seemed threatening. At the time of the email (July 2011), Father Nathan 

Johannes, the priest who had convened the community conversations that spring, had been 

mysteriously discharged from his service at the church by the Bishop. Rumors had it that Mr. 

Espudo had been pressuring the Diocese to remove Father Johannes. The postscript of Mr. 

Espudo’s email stated, “[S]ome people won't learn, look at what happened to [Nathan 

Johannes], due to his arrogant behavior. [He’s] gone, and now what?” 

Mr. Espudo’s email triggered every fear I had about expressing myself and answering 

the call to service and leadership I had been experiencing. Yet, having named these fears and 

accepted that they would be part of the path, I was able to choose my response instead of 

automatically shutting down in reaction. After sharing the email with other project partners, we 
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recommitted to the future we were creating together and I found the courage required for me 

personally to step over a threshold.  

6.1.2.3 Proof of Concept and Momentum Building 

Stepping over the threshold into community action, our first leap was a community volunteer 

day on August 13, 2011, in which we made essential house and yard improvements in three 

elderly neighbors’ homes. Ted and I did most of the behind the scenes work with strong support 

and encouragement from other members of the Holly Neighborhood Coalition. The energy at 

the HNC meetings was creative and energetic. People were excited about doing something 

positive and hands-on together. The project was generously funded by neighbors out of their 

own pockets and Ted had a graphic designer create a logo for HNHN, which we used for a T-shirt 

and a banner.  

The households we supported were all selected through referrals made by AHRC, 

particularly through Habitat for Humanity. The three households were all within a few blocks of 

each other, with two of the homes next door to one another. On one home, we completed 

repairs to part of the roof that had been rotted and led to rain leaks in the home. Next door, the 

elderly woman who lived there could no longer access her yard or dry her clothes on her line 

because the stairs at the back of her home had deteriorated so that it was not safe to use. The 

yard had become a site where her grandson had dumped all sorts of materials and equipment 

and it had become a hazardous place for anyone to walk, let alone someone with physical 

disabilities. Therefore, we built her a new stairway out of the back of her home and focused on 

cleaning out her yard. Two of her granddaughters who had reached out to Habitat for Humanity 

for help were committed to making their grandmother more comfortable and were actively 

involved in the planning and implementation of the project. The third home needed removal of 

some tree and plant debris that had been neatly arranged but had become a fire hazard because 

the residents had been unable to move the debris.  

On the day of the event, we started early with great enthusiasm. Jorge brought tacos 

and coffee for everyone and I set up tables. Some of the volunteers had never met each other 

and engaged in conversation while Ted and some handy project leaders staged projects. The 

two granddaughters also volunteered, and one brought her teenage son who generally did not 
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like to get engaged in such activities. We worked hard on an increasingly hot August day, but the 

participants all had a great time working with one another. At the end of the day, the older 

couple who received the roof repair treated us to a lunch with homemade tortillas, rice, beans, 

and watermelon for dessert. As exhausted as we were, I experienced a great sense of 

community, connection, power, and fulfillment, which were the possibilities I had hoped to 

create through the project. A neighbor who was also a photographer took photos of the event, 

which captured the energy that was present.196 Although we did not take any official surveys, 

the general consensus was that the project was a tremendous success. The homeowners and 

their families were grateful and satisfied and volunteers felt a sense of connection and 

momentum.  

After the event, we arranged meetings with City Council members and presented the 

HNHN initiative to them, requesting their support when the proposals for the Community Fund 

came before Council for final approval. Austin Energy planned to make its own 

recommendations and Council would approve the final plan. Our basic proposal was to engage 

teams of volunteers from the neighborhood to provide green home renovation services to low-

income Holly households to help save them money on utility bills, improve their quality of life, 

and bring the broader neighborhood closer together through service. We also listed a secondary 

goal of empowering neighbors to make changes in their own homes. In October 2011, the 

Austin City Council approved our project proposal that included three green home repair 

demonstration projects. 

6.1.3 Co-Design and Co-creation  

Having succeeded in completing a successful pre-prototype, momentum-building home repair 

project and securing funding for three demonstration projects through the City of Austin with 1 

house at a time, the design of the prototype seemed nearly complete. However, the project 

proposal was really a placeholder and it was important to more fully develop the partnership 

with 1 house at a time. The proposal we submitted looked detailed, but all the partners agreed 

that it was placeholder budget and scope of work until we had an opportunity for all partners to 

                                                           
196 Pictures are not shared here because we did not obtain releases to use photos and I told participants I 
would protect their confidentiality in the research.  
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meet. Unfortunately, following submission of the proposal, 1 house co-founder and volunteer 

program director, Mike Frisch, decided to leave the organization and it became clear that we 

needed to find a new green builder to co-lead the project. 

After some consideration, Shiloh Travis was the ideal choice. I had previously 

volunteered with 1 house when he was leading events as a foreman and I appreciated the 

rapport he established with volunteers and homeowners, as well as his commitment to quality 

work. When I approached him about the possibility of the project, he was impressed by what my 

neighbors and I were creating and believed that this would be a great opportunity for him to 

experiment with his dream of “Healing Homes.” His professional experience as a home builder 

led him to believe that the process of renovating a home and designing a living place gave 

people an opportunity to transform their home as well as their lives. From a sustainability 

perspective, he saw that when people love their home and experience it as an extension of 

themselves and a place of belonging, they are more likely to care for it and continue living in it. 

In his high-end residential construction work, he and his business partner had developed a deep 

dialogue approach to initial conversations with clients about their home that helped them 

produce much higher levels of satisfaction for their clients. The change in the architecture of 

their home helped homeowners heal aspects of their own lives and create a home environment 

that was an expression of their core values, ethics, and aesthetics. They called this deep 

dialogue process the “TrueHome” approach and they were developing strategies to make it 

more accessible to the public.  

Shiloh wanted to make this approach more available to low-income homeowners and 

saw the HNHN project as an opportunity to try this experiment. I was excited by this opportunity 

because I had been looking for ways to deliberately and collaboratively design for the social, 

technical, and ecological dimensions of home environments, as called for by the Home Ecology 

Paradigm. Not only did Shiloh understand my approach, he had already developed an approach 

he used in his own practice. Shiloh and I became the primarydesigners of the HNHN prototypes, 

drawing on my contextual understanding of the neighborhood (including the priorities of my 

neighbors) and his professional experience as an empathetically attuned building scientist. 

Given my general understanding of building science that I developed through the Indoor 
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Environmental Sciences and Engineering Program and his own emotional intelligence and 

interest in social systems, we were able to understand each other and learn together. Together, 

we developed an interview guide and a set of practices for what I came to call a regenerative 

design dialogue (RDA). The development of this methodological tool and the “TrueHome” 

process was described in Chapter 2: Literature Review. 

6.1.3.1 Anticipatory Co-design Through Integration of Values and Priorities 

As I considered the design of HNHN, I revisited community needs identified through dialogue, 

background research, and propositions of the HEP, as summarized in Table 6.2. Given these 

considerations, I designed a basic framework for each project with project partners.  

For each of the households served, the green home renovation process would begin 

with a holistic home assessment led by the HNHN design team using the new regenerative 

design assessment approach. This team would include at least one neighborhood liaison and 

green building expert from 1 house at a time. Through the RDA, the team would engage the 

household members in a conversation about their needs, aspirations and visions as well as the 

technological and ecological dimensions of the home. The work day interventions would be 

designed to advance the vision expressed by the household members. 

Once the design team established the scope of work for the project with the household, 

we would recruit volunteer green building experts to lead the projects to assure that the work 

would be done to professional standards and to support neighborhood businesses through the 

visibility and networking provided by the program. The HNHN team would recruit volunteers 

from the neighborhood to contribute their gifts of time, energy, and talent to support a 

neighbor, develop relationships with neighbors, and develop practical skills and motivation that 

they could employ in their own lives.  

Ideally, the volunteer day would strengthen the neighborhood’s social fabric and build 

its collective capacity to positively adapt to changes. Since public meetings had seemed to erode 

social capital in the neighborhood more than build or bridge it among increasingly diverse 

residents, HNHN aimed to create a friendly environment where people could meet each other 

and engage in the solidarity of service, expand the social support network of the neighborhood, 

and explore opportunities for future individual and collective action. By engaging neighborhood 
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volunteers in the delivery of green home improvements, we intended to generate capacity and 

motivation among volunteers for future pro-environmental action in their homes and the 

neighborhood at large. Motivated volunteers could make pledges at the work day through 

commitment forms and identify potential partners, including local green building professionals 

who could benefit from business and referrals.  

Table 6.2. Community Need and Related Program Design Elements 

Community need 
identified  

Program design element 

Well-being, pride, and 
recognition 

The design process for each green home renovation project 
begins with a deep dialogue with the homeowner about their 
needs, aspirations, and story of home. The household has the 
opportunity to create and share a vision for their future home 
and the design team works together to prioritize investments 
and strategies to advance that vision. [See Chapter 3: 
Methodology for details.] 

 Energy and utility bill 
relief 

Energy and water efficiency improvements help reduce 
household expenses (most were ineligible in the HGNP). 
Through dialogue process, homeowner chooses interventions 
and learns how to maintain them.  

Health, safety, comfort  Indoor environmental quality interventions, from accessibility 
improvements to indoor air quality improvements, improve 
health, safety, and comfort (indoor improvements are mostly 
ineligible expenses in the HGNP). Through the dialogue process, 
a homeowner chooses interventions and management 
strategies.  

Integrated social fabric, 
social support, and 
resource network 

Volunteers from the neighborhood have the opportunity to 
come together and build mutually supportive relationships with 
each other and the homeowners. The interactions potentially 
reveal the diversity of gifts and resources available for exchange 
in the neighborhood.  

Enhanced community 
capacity 

Volunteers develop the capacity to take on home improvement 
projects in their own homes to make more efficient use of 
resources and improve their quality of life.  

Enhanced local economic 
capacity  

Local green building professionals lead projects and develop 
professional connections with volunteers who are more likely to 
hire them to take on more substantial work. Volunteers connect 
with contractors they can trust.  
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6.1.3.2 Co-Prototyping and Co-Evolving  

The next phase was testing these design considerations in practice through the three 

demonstration projects. Each demonstration project was an opportunity to learn through doing 

and explore ways in which the prototype design could be improved and adapted to the needs of 

the individual household and the evolving neighborhood. Learning through doing and dialogue 

would be facilitated by real-time feedback in the field, as well as deliberately designed channels 

such as volunteer surveys, debriefing meetings, and personal reflection. Each demonstration 

project also required its own collaborative design process. Each project is presented as a 

revealing case study in the next section, “Performance Dynamics.”  
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6.2 SECTION 2: PERFORMANCE DYNAMICS 
This section, “Performance Dynamics,” presents three rich case studies that trace each 

demonstration project through its collaborative design process. The potential of the HNHN to 

advance environmental justice at the household and neighborhood scales is revealed through 

the first three demonstration projects. Each case presents this process in six parts:  

1. Project Team Formation (Co-initiate). In this phase, I established the core HNHN design 
team, which then established a partnership with a homeowner eligible for the project 
and willing to invite neighborhood volunteers to make improvements in their home 

2. Regenerative Dialogue Assessment (Co-sense, Co-initiate). Each case presents the 
results of the holistic home assessment completed through the regenerative dialogue 
assessment (RDA) approach.  

3. Design of Work Plan (Co-create). Each case shows how the RDA was used to prioritize 
an appropriate scope of work for project teams within budget limits. 

4. Formation of Work Day Team (Co-initiate). Each case describes the process of co-
initiation with neighborhood volunteers, team leaders, and additional project sponsors. 
The design of the project would respond to the resources available between all 
collaborators and their needs and aspirations, with priority given to those of the 
homeowner.  

5. Enactment of Intentions at Work Day (Co-create). Each case summarized the events of 
the work day.  

6. Learning Through Doing and Dialogue (Co-evolve). Each case reviews performance 
feedback from project partners through debriefing conversations and volunteer surveys.  

 

6.2.1 Case Study I: The Chavez Family (April 7, 2012 Work Day) 

This first case study presents the story of the first demonstration project with 1 house at a 

time/A Nurtured World using funds from the City of Austin. It was the first trial of the Healing 

Home/regenerative dialogue assessment approach. This prototype trial created excellent 

learning opportunities and involved interesting, unanticipated challenges. This case study 

follows the project through its entire design process, from co-initiation of the project leadership 

team to the regenerative dialogue assessment and design of the work day, through the work 

day itself. It concludes with a presentation of the reflective process used to design the next 

iteration of the prototype. 
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6.2.1.1 Project Team Formation (Co-initiate) 

With the start of the new year, Shiloh, Ted and I were excited to identify our first homeowner 

partner and plan the first work day. We met as a group on January 9, 2012 with Charles 

Cloutman of the AHRC, we revisited the central goals of the HNHN project and our motivation 

for participation. We then explored ways we could work together to leverage resources and 

advance a holistic approach to home repair. The AHRC would help us identify weatherization-

ready homes that we could further help. Cloutman said he only had a few contacts for 

potentially eligible homes and the Chavez family was a good possibility because the family had 

received home repair services from all of the main home repair organizations for which they 

were eligible. MOWAM supported them first through GO Repair, and then connected them with 

Austin Energy and the Holly Good Neighbor Program.  

6.2.1.2 Regenerative Dialogue Assessment (Co-sense, Co-initiate) 

On February 4, Shiloh and I went to meet Alberto and Maria Chavez, an elderly, Mexican-

American couple who had been married over sixty years. Since this was our first trial of the RDA, 

Shiloh and I met earlier that week to go over the interview guide and to ground ourselves in our 

intentions to create conditions for open dialogue and a collaborative, respectful relationship. 

We prepared to engage with the client as a capable partner. Whereas a normal 1 house audit 

would simply involve looking for interventions that could save energy and fit within the usual 1 

house paradigm, in this case we asked general questions about their home and their day to day 

lives: what they liked, what they didn’t like, and what they might imagine could be different. In 

practice, we established a strong level of trust early on and Mrs. Chavez told us stories about 

her past and present life that helped identify future possibilities. 

Mrs. Chavez explained that she and her family originally moved here in 1990 from 

Chicago, where she had grown up. Her husband was from Texas, and after her parents passed 

away, she and her husband decided to move to Texas to be closer to his family. They found their 

home through a friend who lived in the neighborhood near Cristo Rey church. Her youngest son, 

Julio, was about 15 years old at the time (their other two sons were already grown and living 

independently). Unfortunately, he had a hard time making good friends because he had a short 

temper and got into fights. She said that the one friend he really liked “was up to no good.” 

There were gangs in the neighborhood at that time, and he made some enemies. Mrs. Chavez 



 

394 
 

said that she really wanted to keep him off the streets, so they spent a lot of time with her son, 

Jose, who lived outside of town. Julio thought it was too boring and didn’t like it, but Mrs. 

Chavez thought it was safer. 

They also spent time at Jose’s place because Mrs. Chavez felt it was hard for her to 

make friends in the neighborhood. She thought this was because people did not like her son. 

Her next door neighbors built a privacy fence after an incident they had with her son in their 

shared side-yard. Chicago had been much friendlier and it had been hard for her to adjust. 

When asked about whether there were places in the neighborhood where she was comfortable 

and felt like she belonged, she said that she used to go to Cristo Rey church, and that she felt 

connected to neighbors at the KLEEN Wash laundromat down the street. There, she could mind 

her own business while listening to people talk as they all cleaned and folded laundry. Having 

met people at the laundromat, she recognized them later throughout the neighborhood.  

Everything fell apart for her in 2000, when Julio was killed in a drive-by shooting on her 

doorstep. Just days before he had been released from the hospital after having been shot 

previously on Sixth Street and “left with his stomach ripped out.” As she shared the story of his 

violent death with us, it felt as if it had just happened. The pain was present as she recounted 

the story in detail:  

He hated being in the hospital, and eventually he convinced them to go home. 

So he came home, right here. It was just in time for his 20th birthday. His 

girlfriend came over, he had two babies with her, and she made him a cake.  

One night, some friends came over, and he really wanted to go outside. I 

pleaded with him, no. He was still walking around with that bag, he really didn’t 

need to go outside, but he went out anyway. He went out, and I heard a big 

commotion. I told Beto [Alberto] to go see what was happening, and he stepped 

out. But Julio told him, “step away, Dad, go around to the side.” … And sure 

enough, they came by and shot him again. If he hadn’t told Beto to move away, 

he would have been gone, too. He was shot just across the street. His friends 

brought him back over here, to our porch. I … Every time I see it, it breaks my 

heart. Breaks my heart, I tell you. The boy who did it got off with it. No one 

would admit he did it, he walked.  

Mrs. Chavez explained that after Julio died, she could not bear to stay in the home and 

she and Mr. Chavez lived for some time with their son, Jose. Their home fell into disrepair. Upon 
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their return, rain was coming in through the ceiling in the back of the house and they could only 

live in the front rooms. Mr. Chavez was in his 90s and neither of them could drive or keep up the 

home. When Mrs. Chavez’s niece came to town from San Antonio, she made calls and got them 

set up with meals through MOWAM. This is when things really began to turn around:  

We really didn’t have money to fix things before, and it wasn’t a good situation. 

Like I said, the roof was leaking in the back, and then it was leaking over the 

bedroom, too. And there were all of these wires all over the place. It was when 

Charles from MOWAM came by that things started to change. He noticed the 

leaking roof, he noticed the wires going every which way. I only had one outlet 

for the kitchen and the bedroom, and very few outlets throughout the house, 

no more than one per room. I had wires running from outlets to fixtures, all 

over the place. It wasn’t safe. I didn’t feel safe. That’s all different now. They 

redid the electric, and there are light switches for each room. There are no 

longer loose wires. 

MOWAM did a significant amount of work and then connected them with the Holly 

Good Neighbor Program (HGNP) and Austin Energy for weatherization. HGNP was still in the 

process of doing work on the home when we visited. The Chavezes were very confused about 

who was doing what and when at the home because there were many people coming by and 

doing a lot of different things. Mrs. Chavez said she did not want to leave the house in case 

someone might come by to help them.  

Even as Mrs. Chavez expressed her gratitude for these dramatic improvements, it 

became clear that there were many opportunities to continue restoring the social, technical, 

and ecological form and function of the home environment. As she and Mr. Chavez talked about 

their daily life and activities they have enjoyed in their home over time, and their experiences in 

the neighborhood, a number of promising opportunities for action arose. Six key discoveries 

included:  

1. Family was very important to Mr. and Mrs. Chavez, yet they felt disconnected. Their 
other two grown sons did not live in Austin. The children of their deceased son lived 
nearby but rarely visited. Mrs. Chavez said she would love to host family members from 
out of town if she could turn the front and back room into guest rooms. She thought 
that her granddaughter might be able to stay with her more often if she had a place for 
her to spend the night. However, the back room could not be air conditioned because of 
a broken window and both rooms were filled with boxes containing Julio’s belongings 
and Mrs. Chavez’s arts and crafts materials.  
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2. When asked what her days were like, Mrs. Chavez responded with "lonely.” She said 
that most of the neighbors she really knew had passed on already. Her next door 
neighbors did not really talk to her. Behind their privacy fence, she said the sounds of 
kids playing was like "music to my ears” but that no children came to visit her. Although 
she was uncomfortable with her next door neighbors, she was open to inviting 
community members to participate in work day.  

3. Mrs. Chavez liked to tinker and do crafts, but her eyes had gotten so bad that she could 
not do it anymore. She said she had never been very social, but used to engage in a local 
church and provide crafts and craft materials for their kids. She seemed excited at the 
idea of having her home and things organized to do more of that and maybe even work 
with kids. 

4. Mr. and Mrs. Chavez were very concerned about being safe and secure at home, 
probably as a result of their son’s tragic death. The broken window in the back of the 
home contributed to that anxiety, and the lack of drapes in the front windows also 
contributed to it. They had newspapers taped to the windows to maintain privacy.  

5. Mr. Chavez was about to turn 90 years old and was still relatively active and walked 
around the block most days, but Mrs. Chavez worried a lot about his safety. He had 
been hospitalized recently after he fell while on one of his walks. He used to love to 
garden before he got a ticket for watering during a water conservation period.  

6. He used to walk more in his own yard, but it was now filled with unsafe old household 
goods, construction debris, and various other items. The front porch and back rooms 
were filled as well and there was little room to move around without tripping. 

 

This dialogue about the personal meaning, daily practices, and material conditions of 

the home revealed interesting possibilities. Much of the loneliness Mrs. Chavez experienced 

seemed to be tied to the loss of her son, and her home, with its broken windows and the privacy 

fence next door kept that sense of loss, fear, and isolation present. She held on to boxes of her 

son’s belongings, yet these boxes crowded out the possibility of any new visitors or life to share 

the home with her. She could not see well enough to craft, but even if she did she had no room 

to tinker because of all of the boxes. If she had space or knew neighborhood children, she 

thought she might be able to teach them like she used to do. As she opened up to us, she 

seemed more interested in letting go of boxes and making space to use for future home life. She 

started to entertain the idea of a garage sale. She got excited about the idea of setting up rooms 

with beds.  

Additionally, Mr. Chavez loved to be outside and to garden, but he could not do these 

things on his own anymore. We imagined we might be able to clear out the side yard and 

contribute some of it to the garage sale. Given the fact that Mr. Chavez had been ticketed 
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before for watering, we also realized he might want a rain barrel and a revamped garden. 

Perhaps neighbors would be interested in helping him keep it up over time. If so, that could help 

address Mrs. Chavez’s loneliness and social isolation.  

The neighborhood-based volunteer work event created the possibility for more social 

connection for the Chavezes and an extended mutual support network. The Chavezes were no 

longer physically strong, but they still had gardening and crafting knowledge and interests and a 

desire to contribute to others that could potentially help strengthen the neighborhood social 

fabric. If there were neighbors who had an interest in gardening but no experience, perhaps 

they would like to help Mr. Chavez with his garden and learn from his experience gardening in 

the neighborhood.  

The homeowner dialogue was well-complemented by a technical needs assessment that 

revealed concrete areas of action that could be served within the parameters of 1 house at a 

time, as presented in Table 6.3. 
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Table 6.3. Opportunities For Technological Interventions (Chavez Home) 

Opportunities For Interventions in Technological Systems of Home Environment 

Observation from building assessment Possible action 

There were several service providers that had 

been engaged in renovating the home in some 

fashion, yet there appeared to be a lack of 

centralized project management and 

communication with the homeowners. The result 

was a lot of incomplete work and a homeowner 

who did not know what or when additional work 

would be completed.  

Find out who is already engaged, what additional 

work has been promised or is planned, and when 

it will be completed. Hold those individuals 

accountable to completing the work and provide 

the homeowner with organized contact 

information for the various resources.  

 

The gas water heater was not properly vented 

and there was no carbon monoxide detector. 

Both posed an indoor air quality risk.  

Contact MOWAM to complete proper ventilation 

of the water heater and to conceal this appliance. 

Install a carbon monoxide detector. 

The gas wall heater was making noises that 

concern the homeowner, and therefore it had 

not been running.  

We got the number of installer and a service call 

should be made. 

The home lacked central AC or heat. A couple of 

window units (1 new and 1 old) cooled the house.  

No action. Well sealed.  

New, properly insulated and weatherstripped 

exterior doors had already been installed. 

Side door out of kitchen needs to be refit to 

operate better. Because air leakage is not the key 

concern, this may not be a 1 house priority.  

Windows at front of house had been replaced 

with the baseline vinyl windows. Four old 

windows in the rear addition of the home needed 

to be replaced. 

Replace the broken and inefficient windows in 

the back of the home. This aligns with 1 house 

mission. 

Attic had sufficient insulation, but some loose fill 

insulation had been falling into the living space.  

Some sealing around ceiling penetrations needs 

to be done. 

Some new roof framing and radiant barrier 

decking had been installed on rear portion of 

house. New cheap asphalt shingles had been 

installed recently. There was a roofline available 

for rain water collection; homeowners said they 

like gardening. 

Install a gutter system and rainwater barrel.  

Board and batt wood siding at front and sides 

showed rot at bottoms. Home could use exterior 

painting. 

Could replace rotted siding and repaint home.  
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6.2.1.3 Design of Work Plan (Co-create) 

As Table 6.3 shows, although many of the common problems 1 house would fix were already 

addressed, there were still many projects that could be done to enhance the performance of the 

home that would be appropriate for the volunteer-based green home renovation work typical of 

a 1 house at a time project. There were, however, more projects needed than we could 

perform. Choosing what projects to take on required considering what work would be 

completed by the Holly Good Neighbor Program, and by considering what could save the most 

energy and could work into a limited budget.  

Using the assessments, we created the following summary scope of work and benefits 

with the Chavezes: 

1. Window replacement and blinds: Address energy efficiency and safety goals.  

2. Install CO2 monitor: Protect indoor air quality (Charles Cloutman ended up completing 

the venting connection). 

3. Seal holes in the building envelope and ceiling penetrations: Increase energy efficiency 

and improve indoor environmental quality (prevent insulation falling inside and 

potentially reduce pests).  

4. Install rainwater collection system (gutter and rainbarrel): Remove a barrier to Mr. 

Chavez’s enjoyment of gardening.  

5. Plant front yard vegetable garden: Remove start-up barrier for Mr. Chavez’s gardening 
and Mrs. Chavez’s enjoyment of fresh peppers.  

6. Clean up side yard (remove debris and hazardous waste): Increase safety and mobility 
for Mr. Chavez. 

7. Create space in home: Go through boxes with Mrs. Chavez to identify items she was 
willing to part with in order to use her space in ways that aligned with the possibility of 
a home with company.  

8. Yard sale and donations: Move unwanted and unused belongings back toward use 
through a garage sale and a Goodwill donation 

 

We reviewed the plan with the Chavezes to ensure it aligned with their priorities and 

established a work plan. The anticipated budget exceeded the $5,000 budget once all of the 1 

house at a time expenses were taken out. Our outreach plan mobilized some funding as well as 

volunteerism. A local Austin business gave us a $2,000 donation to support our ongoing work 

which met our budget gap. We rallied support from volunteers for in-kind donations. We 

created a spreadsheet to track our work. We established work plans and safety protocols for 
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each of the teams. Eleanor Richter and I had half-hour check-in calls most weeks starting in late 

February to keep things on track.  

6.2.1.4 Formation of Work Day Team (Co-initiate) 

Volunteer recruitment began in earnest in March for the April 7 event. Early on, we relied on 

email distribution lists and word of mouth invitations from the organizing team and people who 

had shared their email addresses during the Community Conversations of Spring 2011. Two 

weeks prior we also made telephone calls to everyone on the Community Conversations 

attendance list. On March 17, three volunteers combined distributing fliers for the event with a 

storm drain marking walk through the neighborhood. For volunteers to participate in the event, 

they needed to sign both a volunteer waiver form and provide personal information for a 

criminal background check.  

6.2.1.4.1 The Challenge of the Background Check Requirement 

The criminal background check requirement created a challenge for recruiting volunteers. When 

communicating the idea of the project, it was clearly a community-building opportunity, and 

something fun to bring neighbors together. When people agreed to participate, I asked if they 

would complete the registration by completing the two required forms. I explained that because 

we are working with nonprofits in the privacy of the homes of families we are required to 

present the background check information to the nonprofit. Most people agreed but some 

found it off-putting. Two volunteers who would have made a great contribution were barred 

from participation because of past felony convictions. One of these volunteers was the 

granddaughter of the woman we helped on our inaugural project who wanted to “pay it 

forward.” Another was a neighbor who regularly mows the yards of his neighbors and is 

generally looking to help out. For anything to change in this policy, a proposal would need to be 

made to the board of directors for both 1 house at a time and Meals On Wheels and More.  

6.2.1.4.2 Engaging Neighbors on the Block 

We did not make a focused effort to recruit volunteers on the same block as the Chavez family 

until a few days before the event. I knocked on doors and left fliers. No one was interested in 

volunteering. One of the co-founders of the project had family on the same block, but they did 

not participate.  
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6.2.1.5 Enact Intentions at Work Day Event (Co-create) 

The drama of the work day unfolded in four main acts: 1) Warm Up, 2) Kick Off, 3) Team Work, 

and 4) Wrap Up.  

The Warm Up phase was a bit frenzied – although Shiloh showed up at 7:40 with all of 

the supplies, most of the core leadership team showed up after the team meeting we had 

committed to at 8:15 am. Although Eleanor had prepared printed slips with team responsibilities 

and safety hazards, she neglected to bring them. While leaders scrambled to get organized, 

volunteers trickled in and gathered over coffee, donuts, and tacos at the sign-in table. In 

addition to t-shirts and name tags, the table also had a handout about how the project would be 

part of my dissertation and tip sheets for energy conservation.  

The Kick Off started at 9:15 am. I gave some background on the project (including its 

connection to my dissertation), provided an overview of the day, and introduced the 

homeowner and the core team leaders. Eleanor spoke about how this event was first and 

foremost about helping the Chavez family, but also about how we could have a greater effect 

collectively by taking action in our own homes and organizations. She gave a mini-lecture on 

how people could save money and reduce their environmental impact by focusing on the four 

biggest areas of household spending – household utilities, transportation, food, and consumer 

goods. She talked about how much money her workshops had saved other people and helped 

them reduce their carbon footprints. She told them that there were commitment forms on the 

registration table they could complete. Shiloh then went over the work plan, which included the 

tasks for each team. We had to recruit some team leader positions at the last minute, including 

someone to oversee the side yard clean up and report to Mrs. Chavez about items to go into the 

garage sale. In the midst of all of this, a TV crew arrived and started filming the event and 

waiting for interviews. The kickoff was admittedly disjointed.  

Volunteers eagerly jumped into action in Act II, Team Work. The eight teams were all 

deeply engaged. Unfortunately, the expert team leader from the rainwater system company 

could not attend and the gutter system was unusually difficult to install. Similarly, the back 

windows were non-standard and took more skilled work to remove than anticipated. The side 

yard project team moved quickly, but Mr. Chavez looked nervous as belongings were sorted and 
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one volunteer had a pot full of soil shatter while she was moving it. She cut her arm and had to 

leave to get stiches. Eleanor then got anxious about safety. Since she had neglected to bring the 

safety sheets, she decided to serve as a safety patrol issuing safety warnings. This was not well-

received. Nevertheless, most people seemed to be having a great time as they engaged in work 

and conversation. Inside , one volunteer stayed with Mrs. Chavez and helped her direct the 

volunteers helping her with organization and interior design. These volunteers and the side yard 

team put together the garage sale out front. Interestingly, the mother of the Chavezes’ 

grandchildren showed up at the garage sale even though she had not accepted previous 

invitations from Mrs. Chavez to get involved in the project. She took many of Julio’s old 

belongings. During the garage sale, some of the side yard team broke off to help a neighbor 

across the street clear out some of her backyard debris so that it could all be hauled off with the 

Chavez’s materials.  

Around 1pm, a neighbor arrived with chicken mole, rice, and beans for the crew. 

Neighbors seemed to enjoy the food and conversation. Eleanor walked around reminding 

people to fill out the commitment forms. People gradually left and at the end of the day there 

was still significant work to be completed on the back windows. Ted and Randy, a leader of a 

neighborhood church, stepped in to finish that project. Over the course of the day, 25 

volunteers were engaged in the project.  

At the end of the day, Shiloh and I checked in with Mr. and Mrs. Chavez and the 

volunteer who had been staying with them throughout the day. Both seemed very content. Mr. 

Chavez was excited about the new garden. Mrs. Chavez was delighted to be rocking the 

volunteer’s baby in her arms. Everyone was tired but seemed content. Mrs. Chavez emotionally 

conveyed her gratitude.  

6.2.1.5.1 Behavior Change Commitments 

Of the 25 volunteers, 16 completed commitment forms. There were 17 households represented 

overall, and 12 of these households made commitments. A number of those who completed 

commitment forms committed to take multiple actions. Table 6.4 summarizes the commitments 

that were made.  
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Table 6.4. Volunteer Commitments For Future Action (Chavez Work Day) 

 

I entered these commitments into a 1 house at a time at a time spreadsheet that would 

make it easier to quantify potential impacts of these actions (e.g., pounds of CO2 eliminated, 

cubic feet of trash eliminated, kWh of electricity conserved, and gallons of water conserved). 

Eleanor and I agreed that she would take the lead on the follow-up calls and calculations to 

ensure the reliability of the approach. She agreed to train me in her approach so that I could 

conduct the follow-ups in the future. 

 

6.2.1.6 Learn Through Doing and Dialogue (Co-evolve) 

Adaptive management and reflective practice are fundamental to the pragmatic epistemology in 

the home ecology action research paradigm. Ideally, the evaluation process not only describes 

what did or did not happen during the event and what factors may have influenced the 

outcomes, but also engages each member of the social system to reflect about the future of the 

program and their involvement. The evaluation for the demonstration project included a survey 

of the volunteers and debriefing meetings with program leaders from 1 house and HNHN. Each 

participant had the opportunity to reflect on the performance of the overall program and their 

role in it.  

General Action Area Specific Actions Committed By Volunteers 

FOOD  Throw away less food (three individuals) 

 Eat out less (only two times per week) 

TRANSPORTATION  Reduce automobile .. use (four individuals committed to 
this with commitments that included no car on weekends; 
increasing bike commuting; increasing walking) 

 Be a more efficient driver (obeying speed limits, limiting 
start and stops) 

HOME ENERGY  Invest in energy-efficiency measures for home  

 Get an energy audit and start monitoring energy use 

WATER  Stop running water while doing dishes to cut use by half.  

 Reduce showers by 5 minutes 

 Xeriscape 1/2 of backyard (no more grass) 

 Install a rainwater harvesting system for garden  

 Fix a leak in toilet 

WASTE REDUCTION  Get reusable grocery bags for the Cristo Rey Food Pantry 

 Start composting 
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6.2.1.6.1 Post-Event Volunteer Survey 

To help the HNHN initiative learn from the experience, I created an online survey for the 

volunteers to give their feedback about the event, their ideas on how to enhance the program 

going forward, and their perspectives on a few key challenges. The survey was intended to: 

 Learn more about what mattered to the volunteers 

 Identify leaders for future projects 

 See how well we were meeting certain objectives (especially around community-

building) 

 Engage volunteers in a conversation about the future of the project  

I particularly wanted to generate a broader dialogue about some of the key challenges 

we faced in the first project, including the value and ethical implications of the criminal 

background check requirement, and the low representation of long-time neighbors among the 

volunteers.  

The results indicated that the volunteers were primarily interested in the social aspects 

of the project with relatively little interest in the ecological aspects of the project. The 

environmental behavior change element was not well-received. The results of the survey are 

summarized in Tables 6.6–6.9 with brief discussions of the findings.  

As Table 6.5, “Volunteer Motivation Before and After the Chavez Work Day” shows, 

most volunteers had three general motivations: 1) desire to contribute their skills and time to 

help a neighbor in need, 2) desire to get to know other neighbors, and 3) desire to strengthen 

their neighborhood. Interestingly, no volunteers said that they volunteered because they 

wanted to learn about how to live more sustainably, to teach others how to do so, or specifically 

to help a family save money on energy bills. These were all clearly stated goals of the project 

expressed in fliers, emails, and other correspondence, but it was not what brought people to the 

event. This is interesting given that I knew at least nine of the volunteers had strong 

environmental values, and two actively engaged in pro-environmental behavior in the 

neighborhood (e.g., marking storm drains, collecting trash, sharing composting and gardening 

knowledge). Overall, volunteers wanted to stay involved.  
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Table 6.5. Volunteer Motivation Before and After the Chavez Work Day 

Question Category Specific Response Total 
(17) 

What motivated you to participate?  (17) 

 Desire to help and give back to neighbors in need 11 

 Get to know other neighbors  6 

 Strengthen Neighborhood 13 

  Increase neighborhood cooperation 4 

  Strengthen social fabric and sense of community (e.g., 
trust, safety, belonging)  

8 

  Build support for the HNC 1 

How would you like to be involved in the future?  (17) 

 Want to stay involved 14 

  More projects like this 14 

  Increasing leadership role in future (e.g., pre-event 
planning, meeting with homeowner, etc.) 

9 

 Unlikely to stay involved 3 

  Not from the neighborhood 2 

  Limited time 1 

 

As Table 6.6 shows, most volunteers personally benefited from the work day especially 

through the development of relationships with neighbors and an increased sense of connection 

to the neighborhood. In fact, when volunteers were asked an open ended question about what 

they learned through the work day, the most common response category was about discovering 

the power and motivation of their neighbors to make a difference together. As one volunteer 

commented,  

I do [feel more connected] just by being more familiar with several other people 

in our area. I have a sense of pride when I pass the house on Holly knowing that 

mostly volunteers that live nearby gathered and worked towards bettering the 

home. 

However, two volunteers also expressed some concern that they had not been able to 

connect with neighbors who had been deeply rooted in the neighborhood. One replied that he 

felt “possibly more isolated, because we did not achieve true perfect participation.”197 They 

                                                           
197 Interestingly, neither of the two people who noted wanting to feel more connected through 

wider participation indicated that they would be willing to help out with outreach.  
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were referring to the lack of representation of long-term neighbors, especially those of Mexican 

American heritage. 

Interestingly, Table 6.6 also shows that only three volunteers indicated that they 

learned a new skill related to green home repair (installation of a rainwater collection system), 

and only one of these committed to applying that new skill in their own home.  

Table 6.6. Volunteer Benefits and Impacts Reported (Chavez Work Day) 

Question Category Specific Response Total (17) 

What did you learn through the work day?  (13) 

 Learned a new skill (e.g., how to build a rainwater collection 
system) 

3 

 More outreach is needed to neighbors in close proximity 1 

 Discovered power and motivation of neighbors to make a 
difference  

7 

Did you meet new neighbors?  (17) 

 Yes, I met new neighbors 16 

  Yes, and strengthened existing relationships  3 

 No, I did not meet new neighbors 1 

  No, I did not live in neighborhood  1 

Did you feel more connected to the Holly Neighborhood (17) 

 Yes, I feel more connected 17 

 Yes, but would have felt more connected if we had a more 
representative base of volunteers 

2 

 

Volunteers also offered specific feedback about strengths and weaknesses of the 

program as summarized in Table 6.7. The strengths summarized are straightforward. The 

weaknesses warrant further discussion, especially because some of the concerns were related to 

one another and the overall combination of concerns hinted at a different ambiance than the 

August 2011 project. Whereas the August event had a grassroots, self-organizing feel and left 

people with a sense of fulfillment and completion, there were elements of this event that felt 

forced or disconnected even though thirteen volunteers listed organization as a strength of the 

project. The seven volunteers who called for improvements in pre-event planning shared 

concerns that included 1) last minute requests for further support that created a sense of 

pressure and disorganization; and 2) failure to establish expert leaders for each team prior to 

the event. This failure regarding the establishment and preparation of team leads slowed down 
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the start-up of the event (another major concern of volunteers) and potentially contributed to a 

lack of leadership accountability for completion of projects. Some projects were not completed 

the same day, and some volunteers stepped in to complete them at a later time. However, 

these volunteers had the experience of fixing a problem that should not have happened, leaving 

them somewhat frustrated instead of fulfilled.  

Another common concern was the partnership with 1 house at a time/A Nurtured 

World. Two people mentioned being put off by Eleanor Richter pressuring them into signing 

commitment forms. Three people thought that the presentation at the beginning took too much 

time. One, co-founder Ted Reinhardt, was frustrated that this project – where a professional 

nonprofit was receiving administrative compensation to run the event – had been less organized 

than the first event put on completely by volunteer neighbors.  
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Table 6.7. Volunteer Perspectives of Strengths and Weaknesses of Chavez Work Day 

Question Category Specific Response Total 
(17) 

What worked about the event? What did you like?  (17) 

 Strong volunteer support  12 

  Strong turnout in terms of numbers 9 

  Spirit of collaboration among volunteers with diverse 
abilities 

8 

 Strong organization 13 

  Strength of teams (e.g., variety or projects, skills of 
leaders, focus, commitment) 

8 

  Balance between volunteer numbers and work 3 

  Onsite lunch 1 

 High level of impact   

  Significant amount of work done in short amount of time 2 

  Work done was important for family  4 

What would you like to see different next time? (16) 

 Improve pre-event planning 7 

  No more late notice calls with resource requests 5 

  Establish team leaders for all projects early on and make 
sure gutter team has an expert 

4 

 Improve post-event planning  4 

  Limit number of projects to achieve them all on same day 2 

  Online checklist for remaining work to enable signups 2 

 Increase diversity of volunteers (e.g., more representative of 
neighborhood)  

4 

 Revisit partnership with A Nurtured World 5 

  Shorten initial presentation (e.g., less time talking, less 
environmental presentation) 

3 

  No pressure to make environmental commitments  2 

  Unclear what added value ANW brought 2 

 

While the following set of recommendations were responses to open ended questions, I 

also asked for feedback on specific areas: recruitment of a diverse volunteer base and 

background check polices. These recommendations are summarized in Table 6.8.  
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Table 6.8. Volunteer Recommendations for Key Concerns (Chavez Work Day) 

Question Category Specific Response Total 
(17) 

How can we recruit more long-time neighbors to volunteer with HNHN?  (14) 

 Nothing succeeds like success (keep doing it, they will come) 2 

 Neighborhood Newsletter (start one, use neighboring one) 1 

 Canvass neighborhood for skills and recruit leaders 2 

 Pay it forward initiative (if you volunteer, you get on a list) 1 

 Focus on relationship building in general  7 

  Encourage household to engage friends, family, and 
neighbors 

2 

What do you think of the criminal background check for volunteers? Pros? Cons?  (13) 

 Support background check 4 

  This is common and important when working with 
vulnerable people 

2 

  Protects against liability risks 1 

  Sometimes a requirement for getting outside resources 1 

  Requires people to be serious about participating 1 

 Uncomfortable with the background check  7 

  Reduces number of volunteers 3 

  Excludes some people who may be known and trusted in 
neighborhood, or even in family, and other 
underrepresented neighbors.  

2 

  Minimal risk in a social group 2 

  Dampens the volunteering experience (e.g., too 
institutional, impedes trust,  

2 

 Conflicted – equal weight to pros and cons 2 

 Alternative policy recommendations  

  Let homeowners waive the background check policy in 
general, or for specific people they know.  

2 

  Include some projects that require background checks (e.g., 
those inside the home), and others that do not.  

2 

  If it is informal with no outside support and done just with 
neighbors, it should not be required 

2 

 

6.2.1.6.2 Debriefing Meetings With Core Leadership Team 

There were two primary group debriefing meetings among the project leadership, one between 

Eleanor, Shiloh, and I about the 1 house side of things (May 1, 2012), and one between Eleanor, 

Shiloh, Ted, and I about the partnership between HNHN and ANW (May 3, 2012). These 

meetings gave us an opportunity to review the survey results and talk about other feedback we 
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had gathered since the event. For me, that included shorter reflection conversations held at 

Holly Neighborhood Coalition meetings, as well as some one-on-one phone calls with other 

volunteers.  

For the most part, the debrief discussions among core team leaders were consistent 

with the feedback provided by the volunteers. However, the core team brought up some 

strengths and weaknesses that were not named by volunteers and there were some areas of 

contention that required more courageous conversations among partners. In terms of additional 

strengths, Shiloh and I were pleased with the first trial of the regenerative dialogue assessment. 

Through this approach, we developed a foundation of trust that grew throughout the process. 

Our decision to have one volunteer assigned to directly support Mrs. Chavez had proven to be 

important since her level of comfort about letting go of items fluctuated and the volunteer 

helped make sure that her priorities were met throughout the work day. Shiloh and Eleanor 

were also impressed by the exceptionally strong sense of community and teamwork present at 

the event, which surpassed anything they had experienced previously with 1 house at a time. 

Eleanor was also excited that it was covered on the evening news.  

One newly named weakness was the question of work place safety. Eleanor was 

disappointed that this event included the first injury of any 1 house project. She accepted some 

responsibility for this problem because she had not brought the safety cards for each volunteer 

team. We resolved that in the future, we would recruit team leaders early and that the primary 

responsibilities of the position would be to oversee the successful completion of the task and 

safety of the volunteers. At least a week before each future work day, we would brief the team 

of volunteer leaders on the scope and safety hazards involved with each task. We would also 

establish a safety specialist to support team leaders with hazard identification and response.  

The more contentious discussion areas had to do with the budget, background checks, 

and environmental behavior change elements. Ted, Shiloh, and I were concerned about the 

budget. Ted reviewed the budget in the original proposal and was concerned that only $1,500 of 

the $5,000 allocated for each project was used toward materials for the home. He did not 

believe that the remaining $3,500 allocated to ANW staff, manpower for the behavior change 

element, and administrative costs had been well spent. He doubted that the extra bureaucratic 
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requirements and overhead were worth the benefits of insurance and 501(c)(3) status we 

gained through the partnership. He was also concerned that the additional $2,000 he had raised 

from local businesses would be mismanaged. I shared some of Ted’s concerns because I was 

afraid of being criticized based on the previous intimidation tactics used on me by Espudo of Los 

Barrios Unidos. When he had earlier rejected the original proposal and questioned my integrity, 

he was particularly upset about the amount of money from the City going to a nonprofit group 

instead of directly to the neighborhood. This was a concern to Shiloh as well because he 

donated his expertise and found it hard to see why 30% still needed to go to staff and overhead. 

Eleanor reacted defensively to this conversation and had a hard time explaining the cost 

justification. She expressed frustration that we did not understand how difficult it was to run a 

nonprofit and it was clear that she was unwilling to adjust the budget on future events. The only 

compromise made was that she agreed to field any calls from community members about the 

budget.  

Our conversation about the background checks was similar. I was surprised and 

frustrated that I had to turn away two highly motivated volunteers who would have been 

perfect for the event because of the strict rule requiring the background check. Because 

community building among diverse neighbors was a core HNHN priority, I was resistant to 

Eleanor’s firm stance on not changing the policy. My resistance was frustrating to her, and she 

was convinced that the only reason people were reacting negatively to the request was that 

those of us who were making the request were “being weird about it.” I felt that she did not 

understand the context, and I wanted to find a way in which we could have an inclusive 

community event while also advancing the safety and interests of all. She said the only option to 

make a change would be to get the support of the ANW Board. I later reached out to the ReEnty 

Roundtable in Austin about a recommendation for an ethical volunteer policy, and they 

recommended running the check but being selective about which felonies and time periods 

would prohibit participation. I also talked to the other volunteer-based home repair 

organizations in Austin about their policies. Some of them did work only on the outside of 

homes in order to minimize risk and to avoid the need for background checks. Based on this 

research, I recommended that we only require background checks for volunteers working on 
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site at the event, but that we create alley clean up other outdoor projects in the vicinity that 

would not require the checks. This appeared to generate consensus. 

Finally, with regard to the environmental behavior change element, Eleanor was 

frustrated by the low number of commitment forms turned in, and I was frustrated by the 

didactic tone of the presentation and the pressure people felt about making commitments. She 

insisted on maintaining control of the follow-up calls because she had a particular approach to 

quality control (and probably because it was one of her few direct labor costs in the original 

proposal). I requested that we have Elizabeth Frisch lead the next workshop because I had seen 

the way she inspired people by sharing from her own experience a previous event. We achieved 

consensus on this change.  

Although some of the debriefing conversations were tense, we were all able to agree on 

some key adaptations for the second demonstration project, as summarized in Table 6.9, while 

building on existing strengths. There were consequences from this interpersonal conflict. Ted no 

longer wanted to be directly involved in the leadership of the project. Although he was still 

committed to helping out on the day of the events, he had no interest in volunteering with 

Eleanor. I chose to accept the agreements as we had come to them and focus on creating what 

was next instead of resisting and resenting some fixed policies.  
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Table 6.9. Adaptations in Design for Demonstration Project #2 

Adaptations in Design for Demonstration Project #2 Derived From Chavez Case Study 

Goal area  Strategies for improvement 

Better engage 

diverse 

neighbors and 

build social 

capital 

 Employ a block-level approach and begin recruiting neighbors at least a month 
prior to the event (also to identify potential additional projects) 

 Adjust the background check policy to exempt volunteers not working at the 
house site from the background check.  

 Expand outreach, and build momentum by informing neighbors of successes 
with a newsletter and block walks. 

 Support older neighbors through the Holly Good Neighbor application process 

 Encourage well-established neighbors to reach out to their networks 

 Open opportunities for well-established neighbors to serve in core team and in 
team leader positions.  

 Create a mobile community tool shed to use for ad-hoc HNHN projects to 
increase visibility  

Enhance 

organization and 

professionalism 

 Adjust leadership structure to make roles more clear to the leadership team 
and to the volunteers and clients.  

 Include a team member from the beginning whose primary responsibility 
would be to ensure safety.  

 Include an official 1 house at a time at a time Program Coordinator to serve 
with the Foreman. Establish my role as the Neighborhood Coordinator.  

 Continue to reform the audit process, including requiring an energy audit and 
enhancing the “deep interview” approach.  

 Start planning and establishing leadership teams earlier to mobilize people and 
establish lines of accountability.  

Improve future 

environmental 

commitment 

element of 

program 

 Designate one person to lead the behavior change element, ideally having 
Elizabeth Frisch from 1 house at a time lead the workshop.  

 Incorporate environmental element in the initial flyers and communication so 
it doesn’t come as a surprise.  

 At lunch, encourage people to make commitments and share their 
commitments with each other.  

 
 

With clear lessons learned, we were well-positioned to lead a second work day that 

would improve upon the foundation established by the first official prototype project. 

6.2.2 Case Study II: The Padillo Family (September 15, 2012 Work Day) 

The second demonstration project was hosted by the Padillo family on September 15, 2012. This 

project built on the success of the first demonstration project and also revealed interesting 

neighborhood dynamics and possibilities to advance multiple dimensions of environmental 
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justice through home repair completed through a regenerative design process. This second case 

study particularly reveals aspects of the HEP leadership and design principles that help create 

conditions in which generative outcomes are more likely to emerge. The stories of the second 

case study particularly reflect the anticipatory nature of this design process wherein the focus is 

not on predicting and controlling outcomes, but rather on cultivating conditions in which 

outcomes can emerge through the interactions of people engaged in their social and ecological 

environment.  

In designing and planning the second demonstration project, we considered the 

improvements summarized in Table 6.8 in the previous section. As we engaged in planning the 

second work day throughout the summer and into the fall of 2012, two other contextual 

developments emerged that had a strong bearing on neighborhood engagement around the 

Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors Initiative. These included:  

1) Development of the Mobile Community Toolshed /East Side Garden Exchange, and  

2) Commencement of the master planning process for the 90-acre Holly Shores parkland.  

Although the Holly Neighborhood Coalition leaders anticipated that a mobile 

community toolshed for green home renovation projects would aid the long-term viability of the 

HNHN project and increase visibility of positive action in the neighborhood by the Holly 

Neighborhood Coalition, the evolution of the toolshed project from a toolshed for home repair 

to a gardening toolshed reflected a growing awareness of shared gardening interests among 

diverse neighbors. The Public Interest Design students from the School of Architecture at the 

University of Texas visited a number of neighborhood groups’ meetings and opened 

conversations about neighborhood priorities in public spaces, which helped them recognize and 

respond to this strong community interest. Given my previous research on the neighborhood’s 

ecological history, I also understood that our neighborhood was endowed with rich soil that 

would support community gardening efforts.  

The Holly Shores master planning process also influenced the HNHN demonstration 

projects, even if it was less directly influential than the mobile community garden toolshed. This 

park planning process was prompted by the removal of the Holly Street Power Plant and the 

opportunity to bring nine of the acres of that site into the larger 90-acre park. This park planning 
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process began in August 2012 and concluded in August 2014. Because one of the goals of the 

HNHN initiative is to strengthen social capital and civic life in the neighborhood, this park 

planning process was important to most of the neighbors participating in HNHN. This affected 

the timeline of the HNHN green home renovation demonstration projects. It also shaped some 

of the concerns and commitments of neighbors.  

6.2.2.1  Project Team Formation (Co-initiate) 

This time, the goals of the original key organizations were clearly understood and established, 

thanks to the reflective work at the end of Demonstration Project #1. As per Table 6.8, in this 

project we resolved to expand the leadership team to include an official 1 house Program 

Coordinator and a Safety Coordinator to support the project, which freed me up to focus on 

being the Neighborhood Coordinator. I approached Cece Broussard, one of the cofounders of 1 

house, to see if she would be willing to partner with me and Shiloh on this project. She was 

inspired by the prospect and aligned her schedule to join us on the core design and 

implementation team. Eleanor brought on a friend who had an engineering background to serve 

as the Safety Coordinator. Elizabeth Frisch also accepted our invitation to lead the behavior 

change workshop.  

One of the key intentions was to expand the leadership team to include well-established 

neighbors more directly in the leadership of the event. The core team only included 1 house at a 

time leaders and me. With Ted’s departure, I was the single voice of the neighborhood involved 

in this core team. Although Jorge Salazar was also a cofounder of the project and consistently 

supported the initiative, he was more interested in contributing his support and spreading the 

word to his networks than in playing an active role in designing and managing the program. 

Despite this lack of clearly committed neighborhood (?) leadership in the core team of 

the project at its outset, we collectively hoped that we could find leaders with deep roots in the 

neighborhood who also had skills related to green home repair and who would be interested in 

leading in the future. At the conclusion of the first project, we (including the HNHN volunteers 

engaged up until that point) did not know anyone who could fill those roles. We had no clear 

strategy on how to find such leaders, other than to continue encouraging our neighbors 

engaged in HNHN to share their experiences with others and invite them to get involved and to 
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do block walking once we chose a block or two to serve. Although we had limited strategies, we 

established and held the possibility of deeply rooted leadership as a collective intention. Over 

the course of this second demonstration case study, I discovered the surprising power of such a 

clearly envisioned and earnestly held intention. As I engaged in the world with that intention, 

new connections and opportunities for action arose that I might have otherwise missed, had I 

not actively envisioned and anticipated them. In the end, the two most powerful new leaders in 

the project appeared to emerge more from this factor rather than any clear tactical strategy. I 

will present the first story of connection in core team co-initiation in this section, and the 

second in a subsequent section, “Formation of Work Day Teams (Co-initiation).” 

6.2.2.1.1 Connection Through Intention: Gabriel Galvan  

The most significant and surprising experience of intentional and nonlinear connection is the 

story of how Gabriel Galvan came to be a leader in the HNHN. We met on June 12, 2012 in a 

chance encounter on a drizzly day outside of Frank’s Coin Laundry. While waiting for my clothes 

to dry, I sat outside under an overhang, writing in my journal, hoping to find answers or at least 

vent frustration. The HNHN wasn’t working the way I intended. Why was it so hard to find long-

time neighbors who wanted to help lead this project? Was Alfonso Espudo going to sabotage my 

efforts and follow through on his vague threat? Was this a quixotic endeavor doomed to fail? As 

I wrote, a man on a bike pulled up in front of me, dismounted, and asked me if I was a writer. I 

responded a little defensively at first, but soon found myself in an amazing conversation – one 

that felt so close to a direct response to the questions and concerns I’d been expressing that it 

seemed like it must be some kind of trick. This man, Gabriel Galvan, grew up in the 

neighborhood after his parents purchased a house in the late 1950s. In the 1990s he had been a 

community organizer focused on addressing gang violence. He had moved away, but returned 

after the Bastrop fires took his home.198 He wanted to get involved in the neighborhood again 

and he was scouting for partners. He loved the idea of HNHN and was a handy-man by vocation. 

He was excited about the mobile gardening toolshed and recounted stories of the rose bushes 

he’d planted in neighbor’s yards throughout the area over the years. Although I was wary of his 

close friendship with Alfonso Espudo, he seemed to share my vision for an integrated, 

                                                           
198 The Bastrop fires of September and October 2011 represented one of the most destructive wildfires in 
Texas history. The complex fire destroyed over 1,500 homes (Weissert & Pluschnick-Masti, 2011). 
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flourishing neighborhood and I chose to trust him. He became a member of the core leadership 

team. 

6.2.2.1.2 Homeowner Selection 

As we embarked on the second demonstration project, the first goal was to identify a block to 

adopt, where we could potentially help a few neighbors in close proximity to each other and 

engage in block-type clean-up projects. Through a number of referral sources - the Holly Good 

Neighbor Program (HGNP), the Austin Housing Repair Coalition (AHRC), and neighborhood 

connections, we identified four households within a block of each other that we might be able 

to support. The two referrals from HGNP and AHRC, the Padillo and Perez families, lived across 

the street from one another and would be eligible for HNHN funding. When we visited Mrs. 

Padillo first on August 9, 2012 we observed that the home was well-built, well-maintained, and 

weatherization-ready. She was friendly and gracious. The home appeared to be a good fit for a 

full 1 house work day. Our visit to the Perez family on the same day revealed fewer partnership 

possibilities. AYW was still working on the home and Mrs. Perez was frustrated with the work’s 

quality and timeliness. Although she was mostly friendly to us, she also seemed tired and 

irritated. However, as she complained about how hot it got in her living room in the afternoon, 

we realized we could put solar screens on that room’s west facing windows. The other two 

potential households were neighbors who would appreciate help with solar screens and were 

willing to provide the materials. One of these neighbors had reached out to me after seeing the 

evening news coverage of the last project and told me about her $300+/month electric bill. 

Shiloh did an audit on her home, and discovered that her duct system had become perforated. 

Ultimately she worked with her ex-husband to find a way to redo the whole duct system 

through Austin Energy’s incentive programs. From these basic assessments, the Padillo 

household proved to be the only one appropriate for a full 1 house home repair project.  

6.2.2.2 Regenerative Dialogue Assessment (Co-sense, Co-initiate) 

Before the full regenerative dialogue assessment with the Padillo family, Shiloh, Cece, Gabriel 

and I had, on several occasions, visited with Mrs. Padillo and her son, Ernie, who lived with her. 

In these visits we had developed a fairly clear sense of the basic technological needs of the 

home and important social patterns. However, those early conversations were mostly a one-

way, largely uninterrupted flow of perspectives from Ms. Padillo to us in which our experience 
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and insight was in many ways irrelevant and inconsequential. The conversation we were 

committed to opening was a regenerative dialogue that allows a flow of conversation that 

engages the knowledge and experiences of all parties in which new possibilities can be 

discovered and acted upon. Before designing the specifics of the event, we resolved to have a 

regenerative dialogue assessment with Mrs. Padillo, Ernie, and the core leadership team. 

Prior to the regenerative dialogue assessment (RDA) with the Padillos, Shiloh, Cece, and 

I gathered to prepare for a half hour. We discussed our current best guesses about how to 

prioritize funding based on what we already knew about the home and the concerns of the 

household. We went over the intent of the interview and talked briefly about how it would 

proceed, with Shiloh taking the lead while I took notes and asked supporting questions. A 

summary of key findings and their implications for the design of the home are presented here.  

 One of the most striking aspects of Mrs. Padillo’s story of home was her philosophy 

“when you give, you receive.” In nearly every conversation we had with Mrs. Padillo in our pre-

visits, this theme came up, whether she was prophesizing to us about the good fortune we 

would receive in the future thanks to our generosity today, giving thanks for the blessings she 

has received over her life, or recalling the kindnesses she extended to others in the past. This 

was one of the key themes that tied her stories of the three Austin homes she inhabited in her 

lifetime together. The other was a pattern of social, ecological, and technological change that 

followed the Mexican American experience in Austin. As she recalled her early childhood, her 

family lived across the street from the Frito Lay factory in downtown Austin by at the corner of 

Fourth Street and Nueces. She said her family was very poor, and often the people who worked 

there would give them surplus food — potatoes, onions, and sometimes even leftover cuts of 

beef. Next, her family of nine children moved to a home in the flood plain of the Colorado River, 

which she said her father sold to the City of Austin to become Fiesta Gardens parkland. They 

moved to a home on Riverview Street with a kitchen and one room where they all slept. Her 

family could not afford shoes and one day a stranger took her to Congress Street and bought her 

a pair of patent leather shoes and lavender socks. As a mother, she moved to the home she 

owns now, just north of the power plant site. After speaking with disdain about the father of her 

children who was an abusive husband, she glowingly reminisced about her former life partner 
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with whom she sang in the church choir. He was a generous man who cared for her children and 

the whole community. He led the fight against the power plant before he died of cancer. Her life 

story traces the Mexican American community’s history in Austin, centered from the 1870s to 

the 1920s in the First Ward, often called “Mexico,” where the chili factory was located, and then 

in East Austin, especially after Our Lady of Guadalupe church moved and the City’s 1928 master 

plan was adopted. Mexican Americans settled particularly in the areas around the railroad and 

south to the Colorado River within the industrial belt and floodplain.  

Her story of her current home was particularly full of anecdotes of blessings given and 

received. She talked about how the little hungry boy whom she fed when he came knocking at 

her door as a child now comes by to look after her. She talked about how hard she worked as a 

single mother of five children, working multiple jobs to keep food on the table and for beloved 

pets. She was proud of her hard work and grateful for all the times she didn’t know where the 

food would come from but it arrived. Massaging her arthritic fingers, she shared her theory of 

the origins of this condition, back in the days she spent working at a turkey processing plant 

where the conditions were cold and wet. She relayed stories of how she fed strangers passing 

through the alley behind her home with food from her garden and kitchen, and how she loves 

everyone, regardless of their race. She talked about how “we are all sinners” and it is best that 

we care for everyone.  

In the same conversation, she would also talk about how she was concerned that her 

neighbor across the street was getting more support through social services than she was, and 

her son talked about how she was afraid to have him live there because she thought that if the 

government found out that he was there they might take away her benefits. She talked about 

how much the woman who helped her around the house loved her and cared for her – and also 

talked about how this helpful person might have stolen from her. She switched back and forth 

between views of the world as a generous place of abundance and as a competitive place of 

scarcity. Time and time again she returned to her maxim, “she who gives, receives.”  

 One other moving discovery of the interview was the special relationship Mrs. Padillo 

and her son have around food, including gardening and cooking. This emerged when Shiloh 

asked Mrs. Padillo to play a game with him, where she imagined living in her home with no 
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constraints – free of arthritis, pain in her back, and any other concern. As she imagined this 

world, she talked about how much she used to love to garden. As she shared about her 

gardening days, she and her son Ernie started reminiscing about the figs, okra, and other fresh 

fruits and vegetables they enjoyed in the yard. Ernie talked about how everyone in the 

neighborhood knew her for her carne guisado tacos and how he learned to cook from her. He is 

now a professional cook, approaching retirement. As they talked about gardens and cooking, 

the energy of the conversation shifted – they were enlivened and appeared deeply attuned to 

each other.  

As I reflected on the conversation, I sensed a possible connection between the love I 

heard her and Ernie express for gardening, her concern about the scarcity of food, her value of 

giving and receiving, and the neighborhood gardening initiative emerging with the East Side 

Garden Exchange. I asked her, “What if we could help you create a garden in your yard again?” 

She smiled at the idea of the garden and seemed excited. She was concerned, however, about 

how it could be taken care of, given her hands. Ernie did not volunteer wholeheartedly, but 

thought that Linda, the woman who helps his mom, might be able to help out. I said that we 

couldn’t promise anything, but there were some people in the neighborhood who were 

interested in gardening together, and I could ask around. We did a quick assessment and 

realized that the fenced-in back yard was probably too shady to support a good garden based on 

Shiloh’s gardening experience, but talked about a front yard garden. At first, Mrs. Padillo 

seemed concerned about people taking her vegetables. We kept talking about her giving and 

receiving philosophy and the way she used to feed those who passed by her home in the alley, 

and she warmed to the idea of the front yard garden. I also shared that I had learned about a 

low-water approach to vegetable garden beds that might require less maintenance and told her 

I would bring her a picture.199 We also talked about rainwater collection, and she and Ernie 

                                                           
199 Prior to the interview, a few neighbors and I went on a discovery field trip to the Food Is Free 
headquarters in Austin’s Brentwood neighborhood. There, some recent college graduates had started a 
project where they had turned a side yard into a neighborhood farm where they were experimenting with 
different low-water agricultural approaches. They also had created a prototype of a low-water, wicking 
planter made of repurposed wooden pallets, old political signs, and other up-cycled materials. Neighbors 
had established these small raised vegetable garden beds on both sides of the street leading up to the 
farm. The Holly neighborhood reconnaissance team was excited about the prototype and thought it 
would be a welcome addition to the ESGE in general and the upcoming HNHN work day in particular. One 
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really liked the idea of a rain barrel to help water their existing plants, including the loquat trees 

and roses in the front yard. Although Shiloh, Cece, and I had already come up with a budget for 

the other items that had been on the priority list, we told Mrs. Padillo we would look into 

finding the people and resources that might help her create a garden again with the support of 

her neighbors. Given that Mrs. Padillo seemed most enlivened when she talked about her 

garden and sharing the bounty with Ernie, most content when she talked about sharing food 

with those in need, and most grounded when she repeated her maxim, “those who give, 

receive,” this project seemed like it might be important for her own self-expression. 

From this conversation, we also learned that a new energy-efficient washing machine 

was a priority project that we had not considered for the budget. When Shiloh had asked about 

daily life in her home, she mentioned that her washing machine had just broken and Linda was 

doing laundry by hand. This represented a more pressing need than the garden, but it seemed 

on a similar level of importance as a number of other projects we had identified based on 

previously expressed needs. We reviewed the other project ideas with her and Ernie to see what 

worked best for them. 

1. Heating and Cooling Needs. Mrs. Padillo and Ernie agreed that one of the first priorities 

was to install energy efficient heating and cooling window units. This intervention would 

increase the safety of the home (especially by removing the gas heater), increase the 

thermal comfort to better support Mrs. Padillo’s health, and keep their utility bills low. 

2. High-efficiency Washing Machine. This emerged as the second priority. 

3. Weatherization. To keep the cool air inside in the summer, and outside in the winter, 

we would weatherize the home, using the results from the energy audit and blower 

door test scheduled for August 30, 2012, to strategically air seal the thermal envelop of 

the home (the attic and walls). Mrs. Padillo has previously mentioned some open 

penetrations by the sink to seal. Replacing weather stripping on the doors and replacing 

a broken glass window in the back of the house would also be part of the plan (although 

the back window was not part of conditioned space, it still affected the comfort of the 

laundry room). We would also add natural blown-in insulation in the attic. 

4. Solar Screen Team. To help prevent the house from gaining excessive summer heat 

from sunlight coming in through the windows, we would install solar screens on the 

windows that were exposed to intense sunlight.  

                                                           
of the volunteer leaders at Food Is Free volunteered to be a liaison for us and support us with materials 
acquisition and a demonstration workshop. 
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5. Comfort and Ease Needs. There were a number of projects that would help make the 

home more comfortable and safe including: replacing an old leaky shower faucet with a 

low-flow one (the goal was water conservation and comfort in the shower); installing a 

new locking door knob for the bathroom; installing a wireless doorbell (to make it easier 

for Mrs. Padillo to receive visitors); and replacing remaining incandescent bulbs with 

compact fluorescent bulbs (CFLs) to save more on utility bills. 

6. Vegetable Garden and Rainwater System. If we could marshal the resources, we would 

install a garden in the front yard with the loquat trees, front porch, and roses. 

Mrs. Padillo was excited about the list of repairs and happy with the prioritization of 

them. Ernie was happy to support whatever his mom wanted.  

6.2.2.3 Design of Work Plan (Co-create) 

Given the priorities co-created with Mrs. Padillo and Ernie, we had a strong sense of the basic 

structure of the design of the volunteer work day, but there were many elements that still 

required attention and development. If the washing machine, vegetable garden, and rainwater 

system were to be possible for the Padillos, we needed to find other ways to finance them 

because the budget was already at its limits. The Padillo household would be the anchor project, 

but we were also experimenting with a block-based approach to expand the potential of the 

project to catalyze neighborhood change. 

In terms of expanding the scope of work possible under budget guidelines, we first 

contacted the Austin Housing Repair Coalition to explore partnership possibilities. We learned 

that Austin Habitat for Humanity not only had money available to cover the window units and 

the electric work, they also had a programmatic priority to invest funds in the Holly and East 

Cesar Chavez neighborhoods. By reaching out with the request, both HNHN and Habitat 

benefited. Shiloh contacted an energy auditor friend who agreed to provide the full energy 

assessment and blower door test pro bono. Cece had a contact at TreeHouse who donated a 

rain barrel as well as coupons for volunteers that we could use to incentivize and complement 

the committed action forms at the event. 

In our efforts to 1) meaningfully engage volunteers without needing to enter into the 

privacy of people’s homes, and 2) expand visibility of the project, we originally intended to 

install solar screens on three other families’ homes. However, in the end two of those three 

households did the work themselves. We were able to advance these same goals through off-
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site gardening projects integrated within the HNHN work day. Given this intention, when we 

created the block-walking outreach signup sheets, we included a column to record whether 

people would be interested in receiving support with a garden project at their own home, or if 

they would be willing to play a supporting role with another neighbor who had a garden of their 

own.  

6.2.2.4 Formation of Work Day Teams (Co-initiate) 

Volunteer recruitment took three primary forms. First, block-walking through the neighborhood, 

especially in the four blocks immediately surrounding the Padillo’s home became the focus. We 

did this block walking in teams pairing long-time neighbors with newer neighbors. We asked 

people if they would like to volunteer, if there were other projects they would like to see 

volunteers take on, and if they were interested in the ESGE. We distributed fliers and a newly 

created newsletter for the Holly Neighborhood Coalition that highlighted the Chavez project. 

Second, Jorge Salazar created a Facebook event and reached out to the Hermanos de East 

Austin community. Third, we reached out to volunteers who had participated previously and 

encouraged them to invite their neighbors. We included the fliers and newsletter for 

distribution. 

The block walking and network outreach were effective, but we again encountered 

problems with the background check requirement. Some volunteers had reached out to friends 

without mentioning the background check. The friends were interested in helping with the 

home repairs, but when they were asked about the background check, some were offended, 

and others were simply excluded based on their record. The worst case of this was with Gabriel 

Galvan. He had spoken to a number of friends who were excited to support the project. 

Unfortunately, he was initially unaware of the background check requirement and he was 

uncomfortable and unwilling to ask his friends to complete these forms. As a matter of personal 

principle, he chose not to complete the forms himself. Because Mrs. Padillo had already known 

him and grown close to him, and he was playing a leadership role, we were able to exempt him 

from the requirement, at least unofficially. 

Facebook proved to be an effective recruitment tool and I monitored it regularly for 

new volunteers. One of the first people to volunteer was Joe Nova, whom I did not recognize 
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from prior events. His profile revealed that he was in the building and construction trades and 

that he had studied solar electric, solar thermal, and renewable energy at Austin Community 

College. He appeared to be a skilled green building professional who might be a perfect team 

leader and that he might be exactly the kind of local business stakeholder we wanted to support 

with the project. I reached out to him and arranged to go for coffee to talk about how he would 

like to be involved as a volunteer and how the opportunity could support him in areas of 

importance in his life.  

In our conversation he talked about the challenges of growing up in the neighborhood 

and his desire to give back to his neighborhood and be a good role model for his two children. 

He wanted to make more professional connections and expand his career as an electrician into 

solar installations and green building. He discussed his high school experience as one of the first 

cohorts in the Casa Verde Builders programs of American Youth Works in the 1990s. He said he 

still had the picture of him and his cohort with Bob Villa from This Old House. Given his expertise 

and his passions, I invited him to become a team leader and he immediately accepted. He was 

particularly interested in leading the Solar Screen team, even though he had not done a solar 

screen installation since he had been a student with Casa Verde Builders in the early 1990s. The 

conversation was enlivening and established a strong connection.  

Despite the limitation of the background check, we had a fairly strong response from all 

of these channels. By the day before the event, we had 70 people registered to volunteer, which 

was more than we knew how to handle. 

Having the work plan established early made it easier to recruit team leaders. Most of 

the team leaders in the second project had been involved in the first project, although there 

were some new skilled recruits. The home repair projects were all established and finalized 

more than two weeks before the event. We had an all team leader call-in during which we each 

shared our motivation and intentions for the event, and then we walked through each project as 

a group in detail, including the safety protocols that Chris had specified. All the team leaders 

agreed to be responsible for seeing their project through to completion and confirmed that the 

tasks were manageable. We walked through the event sequence for the day as well. When the 

call was completed, everyone was motivated and on the same page. 
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The planning of the garden installations through ESGE event were less finalized and 

more fluid. We had a hard time knowing how many people would realistically volunteer. 

Thankfully, the Food Is Free leader said that each wicking bed garden project could be a hands-

on demonstration project for about 10 people. We had three neighbors interested in taking on 

one or two garden beds each, making it possible for up to 60 people to be engaged. The 

challenge was in getting the right amount of materials transported to the site. 

6.2.2.5 Enactment of Intentions at Work Day Event (Co-create) 

The week of the work day, the logistics appeared to have come together well. Each project had a 

plan for action and a team leader prepared to see it to completion. All of the pieces were falling 

into place. Besides severe storm warnings for the event day, we faced one other unexpected, 

significant glitch.  

Unfortunately, when I came by to go over details and confirm the front yard garden 

project with Mrs. Padillo, she had a change of heart. Although she had previously said that she 

liked the wicking bed and liked the idea of sharing extra vegetables with neighborhood children, 

she became afraid that people would cut through her yard and take her vegetables. She said she 

knew how people are, and that in this neighborhood, you would not have anything left for 

yourself if you put vegetables out in front. She wanted to put the garden in the back, but Shiloh 

and the leader organizer of the ESGE agreed that the spot she was talking about was too shady. 

Mrs. Padillo swore that she used to have a successful garden there in that spot, but those 

responsible for the garden installation did not want to install a garden that had little chance of 

success based on their understanding of conditions. Additionally, we were unsuccessful in 

finding volunteers willing to support her with long-term maintenance. As such, we doubted the 

project’s long-term viability and called it off. Mrs. Padillo seemed disappointed. 

The day of the event, everyone was in high spirits, despite some delays caused by rain 

and severe storm warnings. The event unfolded with the same acts as the first project, but this 

drama had a different feel. While there was frenzy in the first event, this one felt focused and 

grounded. Core team leaders showed up on time and were well-prepared. We had a common 

schedule with a lunch break planned that worked with the chef’s plan as well as the team 

leaders. In the kick off, I gave a clear sense of the schedule and multiple event sites, thanked 
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program partners, and introduced core team leaders. Gabriel and I introduced Mrs. Padillo and 

she welcomed everyone to her home, expressing her gratitude and sharing her adage about the 

power of giving and receiving. When Elizabeth Frisch took the stage, she shared from the heart 

about her own experiences in taking action to reduce her monthly expenses while increasing her 

family’s health and fulfillment. By focusing on what she really wanted in her life and making 

small commitments that she shared with other people who helped her remember what she 

wanted to create, she was able to establish new habits that helped her fulfill her intentions. She 

named some of the results she had helped others achieve and invited people to brainstorm 

about what they wanted to do in their own lives.  

When we broke into work teams, everything operated smoothly. Many volunteers 

headed off to work on the wicking bed demonstration projects. Thankfully, of the 70+ 

volunteers who had RSVP’d as yeses, only 42 showed up, which was still far more than could 

have been accommodated at the Padillo work-site. The gardening project was a great way to 

absorb and engage additional volunteers. After the first garden was completed, teams broke up 

and built two more. We had materials ready for another. 

All five of the teams took a lunch break at 12:45pm and were treated to a gourmet feast 

prepared by Ernie. Tables and chairs were arranged under trees in the front yard, and 

volunteers conversed as they ate. I overheard conversations among volunteers about future 

actions they wanted to take on together, including building chicken coops and composting 

systems. Cece brought out her tacking list and celebrated the work that teams had already 

completed – nearly every project was complete! People left lunch feeling fulfilled by the food 

and collective success of the day. 

As we were starting to wrap up, a fire truck stopped by having seen our sign. When they 

learned what we were doing, they asked if they could check the smoke alarms. They came back 

with new ones to install. We had already put in a new carbon monoxide detector. Mrs. Padillo 

appreciated the support and attention. While the firemen did their work and visited with her, 

the remaining volunteers cleaned up the space. About that time, a delivery truck arrived with 

the washing machine, which Shiloh and Ernie installed. By 3pm, the home was immaculate and 

only a few loose ends needed to be completed. Mrs. Padillo was overwhelmed with gratitude. 
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She loved that all of the new people she met were actually her neighbors and lived close by. We 

left the day feeling with a great sense of gratitude and inspiration.  

6.2.2.5.1 Behavior Change Commitments  

Over lunch, people talked with each other and checked in with Elizabeth Frisch about future 

action they wanted to take. These conversations resulted in seven completed commitment 

forms. The future actions to which they committed are summarized in Table 6.10 At the 

previous event, we had had a total of 25 volunteers and 16 completed commitment forms. 

Interestingly, as discussed previously, people seemed to be much more engaged in the initial 

presentation and workshop this time. The three volunteers who committed to building more 

wicking beds started arranging a time to get together to build more and teach neighbors.  

Based on the tone and feel that day, it seemed like the behavior change element of the 

project went much better this time and feedback form the volunteer survey confirmed this. 

Some people actually commented about how much they liked this aspect of the work day. In the 

previous event survey, several volunteers complained about it – even those who were already 

taking similar actions as the ones encouraged. Even though the number of volunteered 

commitments was lower, this element of the program design seemed to be more successful this 

time. In the survey, three women with different backgrounds (a recent college grad, a mother in 

a family who moved here in 2008, and a grandmother who lived here all her life) said that they 

were motivated to participate because it incorporated their environmental values with their 

social values and they wanted to be part of a neighborhood that embraced both. Whereas 

people felt badgered in the first event, people reported feeling encouraged and supported 

about future actions in this one.  
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Table 6.10. Volunteer Commitments For Future Action (Padillo Work Day) 

 

6.2.2.6 Learning Through Doing and Dialogue (Co-evolve) 

The volunteer survey from the second demonstration project was similar to the first: people 

generally had a great time and enjoyed strengthening relationships with neighbors and helping 

out a neighbor in need. The results of the survey are summarized in Tables 6.12 through 6.14. 

While most of the 16 volunteers who provided feedback reflected perspectives similar to the 

first round, one volunteer provided a unique perspective that warrants special discussion: Joe 

Nova. As Joe was new to the project and was a green building professional who grew up in the 

neighborhood, his perspective was particularly important in understanding the potential of the 

HNHN project to advance environmental justice in the context of a gentrifying neighborhood. 

Because his perspective was so important and he did not have computer access, I conducted an 

exit interview with him. In the following review of summarized results, his qualitative responses 

are given special consideration.  

  

General Action Area Specific Actions Committed By Volunteers 

FOOD  Build more wicking beds (three volunteers) 

 Build my own chicken coop 

TRANSPORTATION  Make more trips by bike (two volunteers) 
 

HOME ENERGY  Finish attic insulation at church 

 Foam and insulate attic AC units 

WASTE REDUCTION  Build a black soldier fly composting system (two 
volunteers) 

COMMUNITY  Start going to monthly neighborhood meetings (three 
volunteers) 
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Table 6.11. Volunteer Motivation Before and After Padillo Work Day 

Question Category Specific Response Total 
(16) 

What motivated you to participate?  (16) 

 Opportunity to volunteer in own neighborhood 12 

  Get to know other neighbors 9 

  Strengthen neighborhood capacity, social fabric and sense 
of community (e.g., trust, safety, belonging)  

7 

 Desire to help and give back to neighbors in need 8 

 Direct invitation of a close friend with whom they wanted to 
volunteer 

6 

 Particular interest in housing repair volunteer work  3 

 Desire to learn new skills or capacities  2 

 Environmental value alignment  3 

 Positive way to respond to gentrification concerns 1 

How would you like to be involved in the future?  (16) 

 Want to stay involved in future home repair projects 16 

  Volunteer on work day 16 

  Donations, sponsorship and/or in-kind support 7 

  Helping neighbors sign up for Holly Good Neighbor 
Program 

5 

  Pre-event engagement with the homeowner 4 

  Team leader for work day projects 4 

  Outreach and volunteer recruitment 4 

  Fundraising / advocacy for future funding 3 

 Want to stay involved with East Side Garden Exchange 10 

  Low-water garden installations (give and/or receive) 9 

  Help plan gardening projects  7 

  Help manage the ESGE Mobile Toolshed 5 

 Other ongoing or new actions  

  Regularly work with immediate neighbors on projects  1 

  Creatively re-imagine semi-private and public spaces 1 

 

As Table 6.11 shows, most volunteers were motivated to participate in this project 

because it allowed them to contribute to (and in) their own neighborhood, making it convenient 

and rewarding. This was true for Joe, too, but he had some more profound motivations related 

to his personal and professional ambitions:  
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It’s good for business — and I mean, not just for business, but personally, it 

comes from the heart — but it’s also good for business for people to know that 

you do give back to your community. That you do care about other people and 

it’s not just all about business. That’s an important part for me. I don’t have a 

business yet, but I plan on starting one and getting all of that prepared, and I 

just wanted people to know that I am from the community, I give to the 

community, and you know, people from this community can do things too. We 

can be business owners too. We can own restaurants. We can own bars, and we 

can find a way to do it. 

Joe’s statement showed his motivation to develop himself, his business, and his 

community. Through his participation, he could show that he and his community were strong 

and capable. He said that with all of the new people moving in, with their college degrees, their 

nice cars, and their new houses, he had started to feel like he did not belong. He wanted to 

show people that he and his neighbors are capable people too. Although he said he had never 

volunteered in his own community before, he was interested in making a change. Joe saw his 

participation as the next step into a new life he was creating for himself:  

[Signing up was] a leap of faith — Jorge, that was the only guy I knew. I know 

the neighborhood my whole life. I swam at Metz, played at the ballpark, you 

know, played at the rec center my whole life … I knew the house [where we 

volunteered], but I didn’t really know anyone there. So, yeah, I was really 

nervous! I mean, I blend in well [reference to light skin], I didn’t stand out or 

anything, but you know, I just have, me personally, doubtfulness, about what I 

could do, or how I could meet people. You know, not having the educational 

background that most do ... But this was an insecurity about myself. That kept 

me from going out.  

In taking that step and following through, he said it catalyzed some more significant changes: 

It was like a different Joe, breaking out from the sheltered, you know, ‘don’t 

bother me or ask me for nothing Joe,’ just to be myself … I was shedding the old 

me. I was introducing myself to the community and the people, to say, hey, 

look, I live in the neighborhood, I care about my community too, and I have 

these talents, you know, What’s up? How are you? Nice to meet you. Just 

putting myself out there. You know, it was hard. And it was exciting. … My 

whole life I’ve always … carried myself somewhat to myself. You know, if I’m 

ever going to reach the ideas and dreams that I have, I’m not going to be able to 

do it myself. I’m going to have to do it with people.  
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When Joe volunteered that day, he took a step over a threshold into the unknown. Not 

only did he sign up, within 48 hours of taking that step, he actually volunteered to serve as a 

leader in that event. He said it was “hard,” and that “it was exciting” to let go of the old Joe. He 

was concerned about the changes happening in the neighborhood, and he wanted to be part of 

a solution. He had first discovered the project through his childhood friend, Jorge, and was 

inspired by what he was doing in the community. If Jorge could do it, he could do it too. Taking 

action helped him assuage the stress of neighborhood changes and position himself as a leader. 

As Table 6.12 shows, his leadership benefited others – five people said that they learned how to 

install solar screens thanks to his help.  

Table 6.12. Volunteer Benefits and Impacts Reported (Padillo Work Day) 

Question Category Specific Response Total (16) 

What did you learn through the work day?  (11) 

 Learned a new skill (e.g., how to build a rainwater collection 
system) 

6 

  Solar screen installation  5 

  Building a low-water wicking bed  4 

  Foam sealing and blown in attic insulation skills 1 

  Installation of an air conditioner  1 

  Leadership skills / capacity  2 

 Learned something about their community 6 

As a result of this experience, are you more likely to make changes in your life 
(e.g., to save money, energy, and water, improve your health, etc.)?  

(14) 

 Yes, I am more likely to make changes 7 

  New knowledge to apply 4 

  New motivation  4 

  New partners with whom to take action 1 

 No, I am not more likely to make changes 9 

  Already doing what they can  5 

  Uninterested or unsure of changes 4 

Did you meet new neighbors? (14) 

 Yes, I met new neighbors 14 

  Yes, and I strengthened existing relationships  14 

 No, I did not meet new neighbors 0 

 

 Joe said that he benefited from the event in ways that he could never have predicted. 

Perhaps related to his growing confidence, he finally landed a job in the solar industry. Then, a 

childhood friend reconnected with him after being inspired by a Facebook picture of him 
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installing solar screens. He said that they were planning to start a business together. Also, since 

Joe could now work as an electrician on the side, landed his first private job through a 

connection Shiloh made for him. “I just took that one step out the door,” he said, “and decided 

to come out here and volunteer. And you know, it’s … almost magical how things progress when 

they seem like they’re meant to be.”  

When asked about what he thought the strengths of the project were, he said he was 

impressed by the strength of the team work and organization of the event, as well as the talent 

and generosity of the volunteers. As Table 6.13 shows, this was a common theme among 

volunteers. Joe particularly appreciated the way everyone trusted him. There was no micro-

management. He was proud of the work he and his team completed and loved all of the positive 

reinforcement.  
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Table 6.13. Volunteer Perspectives of Strengths and Weaknesses (Padillo Work Day) 

Question  Category Specific Response Total 
(17) 

 What worked about the event? What did you like?   

  Strong volunteer support 3 

   Strong turnout in terms of numbers and diverse 
skills 

3 

   Spirit of collaboration among volunteers  3 

  Strong organization 6 

   Strong preparation  3 

   Strength of teams (e.g., variety of projects and 
time slots, skills of leaders, focus, commitment) 

4 

   Flexibility of projects to absorb volunteers 1 

   Delicious lunch that everyone took at once 4 

   Finished all projects and cleaned up well 2 

  High level of impact   

   Work done was important for family  3 

  Ripple effect possibilities  4 

   Writing commitments to yourself down 1 

   Practicing new skills to take on later 3 

  Relationship building with neighbors  9 

 What would you like to see different next time?  

  Increase gender balance of volunteers (team leaders) 1 

  Provide activities for children  1 

  Improve introduction period 6 

   Shorten initial presentation (e.g., less talking, 
more working) 

5 

   More time for personal introductions in the 
beginning 

1 

   Clearer policy on rain 1 

  Check list to itemize and track progress over work day 1 

 

When asked to make recommendations for improvement, Joe had few 

recommendations. As shown in Table 6.13, most people were happy with the way the second 

event worked. Unlike the six people who thought the introduction should be shorter, he 

appreciated hearing about all of the project partners who contributed to the success of the 

project. He was also interested in what Elizabeth Frisch shared because he was working on 

making similar changes in his own life. Although he knew he could not afford a fuel efficient 

truck, he was newly inspired to get a bike so that he could ride it around the neighborhood with 
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his kids. When asked specifically about his recommendation about the background check 

requirement, he was unequivocally supportive of it. He said he believes in second chances and 

knows people who would be excluded, but as a building professional he thought it was 

important to do a check to protect the homeowner. Overall, volunteers were still conflicted 

about the policy. Other volunteers were glad that the gardening project gave people an 

opportunity to participate without a background check. Joe said he would be willing to help do 

outreach on the next project to involve more people with deep roots in the neighborhood and 

he accepted my invitation to help lead the final demonstration project. 

Table 6.14. Volunteer Recommendations Based On Padillo Demonstration Project 

Question Category Specific Response Total 
(17) 

How can we recruit more long-time neighbors to volunteer with HNHN?  (8) 

 Print media (e.g., newsletter, flyers) 2 

 Canvass neighborhood for skills and support neighborhood businesses 1 

 Engage more long-time neighbors in team leader roles 2 

 Engage more youth (e.g., youth centers, schools) 2 

 Relationship building, face-to-face invitations, and teams of long-time 
and new neighbors together 

4 

What do you think of the criminal background check for volunteers? Pros? Cons?  (11) 

 Support background check 4 

 Oppose background check  3 

 Conflicted – equal weight to pros and cons 4 

 Other: A list of names and addresses should be presented to the 
homeowner before the event begins 

1 

 

When the core leadership team debriefed, our observations were similar to the other 

volunteers. We agreed that setting up team leaders with a review of the full scope of work and 

safety hazards prior to the work day made a big difference. The work day progressed with grace 

and ease, and most projects were completed ahead of schedule. The Padillos were engaged fully 

as partners throughout the process, thanks in part to the RDA. Even though the front yard 

garden fell through, the overall trust we had created in the relationship buffered that disruption. 

The event was a success.  
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6.2.3 Case Study III: The Romero Family (June 29, 2013 Work Day) 

The third and final demonstration project was hosted by the Romero family on June 29, 2013. 

Going into Demonstration #3, we felt fairly confident about the adaptations of the prototype 

made in the course of Demonstration #2 and the lessons learned from it. Most of the changes 

made in Demonstration #2 were successful. We made only a few additional adjustments, as 

summarized in Table 6.15.  

Table 6.15. Adaptations in Design for Demonstration Project #3  

Adaptations in Design for Demonstration Project #3 Derived From Padillo Case Study 

Goal area  Strategies for improvement 

Shorten Work 

Day Introduction 

Period 

 Streamline introductions. 

 Acknowledge household, project leaders, and donors who’ve made the event 
possible. 

 Create the context of contribution and commitment to self, community, and 
ecosystems simply, by focusing mostly on what the household has chosen to 
take on in their life as an example of what each of us can do in ours.  

 Instead of a behavior change presentation, have the team leader for behavior 
change give a short personal introduction about changes that have made a 
difference in their own life and introduce team of people to help think through 
behavior change actions.  

Improve future 

environmental 

commitment 

element of 

program 

 Have the Future Actions team set up with a table by water and snacks where 
they can meet with interested volunteers during breaks and help them come 
up with commitments that inspire them.  

 Encourage conversations during lunch about future actions.  

Continue 

personal 

invitations to 

work day 

 Continue employing a block-level approach and begin recruiting neighbors at 
least a month prior to the event (also to identify potential additional projects). 

 Create a secondary hub for parallel events to protect liability of ANW.  

 Continue to encourage word of mouth invitations and open opportunities for 
well-established neighbors to serve in core team and in team leader positions.  

Leverage other 

neighborhood 

projects 

 Continue projects in parallel with East Side Garden Exchange to keep 
momentum of community engagement in the neighborhood.  

 

Going into Demonstration #3, our prototype and our team were strong. With the 

addition of Joe and Gabriel as core team members, our group was more representative of the 

neighborhood. The East Side Garden Exchange (ESGE) pilot had been a success and people were 
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interested in carrying that project forward through HNHN and as part of the Holly Shores Master 

Planning Process. Habitat for Humanity had been inspired by their partnership with us on the 

last project and reached out to us as they planned a similar project in the East Cesar Chavez 

neighborhood to be completed on January 21, 2013 in honor of Martin Luther King Day. Inspired 

by our project, they planned to include wicking bed gardens. Since we wanted to support that 

initiative with our volunteer base, we anticipated completing the final project later in the spring 

of 2013.  

Because the homeowner selection process had been challenging before, Shiloh and I 

began conducting preliminary audits on homes referred to us by the Holly Good Neighbor 

Program in October 2012. Beginning in February, Joe joined us in the homeowner selection 

process. We did not find a good partnership fit with a homeowner until late April because of a 

number of challenges that related to a poor fit between the conditions of homes and the 

services we could provide and to difficult social dynamics. Challenges related to managing the 

momentum of the ESGE and health problems on the part of 1 house at a time staff also 

contributed to delays. Ultimately, the final demonstration project confirmed the strength of the 

low-income green home renovation prototype, while also serving as a springboard for the 

ongoing possibilities of the ESGE. 

6.2.3.1 Early Homeowner Selection Efforts – Co-Sensing (October 2012 – December 2012) 

Based on the success of the second project, we sought again to adopt a block where we could 

help a few neighbors in close proximity to each other and engage in block-type clean-up 

projects. Understanding that this process takes time to do well, Shiloh and I began this process 

in October 2012. We used a list the Holly Good Neighbor Program had provided us with the 

names and addresses of all homeowners that they had already helped in the past, along with 

some leads from AHRC leaders. From October through November, we made three site visits. 

While we were able to help some of the families get further service through the Holly Good 

Neighbor Program, they were not a good fit for our program.200 

                                                           
200 One of these households was the Lozano household mentioned in Chapter 5: HGNP Performance. 
Shiloh arranged a plumbing assessment that revealed the sub-foundation leak causing water bills 
between $300 and $400 per month. We set the household up to reapply to the HGNP and by April 2013 
the case was complete. 
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6.2.3.2 Parallel, Emergent Projects: Co-Sensing (October 2012 – Spring 2013) 

Both the East Side Garden Exchange (ESGE) and the Holly Shores Master Planning Process began 

to expand in activity and scope after Demonstration Project #2. In October, ESGE neighbors built 

another front-yard, wicking-bed garden and the second major public meeting of the Holly 

Shores Master Planning team meeting occurred. At the meeting, many people talked about 

interest in growing more fruit and vegetables in the public park land and this prompted further 

spinoff conversations among neighborhood gardeners and urban agriculture leaders and a 

movement for a food forest in the park. ESGE organized a hands-on composting workshop with 

the mobile tool shed in February. Then, on May 19, ESGE leaders hosted a community party in 

which we designed and built a bus stop bench with built-in wicking bed vegetable gardens at a 

frequently used bus stop across from Metz Elementary School. Many of the HNHN volunteers 

participated in the composting workshop and bus stop garden project, as well as other people 

who found out about it on the neighborhood’s email listserv.  

The ESGE and food forest projects were in some sense a distraction from the HNHN 

green home renovation demonstration projects and contributed to a delay in planning the final 

project. Yet, the spin-offs were closely aligned with many of the core values and intentions of 

the home repair projects. They cultivated civic life by bringing neighbors together and 

employing their diverse skills and interests in service of the social and ecological health of the 

neighborhood. Also, Holly Neighborhood Coalition (HNC) leaders were beginning to see that it 

would be difficult to sustain a mutual-help network around home repair that doubled as a civic-

engagement initiative. Our home repair projects were capital intensive, had high overhead costs 

(e.g., volunteer insurance), took considerable planning, and excluded some neighbors. The ESGE 

projects lent themselves to a more self-organizing style. Also, the front yard gardens were 

visible in the public realm and helped signal the presence of collective action among neighbors. 

Signs on wicking beds helped direct people to the Holly Neighborhood Coalition, and the garden 

boxes themselves signaled that the neighborhood valued yards as sites of low-water food 

production, not just decorative expanses of grass. These social and ecological benefits 

notwithstanding, the shift of attention to ESGE projects had costs. The individuals who were 

primarily interested in home repair were less active in these projects and the third and final 

demonstration project was delayed.  
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6.2.3.3 Project Team Formation (Co-initiate) 

The formation of the project team occurred between January to April 2013. Because Joe 

expressed his commitment to serving as a co-lead on this final project, Shiloh and I brought him 

into the client selection process in February. We gave him an introduction to the regenerative 

dialogue approach we were taking with the process, but explained that the first meeting would 

be a more surface-level review of the home to see if the work it needed was a match for the 

work we could provide through our grant. The first three homes we visited were not good 

matches. 

On April 4, Joe, Shiloh, and I circled back to reassess a strategy for outreach and sign up 

and to develop a vision for the project. We had a list of everyone who had received support 

from the Holly Good Neighbor Program and decided to go block by block together to spread the 

word about the program, both to invite people to volunteer and to see if they needed help. We 

developed new fliers that doubled as a survey on whether they were interested in support, in 

volunteering, or in applying for the Holly Good Neighbor Program. I attended a monthly 

community meeting at Martin Middle School on 4/11/13 to share the HNHN fliers and we 

agreed to go block walking together on 4/12/13.  

As we embarked on the block walk, Joe became uncomfortable and lost some of his 

confidence. Although he had decades of great memories of the neighborhood, he also had 

difficult memories from the past he would rather forget. He wanted to make a new name for 

himself, but he was afraid of being remembered for who he had been. As we made our way 

along the blocks, some people received us all very warmly and were encouraged by what we 

were doing. Some were indifferent or confused. One homeowner was confrontational and 

challenged us, asking each of us how long we had lived in the neighborhood. This homeowner 

was upset about the changes happening in the neighborhood and how much he had to pay in 

property taxes. Joe felt like the man looked at him as if he were a traitor, walking around with 

the gringos.  

Thankfully, in the same block, we met Mrs. Virginia Romero. Not only was she friendly, 

we quickly made a number of connections. She remembered me from the presentation at 

Martin Middle School the day before, and she had been interested in the East Side Garden 
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Exchange project and food forest. In fact, she had participated in the February compost 

workshop and recognized Joe from it. She was an avid gardener and her front yard was full of 

lovingly tended potted plants. Most serendipitously, she also happened to be the mother of the 

childhood friend with whom Joe had just reconnected through the last event day. Mrs. Romero 

was interested in the program but she did not want to invite us into the home for an inspection 

at that time and asked that we return later.  

We scheduled a return visit for April 29. During that visit, Shiloh and I did a more 

complete walk-through and identified a number of projects that would be appropriate for a 1 

house at a time/HNHN work day. Of all of the homes we visited, hers was the best fit for the 

program. There was enough work that would make a difference for this household and that 

would occupy a team of volunteers. The home was also conducive to a block-level approach that 

would dovetail with the ESGE in two important ways. First, Mrs. Romero already happened to 

have been a participant of the ESGE and had strong interest in the project. Second, she lived 

close to the school, near the recently established bus stop garden, and near another bus stop 

that lacked a place to sit. Even if her neighbors were not interested in additional work, we could 

have satellite projects that would interface well with projects completed at her home. 

6.2.3.4 Regenerative Dialogue Assessment (Co-sense, Co-initiate) 

Having determined that the Romero household would be the anchor home to be served in the 

final demonstration project, we scheduled the regenerative dialogue assessment for June 6, 

2013. We explained that the purpose of the meeting was to get a clearer sense of what we 

wanted to create together in the home and the community through the work day. It would be 

an opportunity for each of us to get to know each other and identify the skills and intentions we 

brought to the team, and to get to know what really mattered to Mrs. Romero about her home 

so that we could strategically use our collective resources to help her achieve her desires.  

The conversation engaged Shiloh, Cece, Joe, Ruben, and Virginia through four themes: 

general introductions and personal intentions, the Romeros’ story of home (to which Joe also 

contributed at the neighborhood level), unreasonable possibilities imagined by Mrs. Romero, 

and concrete actions in the home that could support Mrs. Romero’s larger vision of her life. The 

conversation allowed each of us to express what we really wanted to contribute to our lives and 
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the ways in which this home repair project could support the expression of these personal 

priorities. As the conversation progressed, it fostered a deep sense of relatedness and 

possibility. Next, a summary of key findings is presented.  

First, the RDA revealed aspects of Mrs. Romero’s own property that were important to 

her home life. Before entering her home, it was clear that Mrs. Romero loved gardening. Her 

front yard and porch showcased carefully tended plants of a wide variety, in pots and in the 

ground. She mentioned that her backyard has the beginning frame for a greenhouse she would 

like to build one day (and Ruben mentioned how he was trying to convince her to build a 

secondary apartment instead). In the interview, she talked about how much she loved learning 

and took advantage of free workshops all over the city. She pointed out that it was through the 

ESGE that she first got connected to us. She also said that she had been volunteering at Martin 

Middle School where she supports the Parent and Teacher Association. To support others while 

supporting herself in her early retirement, she also started a business “doing financial services 

and financial empowerment for people.” Her son, Ruben, talked about how proud he was of his 

mom for being so involved and active. It became clear from the conversation that Mrs. Romero 

counted on her home as a place where she could practice her art of gardening and grow her 

business. She was also increasingly interested in playing leadership roles in the neighborhood, 

although this was new for her and she did not want to get in too deeply. She wished that there 

was a gardening club nearby so she did not have to drive so far to participate in workshops. In 

addition to being interested in getting out in the community, she was also interested in keeping 

her home as a place where she could retreat to peace and quiet. Additionally, she was happy 

that she could regularly care for her grandchildren after they got out of school.  

In light of these personal commitments, she had a few concerns about her house. Her 

allergies were bad and this affected her daily life. She said she had a hard time focusing on her 

business because of the clutter in the home which also might contribute to a dust allergy. She 

spent almost all of her time in the living room where she had also set up her office, but she 

didn’t have a manageable working space. Because she spent most of her time in one room, she 

only conditioned the air in that area. The month before the interview (May), her bill was only 

$300, well below average. Yet, she also said that the room gets fairly hot in the afternoon. She 
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was also concerned that the air conditioner in that room was leaking water condensation onto 

her porch and her strategies to collect it for her plants were not working. She was also 

interested in having a rainwater harvesting system because she knew her plants thrived with 

rainwater beyond simply having a backup water source to help her during watering bans. 

Concerning her neighborhood, Mrs. Romero said that although some changes have 

been good, it is not as connected as it once was. She used to know everyone and everyone knew 

her. She used to hang out on her porch and people would drop by and invite her over for a beer. 

She said it was a lot friendlier then than it is now, but also noted that she retreats into her 

“cocoon” more. Her son said he saw her more and more as a butterfly, getting out and getting 

engaged again.  

In the same conversation that Mrs. Romero emphasized the strength of the social 

support culture in the past, Ruben and Joe talked about the challenges they faced growing up 

there. Ruben remembered that in the early days, he felt safe because everyone on the block 

knew each other, the parents looked out for everyone’s kids, and the kids all hung out together. 

Then things changed. First, breakdancing was really big, but those groups turned into gangs and 

there were not good options or outlets for kids. Joe talked about how getting into a lot of fights 

and did a lot of “bad stuff.” He said because he was light-skinned, he stood out and always got in 

trouble and how it had been hard to step into a new identity as a professional and a community 

leader in this neighborhood where he grew up being one of the bad kids. Ruben talked about 

what it was like to leave home to start a career in California, and then to come back to give back. 

Ruben and Joe wanted to build careers that allowed them to build up their community.  

By the end of the interview, Mrs. Romero envisioned her home as a place where she 

could feel peaceful, productive, and proud. She wanted her home to be a sanctuary and also a 

site of place where she could productively contribute and be proud.  

A key strategy to enhance Mrs. Romero’s productivity was to create a more comfortable 

and manageable working environment for her. This included energy-efficiency upgrades to 

infrastructure as well as reorganization of her work space. We agreed upon a number of energy-

efficiency improvements:  
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 Add natural attic insulation – (there was some already, but it had settled and there 

was not much in the attic);  

 Seal doors and windows with polyseal spray foam and clear caulking to impede air 

transfer; 

 Install a new front door with a peep hole and a window to let light in on top (the 
existing door did not close properly, the lock was not fully secure, it was difficult to 
see who was on the other side, it allowed for too much air transfer, and it made her 
feel self-conscious that it was peoples’ first impression of her home);  

 Install a new, efficient air conditioning unit in living room; and 

 Install solar screens on the west and south facing windows of the home to reduce 
thermal gain and cooling loads;  

 
One of the core team leaders, Cece, was also an interior designer, and she and Mrs. 

Romero agreed to take on the challenge of organizing the work space, removing clutter and 

possibly rearranging or replacing furniture. Mrs. Romero said she would contact her 

granddaughter to see if she would help her plan a garage sale and said that she would make a 

decision soon about whether she wanted to rearrange the front bedroom with its private 

entrance to become an office space. This was currently the location where her grandchildren 

napped, but she thought that it might serve both functions.  

To address the resource-efficiency and indoor air quality concerns in the bathroom, we 

planned additional improvements. These included replacing the leaking toilet flush valve with a 

high-efficiency dual flush valve and replacing the bath exhaust-fan and light. The existing bath 

fan was broken and only connected to the attic instead of venting to the exterior. It was failing 

to manage the moisture loading in the bathroom which may have contributed to Mrs. Romero’s 

allergy problems.  

To support Mrs. Romero’s gardening hobby and desire for a productive yard, we 

resolved to set up a rainwater harvesting system. This would involve installing a gutter system 

along the eastern roof line to collect rooftop runoff in storm events. The gutter would connect 

through a pipe to the rain barrel donated by Tree House (originally intended for Mrs. Padillo’s 

house). Mrs. Romero was also interested in setting up a better composting system, so we 

considered this as a wish-list item.  

With regard to Mrs. Romero’s interest in playing a leadership role in gardening in the 

neighborhood, we started brainstorming possibilities for a plant exchange in the Metz parking 
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lot to be hosted in tandem with a post-event community bbq. This would also reinforce the 

ESGE plan for the installation of the second wicking bed bus stop bench and renovations to the 

original project.  

Having agreed on the vision for the project as a home of peace, productivity and pride 

and specific actions to take to advance that vision, we turned to logistics. We established June 

29 as the date for the event. Mrs. Romero agreed to have a follow-up visit with a 

comprehensive energy audit of her home, including a blower door test. We agreed to check in 

regularly together so we can stay on top of things. Virginia said she would continue to think 

about how she would like to use a big group of volunteers and what her vision of a plant 

exchange might look like.  

Shiloh concluded the conversation with an acknowledgement of Mrs. Romero’s 

commitments to her family and community, and her generosity in inviting neighbors to her 

home and giving them the opportunity to contribute. She responded with gratitude for all that 

this project was providing her. We all left the conversation with a sense of fulfilment from the 

opportunity to co-create a project with collaborators who had unique skills and gifts to 

contribute  

6.2.3.5 Design of Work Plan (Co-create) 

The creation of the work plan was completed in the course of the regenerative design dialogue 

assessment although there were some logistics that still needed to be worked out.  

The core team had made an internal commitment to bring more rigor to the pre- and 

post- energy-efficiency assessments and Mrs. Romero had agreed to open her home to a full 

energy audit after the regenerative dialogue assessment. American Youth Works volunteered to 

provide this service to us for free. Unfortunately, it proved to be difficult to align this with Mrs. 

Romero’s schedule. She was reluctant to have the test done, partly because she was still self-

conscious about the clutter in her home and she needed to re-arrange materials to give 

sufficient access to the auditor because the blower-door test required than an auditor access all 

areas of the home to identify areas of air leakage. An assessment was finally completed on June 

19 by an AYW leader and Shiloh, which helped Shiloh identify the priority areas for air sealing. 
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Given how excited Mrs. Romero was about nourishing her plants and refining her 

compost system, Cece reached out to the Great Outdoors to see if they had a compost system 

they could contribute. The folks at the Great Outdoors remembered Mrs. Romero when we 

described her and were excited to contribute one of their compost bins to the project.  

Cece worked with Mrs. Romero on a plan for the office space. The first strategy was to 

sort clutter into different categories: recycling, trash, Goodwill/Garage Sale, gifts to specific 

people, and keep and organize. Cece searched for and purchased a gently used desk with 

overhead storage, significant desktop spaces, and file drawers. They worked on a plan for 

furniture, wall art, and overall room layout to create a workable home office environment that 

could double as a nap-room. 

6.2.3.6 Formation of Work Day Teams (Co-initiate) 

We used the same three strategies for volunteer recruitment: block-walking, a Facebook event 

page, and word- of- mouth outreach through volunteers who had participated in the previous 

demonstration projects. Block-walking proved to be different in this project. Mrs. Romero 

became self-conscious about the project and did not want to have her neighbors in her home. 

She did not want them to see the level of clutter she lived with or open her home to neighbors 

who might judge her for whatever reasons. I asked her if she would be willing to go with me to 

invite people on her block to participate, but she decided she did not want to extend those 

invitations.  

Most of the volunteers who participated in the final project were people who had 

previously been engaged in the projects, or through direct invitations of those who had 

previously participated. One new volunteer had found us through Facebook as he was looking 

for active neighborhood association activity in anticipation of his move to the neighborhood. He 

had started a composting business, the East Side Compost Pedallers, and had recently chosen to 

move to the neighborhood in part because his company had recently begun service in the Holly 

neighborhood. He enthusiastically volunteered and was willing to serve in any helpful capacity.  

Over the course of the work day event planning, it was becoming clear that the future of 

1 house at a time at a time as a program of A Nurtured World was increasingly uncertain. 

Eleanor Richter’s health was unstable and Mike and Elizabeth Frisch did not have the time or 
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attention to give to the project. The Frisches were interested in exploring new partnership 

possibilities to allow the 1 house at a time program to continue in a new form. To this end, I 

helped them explore future partnership possibilities with two non-profit organizations: 

Rebuilding Together and Climate Buddies. Leaders from these two projects both participated as 

volunteers to learn more about how 1 house worked. Also, because Elizabeth Frisch was not 

available to lead the environmental action element, Joep Mejier, a life cycle analyst who leads 

Climate Buddies, volunteered to support volunteers in developing their own action plans for 

carbon footprint reduction and enhanced well-being. 

6.2.3.7 Enactment of Intentions at Work Day Event (Co-create) 

The work day on June 29, 2013 offered us the opportunity to take enact our action plan in 

service of the vision we had all created. The community work day ended up having two fairly 

separate projects occurring concurrently: the East Side Garden Exchange bus stop garden 

initiative and the home repair projects. Although the intentions of both projects were similar, 

they took place separately. This separation was in part a deliberate response to concerns raised 

by A Nurtured World with regard to the background check policy, but it was also a natural 

evolution in that there were different leaders gravitating to the East Side Garden Exchange 

project who organized that project. 

The work day started officially at 8:30am and progressed until 1pm, with an informal 

bbq from 1pm to 6pm. Between both projects, we had 25 volunteers participate in the work 

day. To summarize, the kick-off of the event was shorter than the previous work days and set an 

inspiring and respectful context for the day. Shiloh introduced Mrs. Romero and invited those 

present to support her efforts to create a peaceful and productive home environment. He gave 

a summary of the work we had planned to accomplish those goals and encouraged people to 

volunteer to help out on projects they might be interested in pursuing in their own homes. I 

introduced Joep from Climate Buddies and he spoke earnestly about his own successes in saving 

money and increasing his own well-being through environmental action. He invited people to 

come over to the Climate Buddies table where he and his team would be available to help them 

develop their own action plans. When we broke into seven on-site teams (plus an eight bus-stop 

garden team), the team leaders gave their teams a clear overview of the work to be completed 

and possible safety hazards. Given that it was late June and in the 90s, the attic insulation team 
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included many volunteers who rotated through the attic and kept each other drinking water. 

Because the neighbor who volunteered to host the bbq did not commit to a particular time, we 

did not have a set break time. Most people left before having lunch, but all of the projects were 

fully completed except some ongoing organizational work in the office. The scene at the main 

work site was a dynamic one with volunteers engaged in focused work or friendly conversation. 

At the other more public sites, volunteers built the new benches while engaging questions of 

passers-by and telling them about the different neighborhood initiatives going on that day.  

6.2.3.7.1 Behavior Change Commitments  

Of the 25 participating volunteers, only five completed commitment forms. Several of these 

volunteers committed to multiple actions, as summarized in Table 6.16. Two of these volunteers 

were University of Texas students with Project 14, a university-wide day of service initiative that 

had chosen to work in the Holly and East Cesar Chavez neighborhoods in February 2014, so their 

impacts cannot be included in a neighborhood-level effect.  

Table 6.16. Volunteer Commitments For Future Action (Romero Work Day) 

General Action Area Specific Actions Committed By Volunteers 

FOOD  Waste less food (two volunteers) 

 Eat out less 

 Use oven less in the summer 

 Lose weight 

TRANSPORTATION  Keep tires inflated (two volunteers) 

 Carpool more (two volunteers) 

 Look into leasing an electric vehicle 

 Purchase carbon offsets for travel  

HOME ENERGY  Turn AC up 1-2 degrees, and when out of house (two 
volunteers) 

 Use ceiling fans 

 Change AC filters monthly  

 Turn off lights 

 Line dry clothes  

 Clean refrigerator coils (two volunteers) 

 Add attic insulation (two volunteers) 

 Fix front door to reduce air leakage 

 Window film & re-caulk around windows 

COMMUNITY  Keep the "UT- The Project" group informed (two 
volunteers) 
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The low level of participation among volunteers likely reflected the high degree to which 

volunteers were engaged in work and conversation during the day. Unlike the second work day, 

there was not a communal lunch where people had the opportunity to discuss future actions 

over food and conversation.  

Reflecting on the project at the close of the last work day, it was clear to me, Shiloh, 

Effie, and Joe that we had succeeded in creating an approach to home repair that kept the 

homeowner in the driver’s seat and brought diverse community members together in a 

generative way. The combination of onsite home repair and offsite gardening projects started 

with the first project continued to work well. The presence of these projects was also helpful for 

absorbing some of the momentum created by the three home repair projects, especially since 

there was no further funding available for HNHN projects. Since it was the last HNHN project, 

we did not conduct an immediate volunteer evaluation survey. Instead, I waited to conduct 

focus group follow-ups that would also provide an opportunity to check in on neighborhood-

level changes and adopted behavior changes on the part of volunteers. The following section, 

6.3, “HNHN Performance Outcomes and Potential” reviews results from exit interviews with all 

three homeowners and with volunteers.  
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6.3 SECTION 3: HNHN PERFORMANCE OUTCOMES & POTENTIAL  
What difference did the HNHN make in the co-evolving social, ecological, and technological 

systems of home environments in the Holly Neighborhood? To what extent did HNHN serve as a 

leverage point in expanding environmental justice performance at the household and 

neighborhood scales? In what ways were material conditions improved? Did the projects leave 

people with the experience of having been recognized? Did they build the adaptive capacity of 

households and neighborhood social networks? These questions were explored through exit 

interviews with the three homeowners who hosted work days and five focus group interviews 

with neighborhood volunteers.  

6.3.1 Household-Level Outcomes Observed By Homeowners 

As a continuation of the regenerative dialogue assessment (RDA) process, we conducted exit 

interviews with the three partnering homeowners. Just like the other RDAs, these interviews 

were not only intended to objectively assess the technological performance of the home. They 

were also an opportunity for the project team to return to the original vision established, 

consider the extent to which HNHN interventions and other efforts by the household had 

advanced those goals, and explore future possibilities for the household. In each interview, we 

presented the homeowners with a printed document that included the goals and intentions of 

the project, the specific projects completed, and the additional projects that had been identified 

but were beyond the scope of support we could provide. It also included names of the neighbors 

who did the work and pictures of the work day. We used this document to guide the reflective 

interview as we inquired about how each of the interventions was working and if there were 

additional projects that they had been able to complete since the volunteer day. We asked them 

what they thought worked and what could have been improved about the project. The results 

for each household are presented in chronological order.  

6.3.1.1 Household-level Outcomes for the Chavez Household 

Shiloh and I conducted an exit interview with Mr. and Mrs. Chavez on July 5, 2012 and were 

greeted warmly and enthusiastically. Mr. and Mrs. Chavez were in very good spirits and Mrs. 

Chavez talked about how unstoppable her husband is, walking around everywhere. Although 

she still worried about him falling, she thought the environment was safer than it used to be. In 

addition to their enthusiasm, we immediately noticed changes in the environment inside the 
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home. It felt less cluttered and more spacious and there were nice curtains on either side of the 

windows, complementing the blinds that the HNHN team had put up. Mrs. Chavez said that her 

niece from San Antonio had come up to town a few times and helped her do more work around 

the house, sorting through extra materials and setting up bedrooms. In the back rooms where 

we had replaced the window, the niece had helped fix up the bathrooms, including putting up a 

new shower curtain. One of the neighbors Mrs. Chavez met through the work day had helped 

put in the mounts for the shower curtain. Another neighborhood volunteer, Scott, remembered 

that Mrs. Chavez’s goal was to furnish the rooms so that she could entertain company again. 

When he and his wife got a new bed, he gave Mrs. Chavez their mattress for the front bedroom. 

With these improvements to their home, Mrs. and Mr. Chavez were in a position to host people. 

It was now easier for her niece and her daughter to visit and stay overnight. The Chavezes also 

reported that they had hosted family visiting from Chicago thanks to the home improvements.  

As we went through the individual repairs, Mrs. Chavez gave status updates. Reviewing 

pictures of the window replacement in the back, she talked about how much more secure she 

felt in the home. The blinds and the curtains on the front windows had helped, too. Looking at 

the garden pictures, she talked about how much she had enjoyed eating the fresh peppers from 

the garden and how Mr. Chavez had enjoyed tending the garden. She said that the rain barrel 

had not been particularly helpful yet because there had not been any rain to fill it. Anticipating 

rain in the future, she also mentioned how she thought the gutters would be very helpful in 

making the front porch less slippery and safer for her husband. When we went over additional 

projects that could be completed, she mentioned that when her son came to visit he replaced 

the rest of the lightbulbs with CFLs.  

There were a few complaints Mrs. Chavez still had about her home. There was a 

persistent cockroach problem in the kitchen, despite the way she kept everything in air tight 

containers. She thought that some areas were not sealed well enough but she was not sure. 

Overall, however, she was very happy with her home and the help she received. Her comments 

reflected gratitude for both the improved physical conditions and the sense of being cared for:  

I am so happy with my home, with everything you all did. It is all a gift from 

heaven. … It was so bad before, there were electric wires that were all exposed 
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and the roof was leaking horribly. We couldn’t go in the back part of the house. 

… It’s a totally different place now. We don’t have to worry. We have a roof over 

our head and food. Family comes and visits, even from Chicago. We’ll be here 

until the Lord takes us home. We’re happy now.  

In talking about the renovations, Mrs. Chavez focused on the health, safety, and comfort 

improvements. The home was completely dysfunctional before MOWAM began work through 

GO Repair. With each improvement from subsequent repair providers, the home was restored 

to a higher level of function. In thinking about the repairs she received, she seemed to be most 

grateful for the help neighbors and others offered her when she needed it:  

 [P]lease tell [the volunteers] that if there is anything I can do to help any of 

them, I am here. They helped me so much and I want to be able to help them. I 

love each and every one of them. I might not know all of their names, but I love 

them all. Please tell them to stop by at any time. They are welcome to visit, and 

anything I can do; I will – babysitting, anything. They were there for me when I 

needed them. They helped me when my family wasn’t here to help. My 

grandsons, nephews and others – they weren’t there. But you all came.  

I didn’t think there were such kind people in the world. When I moved to Austin, 

people were rude. I was from Texas originally, but I lived up in Michigan and 

Chicago. People were so rude. They wouldn’t serve us. That’s bad enough when 

they won’t serve you, but, when they are rude to my boy? That really got to me. 

It means so much to know that there are good people here.  

As she shared her gratitude, it appeared that the experience had restored some 

semblance of recognition and justice for her in a neighborhood and city where she had never 

felt welcome. She talked about how much she enjoyed occasionally running into people who 

had helped her on the day of the event when she went to the laundromat. She said a few of the 

other neighbors had stopped to check in on her and she shared a story of a neighbor who 

brought her eggs when she needed them. 

It is important to note that as Mrs. Chavez expressed her gratitude, she also offered her 

help. In her speaking, it seemed like she had a sense that she could help. She seemed to have a 

sense of power and wanted to contribute to her neighbors. It seemed that the combined work 

of MOWAM, HGNP, AE, and HNHN on her house had contributed to a transformation of the 

physical and social systems of the home. It seemed like her house became like a home again; a 

place where she and Alberto experienced peace, safety, and belonging.  
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As reflected by their household energy profile from 2012 to 2014 (see Figure X), the 

Chavezes are energy conservers. The only two months in which they used 1000 kWh/month or 

more were in January of 2013 and 2014. We did not have access to energy data before the 

MOWAM repairs were completed in 2012. It does not appear that the HNHN repairs led to a 

significant reduction in energy consumption. If there has been a change in any direction, their 

energy profile suggests that their use of electricity may have gone up since 2012. Given that 

they could use a room that had been previously off limits and that they have been able to host 

more people, these increased consumption likely generated quality of life benefits. To that end, 

sometime in 2014, one of the Chavez’s sons moved back to Austin and moved in with them. He, 

his wife and children had moved out of state for work, but he ended up returning so that he 

could support his elderly parents.  

It is also worth noting that the Chavezes energy bills could have been reduced if they 

had taken advantage of their treeless front yard, south facing roof, and the Holly Good Neighbor 

Program’s free solar installation option. Unfortunately, I discovered on one of my occasional 

visits that they had been caught in a solar-panel scheme that put them at risk for losing their 

home. The Chavezes had signed up in part because they thought the company was associated 

with me because they said they could help her with her energy bills. Ultimately, MOWAM 

advocates helped them rescind this contract. It was striking that in the same neighborhood 

where a natural gas power plant followed patterns of racism, a modern market-driven solar 

company would follow a pattern of environmental gentrification. In both cases, vulnerable 

households were being targeted for infrastructure primarily designed to benefit others. 

Thankfully, concerned neighbors and social service advocates resolved the problem.  

In summary, since the completion of the full set of home repairs from MOWAM, HGNP, 

AE, and HNHN, the Chavez family succeeded in fulfilling the vision they had for their home as a 

place of connection, safety, and belonging. While Mrs. Chavez is still sometimes lonely, she has 

been able to host more of her family and invite more support from them. She also feels more 

connected to her neighborhood than she did before. That said, while neighbors who live near 

her know her and occasionally look in on the couple and provide help (e.g., one neighbor came 

in and tried to help them with a malfunctioning refrigerator a year later), it would be an 
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exaggeration to say that close relationships were established where care is frequent or 

dependable. The event created an opportunity for connections that could turn into longer term 

relationships, but few were formed. Thankfully, the MOWAM support network with 

professionals and volunteers from other areas still provides the social infrastructure that this 

couple needs.  
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Figure 6.2.  Energy Profiles for Chavez, Padillo, and Romero Households  
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6.3.1.2 Household-level Outcomes for the Padillo Household 

We (Shiloh Travis, Gabriel Galvan, and I) conducted an exit interview with Penelope and Ernie 

Padillo on August 4, 2014. We started the interview with a review of all the work completed on 

the project and gave Mrs. Padillo a chance to comment on the performance of each 

intervention. She was very enthusiastic about the two new window units, especially the one in 

the living room. She thought that the home had been much easier to keep comfortable after the 

HNHN event. Unfortunately, the unit in the living room was not powerful enough as a heater to 

keep the back of the home comfortable and she still occasionally used the space heater in the 

living room. The carbon monoxide detector had not gone off, so the safety concern seemed to 

be under control. She did stop using her oven to help heat the home. Unfortunately, we 

discovered during the interview that the unit in her bedroom sometimes crashed because the 

electric circuit was not strong enough to handle the large screen TV and all of the other 

appliances in the room. Gabriel explained that the heating loads take a lot more energy than the 

cooling. He said he had stopped by before when Penelope had called him after the unit had 

stopped and said it had been surging and triggering the breaker. He wanted to help her get a 

dedicated breaker established. At the time of the intervention, we did an electric upgrade to 

enable a 240 volt set up. Unfortunately, because the bedroom heating unit often triggered the 

breaker, she rarely used it. Instead, she usually used new electric space heater purchased by one 

of her sons.  

Although Mrs. Padillo thought that the home was easier to keep comfortable after all of 

the air sealing, insulation, and solar screen installations, she expressed some disappointment 

that the solar screens were not installed on all of her windows. The team had installed them on 

windows that were west and south facing because that was where they were needed from a 

functional perspective. However, Mrs. Padillo said she liked how the solar screens looked we 

installed on her neighbor’s home across the street and would have liked to have had the same 

thing on hers.  

The Padillos talked a bit about the dryer and washing machine out on the enclosed 

porch. Ernie mentioned that he probably needed to clean out the dryer vent and Gabriel 

confirmed the importance of clearing out the flexline every six months to keep it from clogging 
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up and overheating. Mrs. Padillo was still excited about her washing machine since Ernie had 

finished its installation and it worked well.  

It appears from the Padillos’ energy use profile that they decreased their electricity use 

in the summer months by using the new energy efficient air conditioning units (see Figure 6.2). 

In the winter months, electricity use increased, presumably due to three factors. First, before 

the repairs, the Padillos were primarily using a gas space heater to keep the home warm along 

with their gas oven. This energy use would not show up in an electric bill. Second, if the 

bedroom unit was regularly tripping the electric breaker in the winter, it is possible that they 

may have turned the front heater on higher. Third, Mrs. Padillo’s arthritis and general pain kept 

increasing. As her physical discomfort increased, she likely wanted to keep her home warm. 

Every time I visited in the winter, it was very warm inside.  

All things considered, Mrs. Padillo said she was definitely more comfortable inside her 

home after the repairs and she also felt newly supported by her neighbors. She tended to call 

Gabriel Galvan when she needed help with a breaker or something else in the home. Ernie was 

impressed with the quality of the work done on the home and the respectful and neighborly 

way it was completed. His remarks suggested that he felt more like a part of the neighborhood 

through the project, and that he thought it had value even beyond the help provided to him and 

his mother:  

Y’all came in and in just a day and a half really got everything done. Sometimes 

contractors will stretch it out, but you all got it done in one punch. That made a 

difference for mom, and that was really great. It was all done beautifully. You 

had professional people doing the work. And they were teaching other people 

how to do that. I thought that was great. You had some people who really knew 

what they were doing, and they were teaching it to some of the younger 

people. That’s great. Someone might be able to develop a skill that could help 

them get a job in the future. Even if it’s a little job. It was great to see people 

learning, and giving.  

When I cooked for everyone, I felt really good. I felt good because I was able to 

give to people who were really giving. I put a lot of love into making that lunch 

because I was inspired by all of the love that you were all putting into the 

project for my mom. Everyone had a lot of respect for her, and vice versa. I 

guess that’s how we grow. We grow together. We learn to get along together, 
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to give and to receive. There’s no animosity. There’s nothing racial here. It’s all 

about the heart. We keep the heart. What I’ve seen in the way people give 

makes me want to do the same. We all get to learn how to help each other and 

grow together.  

Ernie’s comments highlight the potential of neighborhood based programs designed like 

HNHN to help develop the capacity of the neighborhood, strengthen relationships beyond racial 

lines, and develop practical skills. While it would seem unlikely that someone would develop a 

new skill in one day that could help him or her get a job in the future, Ernie had observed some 

youth working on the project and getting excited about learning new skills. Such participation 

might spark an inner drive for mastery that would find other future opportunities for expression 

and development. Ernie’s comments also reflected his mother’s karmic philosophy about the 

exchange of gifts in a neighborhood. “Yes, isn’t it true?” she said, “When you give, you receive. 

Do you know that? You have given to me, and in the future, God will give to you, too.”  

In reviewing the Padillo case, the success of the HNHN project appeared to be making 

Mrs. Padillo comfortable in her home, physically and socially. As she continued to experience 

accidents and the worsening of her arthritis, a comfortable home environment was important to 

her. Although she was once active in her church and her husband was a highly involved 

community activist, she had felt disconnected from much of her community. She had said that 

her husband’s colleagues used to check in on her, but they had stopped. On the work day itself, 

she was particularly moved that the people who were helping her out were actually from the 

neighborhood. She greatly enjoyed reconnecting with Gabriel Galvan through the project. She 

enjoyed sharing stories of the neighborhood with me as she reminisced with him. Although the 

electricity performance of the home was not significantly altered by the work event, human 

comfort increased and the social fabric was strengthened in ways that could not have been 

required or controlled by the workday itself.  

6.3.1.3 Household-level Outcomes for the Romero Household 

On July 14, 2014, Shiloh Travis and I met with Virginia and Ruben Romero for an exit interview. 

Early on in the interview, we acknowledged that Mrs. Romero had received services in the past 

from other home repair programs offered by the City of Austin. We asked her an open ended 
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question about what was different from this and other programs. Both Ruben and Virginia 

responded:  

Ruben: I can say that I saw a difference. The big value was in connecting with 

people in the neighborhood. It really brought people together. The people who 

came were affected, they were here because they really wanted to do it, they 

were moved to be there. You could see it when you walked around that day. 

People were smiling, talking to each other. It wasn’t just a job to do. There was 

this experience of sharing. Where you saw people wanting to be part of the 

greater good of something else. I was surprised that it was such a big group, 

honestly. 

Virginia: The big thing for me was really that the people were professional. I 

trusted the people who were doing the work. I’d heard Ruben talk about Mike, 

and he knew he did good work. Plus, he knew Joe for years back. I heard from 

them about Shiloh. I knew backgrounds of people doing the work, and that 

made a difference.  

We specifically asked the Romeros what they thought of the conversation we all had 

together at the beginning of the project. Mrs. Romero emphasized that it helped her get to 

know and trust us more. Her son emphasized the synergy of the group conversation:  

Ruben: It really made a difference that it was a group conversation. As a group, 

we were all there, and each of us was sharing. Everybody was saying something, 

and hearing each other. We all shared what was important for us. It was a 

different kind of conversation. And it created a different sense of accountability. 

We were all in it together. We took it to a different level.  

Although Ruben was not entirely clear on what he was distinguishing as a “different 

sense of accountability,” his tone suggested that it had something to do with all the members of 

the group conversation being strongly connected to one another and motivated by that sense of 

connection. When he talked about taking it to “a different level,” it seems that he may have 

been distinguishing between an experience of co-creation that went beyond a more mundane 

work plan negotiation. While Ruben did not expound on what he meant by accountability, 

Virginia picked up on this theme:  

Yes…Accountability, Ruben talks a lot about accountability. And that was 

definitely missing from the work I had done with the City [Holly Good Neighbor 

Program]. I didn’t have any choice over the contractors, and I didn’t know 
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anything about them. I didn’t know how they were selected. There was no real 

way to follow up with them, when I discovered they hadn’t done a good job. 

And at meetings I went to, I heard other people complain about how they’d 

called a contractor out on work that wasn’t done well, and he said to them, 

“You shouldn’t complain, you’re getting it for free.” 

Virginia’s reflections on accountability reflect the importance of conducting work within 

a context of trusting relationships. In the case of the Holly Good Neighbor program, the City 

started the program in response to a breakdown in trust between the City and the 

neighborhood. The work she received was not satisfactory to her and her ongoing engagements 

with the program only served to reinforce her concerns. She appreciated the quality of the 

original conversation with HNHN because it allowed her to get to know and trust the people 

who were leading the project. Ruben said that this trusting relationship made his mother more 

comfortable having volunteers come to work on the house. Also, it appeared that because she 

knew that she was recognized and respected, she experienced greater agency. Although the 

HGNP had more funds available to help her, she did not bother asking for subsequent help 

because she did not trust the relationship. With HNHN, however, she followed up when things 

were not working:  

So that was different with you. I knew you, and I knew I could call you. When I 

did call – when the rain barrel wasn’t quite working, you responded and 

arranged to have some other neighbor come over and take care of it.  

Accountability, follow through, and professionalism were clearly important for Mrs. 

Romero. While Mrs. Romero acknowledged the team for these virtues, it is also worth noting 

how easily overlooked these factors are and how delicate these relationships can be. The 

accountability built into HNHN came completely through intrinsic motivation and capacity on 

the part of the volunteers. While this intrinsic motivation and self-organization can powerfully 

advance the integrity of a project, there were no external checks. In contrast, the City of Austin’s 

bureaucratic systems afforded external checks, yet in practice it appeared to lack extrinsic and 

intrinsic motivation sufficient for accountability.  

Over the course of the exit interview, we also realized that there were breakdowns in 

HNHN’s accountability and listening capacity. When we asked Mrs. Romero about her compost 

system, we discovered that she had never used the new compost system given to her by the 
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Great Outdoors. Apparently, when we had heard her talk about her problems with composting 

during the original interview, we originally assumed it was a technical problem and not a 

management problem. We were excited that the Great Outdoors had a compost bin to 

contribute to her. We were also excited that Eric Goff of the Compost Pedallers was willing to 

give a compost consultation to Mrs. Romero after the event. Unfortunately, this did not happen 

and the bin has gone unused:  

Well, I already had a compost bin before, and it hasn’t been totally working. 

There were flies that got in it, and so there were insect eggs in it, and so the lady 

at the Great Outdoors suggested that I might not want to use that compost on 

my garden, because of the insects. I’m not quite sure what the problem is. I 

think in the winter it might not have been deteriorating the way it normally 

would. I don’t know if I should just start over. And I haven’t been using the new 

bin. I just got overwhelmed. 

Despite our good intentions, motivations, and access to resources and good will, there 

were breakdowns in accountability and follow-through that impeded the full potential of the 

social, ecological and technological functioning of the compost system. Over the course of the 

conversation we discovered that there were similar impediments to the functioning of the 

rainwater catchment system. It was mostly working well, but Mrs. Romero noticed a bad smell 

and didn’t know what to do about it:  

The only time I’m not using it is when it’s been raining enough that the plants 

don’t need it. In April and May we were getting a lot of rain, so I didn’t really 

need to use it. I try to conserve it for the most part, to get between rains. But I 

don’t want it to get stagnant. I’m not sure how you get the right balance. But, 

I’ve kept using it, I just don’t really know how to deal with the smell issue. What 

should I be doing to keep the gutters clean?  

In response to her question, Shiloh described the leaf guard design that was part of the 

gutter system and the minimal maintenance that was required. However, as he talked, it was 

clear that we had not been clear enough about how to engage with the new technology in order 

to support its functioning.  

Overall, however, it appeared that the interventions succeeded in improving the 

performance of the home environment, especially with regard to indoor environmental quality. 
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When asked about whether she noticed any changes in her ability to keep the home at a 

comfortable temperature, Mrs. Romero said:  

Yes, I really did notice a difference. … I noticed [in the winter] that the house 

really held the heat better. I’d had attic insulation before, but this was a lot 

better. It was really comfortable. I was actually surprised because I thought 

since the air was coming from below [through the floor], we’d have to insulate 

the floor to make a real difference. That wasn’t the case.  

While she definitely noticed a difference in the ability to keep the home warm in the 

winter, Mrs. Romero was not positive that the home was cooler in the summer. She kept the 

portable air conditioner permanently installed in the living room. She wasn’t sure if the solar 

screens kept the home cooler or not. She wasn’t sure if the portable unit was strong enough as 

an air conditioner but she mostly thought it worked well. She was happy not to have the 

condensation leakage problems she encountered with her old air conditioner, but she was also 

confused about where the condensation for the new unit went. Shiloh looked up the model and 

found that it does not need to have the condensate removed. She was also pleased with the 

improved moisture management in her bathroom thanks to the installation of a bath fan that 

vented to the outside. She said that she tries to turn on the fan any time she uses the shower. If 

she doesn’t, she said “it gets too hot and stuffy.” She found that “[t]he fan has really taken most 

of the moisture out. It’s been working well.”  

Although Mrs. Romero noticed that the home was easier to heat and cool, she said that 

the utility bills would not reflect these changes. She explained:  

No, that wouldn’t really tell you much. We’ve got four more people here than 

we had before – my son and his family moved here around December [2013], so 

energy use would have gone up anyway.  

Indeed, her energy use profile reflected this change. In November and December of 

2013, there was a spike in the Romeros’ household energy use, with a peak of 1364 kWh in 

December. Before November, Mrs. Romero’s energy use had not exceeded 600 kWh in any 

month, even in the heat of the summer. Still, even with a household of five, they seemed to be 

using less than an average of 1000 kWH per month.  
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This significant change in the use of the home also affected the original intention of the 

work day around creating a productive home office environment. The office area became a 

bedroom again when Virginia’s son and his family moved in and they moved her desk into the 

living room area again. Although she did not feel that she had made strides in creating a more 

productive working environment, she did say that she now felt peaceful and proud in her home 

environment. She said she was more comfortable having her grandchildren and their friends 

over.  

In reflecting on the performance of Mrs. Romero’s home, the dynamic nature of home 

environments as social, ecological, and technological systems was particularly apparent. New 

technologies were introduced into the home environment through the work day that changed 

the flows of energy and the ecological relationship. Although the technologies (e.g., new air 

conditioner, gutter and rain barrel, compost bin) were all implemented because they aligned 

with the social values expressed by Mrs. Romero, as a team we did not make sure that she was 

set up to adaptively manage these systems when we completed the work day. We failed to 

provide clear instruction about ongoing maintenance for the air conditioner, the compost 

system, and the gutter and rain barrel system. Although this did not result in adverse 

consequences, it did not lead to a realization of maximum potential. Additionally, the extent to 

which the four other family members who moved in with Mrs. Romero share her values 

concerning care for plants and plant ecologies or energy conservation may not be realized. It is 

possible that they were managing the home with different performance goals in mind than hers. 

They had not been involved with the work day, and their priorities may not have been “peace, 

productivity, and pride.” Performance is dynamic and often improvised. When improvisation 

occurs within some basic ground rules or common intentions, creative solutions may generate 

surprisingly successful performance. If the players’ goals are not aligned, the chances of this high 

potential performance being realized is diminished.  

As we wrapped up the interview, I reminded the group that one goal of the project was 

to build a stronger neighborhood. We asked the Romeros if they thought the project affected 

the neighborhood, or if they saw the neighborhood differently through the event. Mrs. Romero 

said that she felt a lot closer to me and met a lot of people through me. However, she doesn’t 
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really see most of the people who had been involved with the project around the neighborhood. 

Ruben disagreed, slightly, and then opened a conversation about the ongoing challenges of the 

neighborhood, and the way he saw projects like HNHN contributing to better possibilities:  

Ruben: Well, I do see more people around, even just sitting on the porch. I 

appreciated all of the interaction with neighbors. … Back in the day, people 

would drop by more, they’d come by and knock on the door, bring some beer to 

hang out. Porches are important, that informal gathering – it’s got a lot of value. 

In a neighborhood, without that social interaction, that bond – without that, 

well, there’s nothing else really.  

You look at that, and you compare it to some of those meetings. It’s awful. I’ve 

gone to some of them because Mom was curious and wanted to know what was 

going on. Sure, they’d invite you to this meeting saying “come, learn.” But then 

we’d go, and it was this experience of people yelling over each other, with no 

one listening. You come in and you want to learn something and be able to 

know what’s going on, and it’s just people pushing their own agenda and talking 

over each other. Someone’s always grandstanding. I don’t go - it becomes 

negative so quickly … . These people have been at this forever, they’ve been 

selling out for their own interests. They’ve had their chance. We’ve been talking 

about gentrification for decades, this is not a new concept. But they don’t have 

any solutions and they never have.  

On the other hand, Ruben saw alternatives. He had left his home, explored other places, 

other ways of doing things, and other ways of being and he had come back to East Austin and 

wanted to be part of creating solutions.  

The reality is, East Austin is the most sought after real estate market. This 

division, all of this in-fighting – it’s cutting at us, it’s eroding things. It’s not 

building anything up. To get anything done, we’ve got to come together and do 

something new. …They’ve put us in a position of failure. But I am not a victim. 

We can lead economically here. “Leave us alone?” Really? It’s not going to 

happen. … Change is happening, we can get in front of it.  

It’s time to start holding people accountable. It’s time to start doing things 

differently. It’s time to bring people together. It’s time to say, look, “This is 

what’s POSSIBLE” – it’s time that we started leading the conversations, not 

about responding to them at their level. We’ve thought about it all at another 

level, a different level where we can see how everyone can win. Where we’re 

actually building communities with access to economic opportunity, 

communities that work for everyone. Where I’m making a living, but I’m not 



 

463 
 

making it at your expense. Where we can trust each other and actually develop 

together.  

As Ruben shared this possibility, he brought us back to the intention that had originally 

brought us together. In a significant sense, the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors Initiative was 

intended to create opportunities for the discovery and contribution of individual and collective 

strength. To the extent that the projects were successful, they occurred out of a strong sense of 

intrinsic motivation, where people were acting in service of their higher selves and the greater 

good of the community of which they were an interdependent part.  

6.3.2 Neighborhood-Level Outcomes Reported By Volunteers 

Unlike the other two home repair programs reviewed in this research, HNHN was the only 

program specifically created with an intention to achieve neighborhood-level social and 

ecological outcomes. Socially, the core founders aimed to foster a sense of neighborhood 

identity and interdependence and development of mutually supportive relationships among 

neighbors. Ecologically, I and the 1 house at a time leaders hoped to inspire a ripple effect in 

which neighbors would adopt new practices that would lower their collective ecological 

footprint. Ideally, if behavior change were sustained and embarked on through conversations 

with neighbors, the values and behaviors would become part of the neighborhood culture. Since 

these social and ecological intentions are not easily observable, they are best understood 

through dialogue with participants.  

As such, to explore neighborhood-level social and ecological outcomes, I invited all 

volunteers to participate in group debriefing conversations about the three HNHN green home 

renovation projects and their perspectives on future possibilities for collective action. Moving 

beyond a traditional performance evaluation that would focus primarily on collecting feedback 

on the prototype itself, these interviews were also intended to help me 1) come to deeper 

understanding of the values, motivations, and frames for interpreting neighborhood change 

held by other partners; and 2) to explore future possibilities with neighbors for collective action 

to enhance the wellbeing of the neighborhood. I conducted six volunteer exit interviews 

through focus groups with a total of sixteen volunteers. The conversations were fluid and 

loosely structured. Results from the six focus group interviews are summarized briefly below 

and in a table provided in Appendix K.  
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The interviews suggest that HNHN was more successful in achieving neighborhood-level 

social outcomes than ecological outcomes, while also providing insight into expanding the 

potential of both through programs like HNHN.  

The interviews suggest that HNHN created an important environment for self-

expression among volunteers, cultivation of community life, and mastery of new skills. 

Reinforcing the findings of previous volunteer surveys, all interviewees said they enjoyed getting 

to know neighbors through the events. These interviews and post-event evaluations revealed 

that many volunteers discovered a new sense of connection, belonging, and responsibility for 

their neighborhood. Five of these said that they took subsequent actions in their personal lives 

or in their neighborhood that they would not have done otherwise.  

One of these volunteers, a leader in the neighboring East Cesar Chavez Neighborhood 

Planning Contact Team (ECCNPCT) described the potential for change in these environments as 

“exponential.” She explained that after the August 2011 work day, she was surprised to have 

experienced a profound, new love for her community and was so inspired by her neighbors that 

she left with new motivation and the question, “if these people can do this, what can I do?” She 

went off and led a project to transform a park in her own neighborhood, establishing an It’s My 

Park Day tradition that has continued in subsequent years. She imagines that these events may 

have inspired other people to take actions of their own, just as she had been inspired.  

Eleven of the other volunteers interviewed enjoyed how the event reminded them of 

what they already were committed to and helped them re-engage. Two volunteers discovered 

new environmental actions they could take and developed some mastery in those domains as 

they learned through doing under the leadership of experts whom they could emulate. These 

two volunteers reported that they followed through even though no one followed up with 

them. Four parents said they enjoyed providing their children with the opportunity to learn in 

this kind of hands-on, socially engaged, motivated learning environment.  

The volunteer exit interviews also revealed the vulnerability of this kind of enlivening 

social learning environment. In five of the six focus groups, volunteers complained about the 

top-down approach of the first demonstration project with 1 house at a time. Every volunteer 

who had been involved in the August 2011 work day felt that some of its spirit was lost in the 
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first project with 1 house at a time. In contrast to the first event’s grassroots, organic nature, it 

felt top-down and imposed. Fourteen of the sixteen volunteers interviewed reacted negatively 

to the leadership style of Eleanor Richter, with frequent complaints about having been nagged 

about safety and commitment forms. Although the first event had the most completed 

commitment forms, it also fostered the most resentment. The responses made it clear that if a 

volunteer event intends to catalyze future action, it must inspire such action, not demand it. 

One of the environmentalists interviewed, Greg, mentioned that when Joep Meijer got up in the 

last event, his first thought was an automatic defensive reaction. Yet, Greg also said how 

surprised he was to find himself genuinely interested in what Joep had to say because he spoke 

so authentically from his own experiences in reducing his carbon footprint and increasing his 

quality of life. Perception of external force or the possibility of manipulation appears may have 

hampered volunteers’ intrinsic motivation for future action. However, when volunteers saw 

others with whom they could relate taking actions in service of their values, people were 

inspired.  

The importance placed by volunteers on freedom from force, manipulation or an 

agenda also relates to the value volunteers placed on respectful relationships with homeowners 

engaged in the project. Five volunteers contrasted this volunteer experience to other charity-

based service projects that perpetuated societal power dynamics and conflicted with their 

deeper values. They welcomed this opportunity to engage in service with others out of mutual 

respect, recognition, and humility.  

In considering possibilities for the future, most (at least eight) volunteers were 

interested in looking at smaller, self-sustaining actions they could initiate with neighbors that 

could take on a life of their own. Regina Mata and Ted Reinhardt recommended setting up 

advocacy teams to help households reduce their monthly expenses. Six volunteers suggested 

that neighborhoods need social environments in which people could get together informally and 

discover the gifts and talents of neighbors and take action together. One of the urbanists 

interviewed noted that the physical design of that neighborhood was at least partially conducive 

to that, explaining that he had met people from very different backgrounds simply because he 

walked in the neighborhood and was open to engaging with others on the street. However, he 
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recognized that his willingness to engage with an open heart was as essential as the proximity in 

terms of cultivating neighborly relationships, especially in the context of social difference. 

Others suggested that some kind of community infrastructure was important to serve as an 

ongoing conduit for such genuine exchange among neighbors.  

6.4 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
In reflecting back on the HNHN from its inception as an idea envisioned by three neighbors to a 

collaborative action project that engaged well over forty neighbors in green home renovation 

and gardening projects through three prototype demonstration projects, several important 

propositions emerged with regard to the central research question: what is the potential of low-

income home repair programs to advance environmental justice at multiple scales in urban 

home environments experiencing gentrification pressure?  

First, the HNHN suggests that it is, indeed, possible and more effective to approach 

home assessments through a dialogue among building experts and homeowners that engages 

the social, ecological, and technological dimensions of the home environments. Through the 

regenerative dialogue assessments, partners were able to design an integrated approach to 

advancing the environmental justice by considering the contextual assets, needs and aspirations 

of the household in their environment. This approach was particularly helpful in expanding 

recognition and capabilities as justice and identifying synergistic interventions strategies. The 

results suggest that RDAs can be used to expand the potential of home repair interventions to 

advance environmental justice at the household scale.  

Second, the HNHN demonstration projects suggest that under the right conditions, 

home repair programs can advance neighborhood-level social and ecological outcomes. When 

the trusting context of dialogue established by the RDA is extended to the work day and 

engagement of volunteers, this environment has potential to foster mutually beneficial 

relationships and collaborative action.  In these environments, power was shared and exercised 

horizontally, free from force or manipulation. Volunteers formed new friendships and 

developed new skills. When force or manipulation showed up in the social learning 

environment, diminished this collective power. Unfortunately, the requirement of criminal 

background checks for volunteer service in home repair projects that engage private homes 
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served to exclude some neighbors from participating and diminished the quality of trust that 

had been developing. Although it had seemed that gentrifying neighborhoods where there is 

high level of diversity in talents and assets meant that a neighborhood-based home repair 

project would be well-suited to this social context, the fact that the diverse neighborhood was in 

such a state of social flux meant that social trust was something to be created, not leveraged as 

an asset. The conditions in which the background check could still support expansion of social 

capital happened when there were reciprocally supportive events like gardening and alley clean 

ups that allowed anyone to participate without questions.   

Third, the results suggest that the collaborative, anticipatory, regenerative design 

process employed in the HNHN helped leaders attune themselves to shifting conditions of the 

dynamic social, ecological, and technological neighborhood environment and identify new 

opportunities. The homeowner interviews and volunteer surveys after demonstration projects 

helped project leaders draw on collective experience and insights to adapt the programs. They 

systems mapping and diverse stakeholders helped develop a richer understanding of 

neighborhood dynamics.  With clarity of intention and willingness to engage fully in home 

environments, I and other leaders opened ourselves to engagement with others, with our 

environment, and with our higher potential selves. Messy human variability served as an asset 

under such conditions, leading to serendipitous surprise.  
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7 CHAPTER 7. SYNTHETIC FINDINGS 

The results of the three home repair program performance studies presented in Chapters IV, V, 

and VI all served to help answer the central research question of this project: what is the 

potential of low-income home repair programs to advance environmental justice in centrally 

located, urban neighborhoods experiencing gentrification pressure? More specifically, the 

research sought to investigate environmental justice performance at the household, 

neighborhood, and city scales. To understand such performance, I investigated performance 

context, outcomes, dynamics, and potential in each of three case studies. This chapter presents 

findings related to the central research questions synthetically derived across all three of the 

performance studies.  

First, Section 7.1 presents findings about the extent to which the home repair programs 

succeeded in generating observable environmental justice performance outcomes based on 

interviews with homeowners who received work through the three programs. These outcomes 

are presented at a summary level across individual household cases. As such, the discussion in 

Section 7.1 focuses primarily on household-level outcomes.201  

Second, Section 7.2 presents findings about the role of home repair in the context of 

gentrifying neighborhoods. This section considers 1) the extent to which homeowners were 

motivated to stay in their homes in the context of gentrification, 2) the kinds of home repairs 

that appear to be most valued in gentrifying neighborhoods, and 3) the stories homeowners 

shared about their changing home environments and the implications of those stories for home 

repair programs. The findings presented in this section focus primarily on neighborhood-level 

performance outcomes.  

Third, Section 7.3 presents a discussion of underlying performance dynamics that 

appear to have influenced the household-level performance outcomes presented in Section 7.1. 

                                                           
201 As such, Section 7.1 does not specifically consider outcomes in the context of gentrifying 
neighborhoods (discussed in Section 7.2), nor does it consider the underlying drivers of these observed 
outcomes (to be discussed in Section 7.3). To the extent that this section addresses city-level outcomes, it 
considers them on the basis of a sum of individual level outcomes distributed across the city. City-wide 
home repair performance beyond summative performance is discussed in Section 7.4 through 
consideration of the performance of the AHRC as a social learning network.  
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The discussion focuses on two key findings. First, the underlying frames through which 

homeowners perceive their home environments influence both their experience of life and the 

performance outcomes of the home (both before and after repair). Second, the underlying 

frames through which home repair providers perceive the problems facing homes and the 

potential solutions to be achieved through home repair interventions influence performance 

outcomes. When providers narrowly framed problems based on what they individually had the 

capacity to complete, they more frequently implemented fragmented solutions that were less 

effective in enhancing environmental justice performance. Sometimes such repairs still led to 

accidental, serendipitous spin-off benefits, but the results were not by design. However, when 

home repair providers designed interventions based on the particular needs of households, 

considered health, safety, and resource-efficiency objectives, and drew on the support of larger 

resource networks, greater performance was achieved.  

Fourth, Section 7.4 presents a discussion of the underlying dynamics shaping the 

performance context of the three home repair programs and their influence on the performance 

outcomes observed. This section draws primarily from the results presented in the “Program 

Context” sections of each results chapter that provided rich contextual histories of the social 

dynamics involved in the design and management of the three home repair programs. It 

presents a key finding that the quality of interactions among actors in the social learning 

environments of each program influenced the quality of performance of those programs at the 

household-, neighborhood- and city-levels. When actors primarily engaged with one another in 

regenerative social fields, they were more effective in achieving desired performance results 

than actors who operated primarily from degenerative social fields.202 The section presents a 

theoretical framework for interpreting regenerative and degenerative social fields derived from 

recent social science research, particularly Otto Scharmer’s Theory U.  

Fifth, Section 7.5 presents a discussion of the individual and collective leadership 

practices that appear to have helped groups of actors operate from more regenerative social 

fields. Resilient leaders helped build the capacity of others and the larger organizational whole. 

                                                           
202 Regenerative and degenerative social fields were discussed in the Literature Review and will be 
discussed further in this chapter.  
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Key principles, practices, and processes appear to have expanded adaptive capacity. The 

resilient leadership practice, collaborative processes, and systems-thinking approaches of AHRC 

and HNHN supported adaptive management and innovation that generated synergistic 

environmental justice performance outcomes at the neighborhood- and city-levels that were 

more than the sum of household-level impacts.  

7.1 Observed Multi-Scalar Environmental Justice Performance Outcomes  
The results of the three case studies show that home repair programs have the potential to 

advance EJ, as holistically defined by the HEP. This potential was revealed both through the 

areas of improvement observed by homeowners following repair and reported through 

homeowner interviews, as summarized in Table 7.1, and through performance gaps observed by 

homeowners and through comparison of cases.  

Table 7.1. Household-level Improvements Achieved through Home Repair 

Area of improvement 
(Grouped by closely related categories)  

GO 
Repair 
(84)* 

HGNP 
(17)* 
 
 

HNHN 
(3)* 

1. 
 

Safety  55 

13 

2 

Health / breathing  16 0 

Health / headaches & dizziness 10 0 

Comfort & general satisfaction 81 3 

2. Cockroaches 23 NA 0** 

Ants 18 NA NA 

Rodents 20 NA NA 

Mold & moisture 32 NA 2 

3. Reduced expenses  39 3 0 

4. Independence & capacity  32 2 2 

Social health 41 NA 3 

Pride 41 7 3 

*Numbers in parenthesis refer to number of homeowners interviewed in each performance 
study.  
**Questions were not asked specifically about pests in open ended HNHN exit interviews. The Chavez 

family still had a cockroach problem and thought more sealing could have been done.  
 

In reviewing Table 7.1, it is clear that the home repair programs generally succeeded in 

advancing substantive justice through material improvements in home environments that 
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resulted in increased physical safety, health, and comfort for household members. The GO 

Repair Program (GO Repair) and the Holly Good Neighbor Program (HGNP) (from 2003 on) were 

primarily designed to restore homes to healthy and safe conditions and had success in these 

areas. Higher numbers of households reported an increase in comfort and well-being. Although 

these two programs were not specifically designed to address pest issues or reduce household 

expenses, these were also common spin-off effects of the programs, especially weatherization. 

For instance, interventions that restored the structural integrity of the building envelope of 

houses and provided air sealing provided a barrier to pests as well as a barrier to air exchange 

between conditioned indoor air and outdoor air. As was the case for the Jones family, both of 

these outcomes helped reduce monthly expenses for pest management (which included using 

toxic materials in a home with asthmatic children) as well as energy bills. That said, the majority 

of households interviewed did not notice reduced monthly expenses as a result of the home 

repair. Of the few households who noticed improvements in their health they attributed to 

repairs, even fewer experienced significant reductions in medical expenses, lost work days, or 

lost schools days. If the GO Repair Program had been designed to justify itself by a favorable 

return on investment (ROI) or cost-benefit analysis, their performance would likely be seen as 

failures. However, if the goal is to advance EJ, the results reveal that there is a strong foundation 

to build upon in terms of capacity to expand substantive justice.  

Table 7.1 also demonstrates that homeowners in all three home repair programs 

reported having experienced qualitative and experiential improvements from home repair 

including increased independence and capacity, social health, and pride. These outcomes 

related to the more subjective and intersubjective aspects of environmental justice: recognition 

and capabilities as justice. 

 As reviewed in Chapter 3, recognition as justice pertains to the awareness of human 

dignity and integrity in ourselves and others. When recognition has been advanced, individuals 

(and communities) have experienced an increased sense of pride or self-worth, connection to 

others, and a sense of belonging to a greater whole. Theories of recognition emphasize that our 

sense of self-worth is not simply an internal affair – it is shaped significantly by the extent to 

which others recognize us as equally and uniquely valuable. This applies to recognition of 
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individuals and cultural groups of individuals. As such, in the many cases where homeowners 

reported an increased sense of pride and self-expression through the home repair process, 

recognition was advanced. Likewise, recognition was advanced in cases where homeowners 

reported that providers engaged with them respectfully and responsively, giving them equal 

procedural rights while also responding to their particular needs and concerns. The regenerative 

dialogue approach of the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors initiative (HNHN) was the strongest 

example of this, but there were others in the GO Repair performance study (e.g., the 

homeowner who was excited about her home being painted UT orange, and the octogenarian 

homeowner who was happy that the provider from Habitat accepted her choice to refuse the 

ramp so that she could show the world – and potential suitors – what great shape she was in). 

Recognition was advanced when people received exterior improvements that helped them feel 

like they still belonged in a gentrifying neighborhood, and when they felt more comfortable 

inviting people over to their home. Recognition as justice in these respects helps foster healthy 

relationships with one’s self and others. It is a foundation to the qualitative dimensions of home 

life. Unfortunately, although homeowners reported many affirming interactions with home 

repair providers, some also shared stories about the experience of having been denied 

recognition. A few homeowners said that contractors treated them disrespectfully, either 

ignoring requests, failing to return phone calls, or even telling them they should be grateful for 

free money.  

The results also showed that home repair programs advanced capabilities as justice. In 

many cases, household members were able to move around their homes with greater ease, 

more easily maintain their homes, and generally maintain their independence (a widely held 

priority for elder adults in Travis County). Since a healthy, safe home environment is basic 

infrastructure that supports households in living out their lives to their fullest potential, 

restoring the integrity of form and function in the home environment in turn can restore long-

term adaptive management capacity and household agency.  
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7.1.1.1 Neighborhood Scale Environmental Justice Performance 

The results of the three program performance studies show that although the extent of 

observed neighborhood-level EJ impacts was limited, there may be untapped potential.203 The 

GO Repair and Holly Good Neighbor programs largely failed to advance neighborhood-level EJ 

impacts beyond the sum of the individual-level impacts in a geographic area, while the Holly 

Neighbors Helping Neighbors program was more successful in advancing neighborhood-level EJ 

performance.204  

 The city-wide GO Repair Program was the least successful in advancing EJ at the 

neighborhood-level. Although a few households reported that they were happy to have been 

able to refer neighbors to the program who then benefited from its support, this did not result 

in a neighborhood-level outcome. Additionally, although the geographic distribution of repairs 

showed concentrated home repair provision in 78702, these home repairs were not clustered in 

particular neighborhood areas. As such, concentration of home repairs in 78702 is unlikely to 

have generated synergistic neighborhood-level outcomes.205 Although Austin Energy at one time 

                                                           
203 For the sake of this discussion, the neighborhood is not simply a geographic scale or boundary, it is a 
home environment with a sphere of belonging. Unlike most liberal democratic conceptions of justice that 
focus on the rights of individuals, environmental justice also considers justice at the level of community 
(e.g., cultural groups), and the interactions of individuals in relationships forming that community. 
204 Neighborhood-level EJ performance could include several characteristics. In terms of substantive 
justice, EJ would be advanced if synergistic interaction effects among neighbors led to a collective 
increase in community health, well-being or a decrease in ecological footprint and the level of 
neighborhood. This could happen through word-of-mouth ripple effects, where one homeowner who 
receives repairs spreads the word about improvements, more people stay in that same area, and the 
building stock and social fabric are preserved. Distributive justice would be achieved if neighborhood 
communities that had suffered from an uneven share of benefits and burdens were relieved of that 
suffering through a redistribution of resources. Procedural justice would be achieved if neighborhood 
residents had the opportunity to help design programs and tailor them to their own needs. In so doing, a 
program would advance recognition at the neighborhood level. If the home repair process and outcomes 
helped neighbors create a more resilient social fabric and engage more powerfully in collaborative action 
on behalf of collective interests, it would advance capabilities at the neighborhood-scale. 
 
205 No evidence collected suggested that the concentration of households in 78702 was the result of 
significant word of mouth outreach among neighbors, which would have helped support an existing social 
network of long-time, vested neighbors in a common geographical area. If green and healthy home 
repairs were concentrated within a geographic social network, there may be synergistic interaction 
effects. For instance, if a number of households in a social network adopted new energy- and water-
efficiency technologies and practices, this may inspire others to do the same and lead to a shift values, 
practices and culture shaping the social, ecological and technological systems of the neighborhood 
environment. No evidence of this was observed in the GO Repair or HGNP program performance studies. 



 

474 
 

considered taking a neighborhood-targeted approach to weatherization (in large part to 

increase program delivery efficiency), it is likely that the City of Austin’s Neighborhood Housing 

and Community Development Department (NHCD) would not consider such a strategy. 

According to their 2011–2012 Consolidated Annual Performance and Evaluation Report (CAPER), 

one of their core goals is geographic dispersion of affordable housing.206 This core value 

emerged out of a concern about geographically concentrated areas of affordable housing that 

competed with a larger goal of socioeconomic integration. Although keeping neighbors living 

comfortably in their homes in neighborhoods where there is particular gentrification pressure 

might still support the goal of socioeconomic integration, the principle of geographic dispersion 

would challenge the idea of investing general public funds in one particular area.207 In this case, 

core principles of EJ conflict with each other: fair and equal distribution of home repair benefits 

among individuals (a typical standard of bureaucracies) would trump neighborhood-level EJ 

performance objectives. In this way, the GO Repair Program as administered by NHCD would be 

constrained in attempts to affect neighborhood-level change. When GO Repair succeeded in 

supporting such change, it was through its leveraged or indirect support of other nonprofits 

focusing on a particular neighborhood (i.e., Habitat for Humanity’s Neighborhood Revitalization 

Initiative and their work in the Rosewood neighborhood described by Ms. Jones).  

Interestingly, the results of the HGNP performance study show that HGNP, which was in 

the best position to advance neighborhood-level EJ, was largely ineffective in doing so. With the 

program’s origins in the EJ movement and significant funding allocated to the Holly 

Neighborhood sustained over a decade, the HGNP had the potential to strategically and 

adaptively advance EJ at the neighborhood level. However, the HGNP was not designed with 

that goal in mind and the outcomes reflect that lack of intention. There were no interaction 

                                                           
The HNHN case study showed some evidence for such synergistic outcomes, as neighbors went on to 
share gardening tips and green building experiences with one another and occasionally supported one 
another on home projects.  
 
206 https://austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Housing/Reports_and_Publications/CAPER/11-
12%20CHAPTER%204%20-%20LOCAL%20-%20FINAL.pdf  
207 Political support for geographically concentrated affordable housing strategies in gentrifying areas has 
been achieved in the past for the Homestead Preservation District, but in that policy housing funds would 
be paid for by an increment of tax-dollars increasing in that area.  

https://austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Housing/Reports_and_Publications/CAPER/11-12%20CHAPTER%204%20-%20LOCAL%20-%20FINAL.pdf
https://austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Housing/Reports_and_Publications/CAPER/11-12%20CHAPTER%204%20-%20LOCAL%20-%20FINAL.pdf
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effects observed that led to substantive neighborhood-wide improvements in community health 

or reduced energy burdens. Although the program certainly succeeded from a distributive 

justice perspective in reallocating financial resources to a neighborhood that was historically, 

disproportionately burdened by locally unwanted land uses, the program did not consistently 

invest the funds in ways that alleviated the specific problems experienced. Similarly, although 14 

of the 17 homeowners indicated that they felt that they were personally compensated for the 

burdens, some of these homeowners said that neighbors and relatives who had died (often of 

cancer) could never be compensated for the hardship, while others had been generally unaware 

of problems from the Holly Street Power Plant. In terms of recognition and capabilities as 

justice, the HGNP did not appear to build the neighborhood’s affirmative sense of its integrity 

and worth, nor did it appear to build its collective strength. Worse, it appeared that between 

2006 and 2009, the HGNP’s approach to program design and management expanded cynicism, 

mistrust, and fear among neighbors. Beginning around 2010, HGNP staff and CDC leaders 

initiated outreach efforts in an effort to dispel misinformation and establish new relationships, 

but this was difficult based on past experiences of many neighbors.  

In contrast, the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors initiative (HNHN) was specifically 

designed to support neighborhood-level EJ performance and the three pilot projects 

demonstrated that neighborhood-level EJ performance effects are possible. Substantively, 

improvements were made in the three homes directly served, as well as in the homes of 

volunteers who took on projects of their own (e.g., installation of solar screens, gardens, a 

rainwater harvesting system, etc.) Neighbors were also able to redistribute their own human, 

social, and financial capital in the neighborhood to support collective well-being (e.g., a good but 

unneeded mattress made its way to the Chavezes to furnish a guest room, neighbors sharing 

gardening expertise, donations at the work day). Although this has to do with a redistribution of 

resources within a community, it has less to do with distributive justice than it does capabilities 

as justice: by increasing the strength of the social fabric, the event created new channels 

through which resources could be shared and exchanged. An HNHN spinoff included a shared 

mobile tool shed for gardening equipment and seeds. The connective tissue of this community 

body was the respect, recognition and appreciation of individual neighbors and an overall 

neighborhood identity. Volunteers who had not considered themselves as neighbors belonging 
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to a neighborhood experienced a new identity and the joy of discovering one another’s unique 

talents, interests, and contributions. Volunteers who had never considered themselves leaders 

(myself included) found the inspiration and courage to step into new leadership roles and 

develop new capabilities. In a neighborhood with significant social tension, the work days were 

an opportunity in time and place that allowed for regeneration.  

7.1.1.2 City Scale Environmental Justice Performance  

At the scale of the city, the GO Repair Program achieved some important EJ outcomes, while the 

two programs designed for the Holly Neighborhood did not. The GO Repair Program was 

effective in advancing city-wide EJ outcomes because of the way it supported the expansion and 

adaptive capacity of the Austin Housing Repair Coalition, not because of its particular program 

specifications for a health and safety intervention program. This basic foundation of financial 

support for home repair program providers made it possible for them to collaborate and hold a 

monthly meeting space where diverse social service providers and community leaders could 

participate. The AHRC’s referral network helped them take a much more holistic approach than 

had been possible before, which expanded the substantive justice impacts for households 

throughout the city. The AHRC’s capacity to leverage resources throughout the city and secure 

outside grants helped redistribute them in a focused way that expanded the number of 

households served. With goodwill, social capital, and collective tracking program impacts, the 

AHRC’s capacity as a social learning network grew, as did its political influence (which helped 

secure a second round of bond funding). With the support of the GO Repair program, the AHRC 

began to thrive as a collaborative ecosystem, where individual members were all able to 

advance EJ outcomes with their own special approaches, responsive to the needs of the 

homeowners and communities they served. GO Repair created the same standards for every 

participant, but this foundation allowed for differential program foci. For instance, American 

Youth Works further advanced environmental justice by creating opportunities in green building 

vocational training for disadvantaged youth through provision of green and healthy home 

repair. Hands On Housing helped bring volunteers from different religious faiths together to 

expand recognition as justice in the community and to build the community’s capacity for love 

in action. They focused on recognition and respect for the homeowners. In summary, the 

strength of the GO Repair Program was its capacity to support the diverse, self-organizing 
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network of home repair stakeholders who were responsible for bringing it into existence. They 

co-evolved together in ways that quantitatively and qualitatively benefited households 

throughout the city.  

In summary, the three home repair program performance studies revealed that 

programs generated household-, neighborhood-, and city-level environmental justice 

performance outcomes, albeit with differing levels of success. The discussion above summarizes 

the outcomes produced, but only scratches the surface of the underlying dynamics that 

generated these dynamics. The discussion also does not significantly discuss the performance of 

home repair programs in light of gentrification pressures affecting the Holly Neighborhood at 

the neighborhood scale, as well as the broader, fast-growing city of Austin. The next sections 

will address these findings.  

7.2 UNDERSTANDING HOME REPAIR IN THE CONTEXT OF GENTRIFYING NEIGHBORHOODS 
A specific objective of the dissertation research was to explore the potential of home repair 

programs to advance environmental justice in the specific context of centrally located, urban 

neighborhoods experiencing gentrification pressure. Although the previous discussion in Section 

7.1 discussed the EJ performance outcomes of the three home repair programs, it did so 

generally, with little or no specific reference to performance in the context of gentrification. This 

section reviews findings across the case studies that reveal the opportunities and constraints of 

home repair programs in advancing EJ in dynamic home environments experiencing 

gentrification. The interviews with homeowners who received services revealed valuable 

insights about key hypotheses related to the value of home repair programs in mitigating 

gentrification and also about homeowners’ varied perspectives on neighborhood change in 

dynamic neighborhoods where replacement of lower-income residents with wealthier residents 

is one pattern (of potentially many patterns) in complex, co-evolving, social, ecological and 

technological systems comprising the home environment. 

The case studies helped test three key hypotheses that support the theory that 

gentrification poses a threat to environmental justice that can be addressed through home 

repair:  
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1. Homeowners who take advantage of home repair programs want to stay in their 
neighborhood (i.e., they are not interested in taking advantage of their expanded 
equity, selling their home, and moving to a more desirable location).208  

2. Keeping homeowners in their current houses and neighborhoods supports household 
and neighborhood health and well-being.209  

3. Home repair programs help homeowners respond to gentrification pressure (e.g., allow 
them to stay in their homes.210 

As discussed in Chapters I and II, some theory and evidence supports these assumptions and 

some challenge them. Although it was beyond the scope of this research to rigorously test all of 

these assumptions, the results presented in Chapters IV, V, and VI provides some, if not 

conclusive, evidence in support of these three hypotheses.  

7.2.1 Desire to Maintain Home As Homestead & Enjoy Neighborhood Amenities 

The results of the case studies support the first and second hypotheses. As shown in Table 7.2, 

the vast majority of homeowners who received services through the home repair programs 

were strongly motivated to continue living in their homes. On the whole, they had lived in their 

homes well over 20 years and had no desire to sell their homes to finance a retirement in a 

quiet suburban area. They were vested in their dynamic neighborhoods, even though most of 

them were threatened by increased costs of living with limited incomes. Many of them talked 

about appreciating the convenience of their homes’ locations, the amenities available to them, 

                                                           
208 This may not always be the case. Although gentrification is typically framed as a policy problem, 
residential mobility and choice are typically framed as policy objectives. For individuals who grew up in an 
old urban neighborhood stigmatized as a ghetto with no other housing option, the opportunity to move 
to a new suburban development could be an attractive possibility.  
 
209 Literature on environmental justice and healthy community planning suggests that centrally located, 
well-serviced, mixed-income, walkable and bike-able neighborhoods can be a prescription for health, but 
are these benefits part of the lived experience of homeowners in these neighborhoods? Do elderly and/or 
disabled homeowners with low, fixed incomes benefit?  
 
210 This hypothesis was the underlying rationale for the GO Repair Program and HNHN. Theory also 
suggests that home repair programs could reinforce if not accelerate gentrification patterns and 
processes. Nationally, city-funded home repair programs are often justified to reverse patterns of blight, 
stimulate re-investment by the private market, expand the property tax base, and raise public funds. 
Home repair programs designed to mitigate gentrification would be counter-productive if they, too, 
significantly increased property values. 
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and supportive relationships with neighbors, as reflected by several revealing case studies (most 

strikingly in the cases of the Vega and the Rivera households).211  

Table 7.2.  Duration of Homeownership and Importance of Home  

 GO Repair 

(83) 

HGNP (17) HNHN (3) 

Owned home for 20 years or more 78 17 3 

Motivated to stay in home and/or pass it on to 

others 

80 16* 3 

*All of the HGNP homeowners interviewed wanted to stay in their homes, however Mr. Anderson 

calculated that he would not be able to afford a quality life in his home in light of growing taxes and 

costs of living and moved to the suburbs.  

7.2.2 Home Repair Interventions That Make a Difference in Gentrifying Neighborhoods  

Although the results of the interviews provided little evidence that home repair programs 

influenced neighborhood-level real estate market patterns (e.g., they did not appear to slow 

down the sale of homes, nor did they appear to drive property values up), the home repair 

programs still demonstrated potential or evidence of mitigating other aspects of gentrification 

pressure.  

The results did not provide significant evidence to support the third hypothesis that 

home repairs provided in gentrifying neighborhoods in Austin, TX would be a determining factor 

for homeowners to stay in their homes. Homeowners who stayed were generally determined to 

stay, regardless of the condition of the home. In other words, in absence of the home repairs, 

the homeowners served would have been unlikely to cash out on their homes and leave. Even if 

data had been collected about residential sales close the homes repaired, it would have been 

difficult to isolate an effect of the home repairs at the neighborhood level.   

                                                           
211 The evidence presented by the case studies suggested that for most homeowners, the social capital 
(e.g., supportive relationships with neighbors), human capital (e.g., their own increased capacity in a 
familiar environment with convenient amenities), and natural capital (e.g., the ecosystem services 
provided by nearby parks and yards) of their current home environments outweighed the economic 
capital they might gain should they sell their homes. This was overwhelmingly the case among 
homeowners interviewed. Furthermore, of all of the clients Austin Habitat for Humanity served before 
2012, only one household appeared to have sold their home after repairs (although a few homeowners 
died and the home was subsequently sold). Similarly, across the population of more than 100 
homeowners who received services through HGNP before 2012, less than 10 sold their homes. 
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Although little evidence suggests that the home repairs slowed the rate of home sales at 

the neighborhood level, there is also little evidence suggesting that home repairs increased the 

property value of homes repaired such that they increased property taxes for the homeowner 

who received repairs or for their neighbors. The careful design of the GO Repair Program to limit 

grants to an amount that would not trigger state constitutional prohibitions on public funds 

going to private interests and the liens placed on homes by the Holly Good Neighbor Program in 

cases where households were given more than grant limits both kept the home repair programs 

from contributing to escalating property taxes in the neighborhoods.212 Even those homeowners 

who were concerned about rapidly rising property taxes and mentioned the theoretical 

potential of home repair programs to increase home-value also noted that the repairs were not 

the probable cause of observed increases. To summarize, home repair programs did not create a 

shift in real estate market trends that was discernable to homeowners. They did not prevent 

increases in property values nor did they contribute to increases in property values.  

Although the home repair programs alone did not appear to be effective as a leverage 

point to intervene in market dynamics involved in gentrification, the results of the homeowner 

interviews suggest that home repair programs nonetheless generated household and 

neighborhood level benefits that were important to homeowners experiencing gentrification 

pressure.213 The results suggest that three types of home repair interventions produced the 

most significant benefits to homeowners in these environments: 1) exterior improvements that 

led to increased pride and social well-being, 2) home repairs that led to health improvements, 

and 3) home repairs that led to savings on monthly bills.  While very few homeowners indicated 

an interest in leaving their neighborhoods, homeowners reported that three types of 

                                                           
212 In the case of the GO Repair program, the original grant was limited to $10,000 based on the 
recommendations of lawyers. The AHRC negotiated this up to $15,000 (so that they could respond to 
foundation and roof problems in a more coordinated fashion). Even with the $15,000 improvement, there 
did not appear to be noteworthy changes in property values. Land value changes drive overall property 
value in gentrifying areas, and valuations tend to change after homes are sold. Based on my analysis of all 
HGNP cases from 2003-2012 and Habitat for Humanity’s analysis of their home repair clients, there 
appear to be very few instances of homeowners selling their homes following home repair. When 
ownership changed, it was usually after the homeowner had passed away.  
213 It would be interesting to study a neighborhood in which support for home repair was coupled with 
building secondary units as a neighborhood stabilization project. Synergistic effects may be possible.  
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interventions made a difference related to the gentrification context: exterior improvements, 

health improvements, and reduced household expenses.  

7.2.2.1 Exterior Improvements, Social Well-being, and Pride 

In the context of neighborhoods experiencing blight, exterior repairs such as external painting 

have been common in home repair programs because they can signal to others that the 

neighborhood was a safe one in which to reside and invest.214 As such, it would help as a 

reinvestment strategy and curb flight from the neighborhood.  

Given these justifications for home interventions designed to stimulate reinvestment in 

blighted neighborhoods, I had anticipated that homeowners in gentrifying neighborhoods would 

not have prioritized exterior improvements to their homes. I had assumed that economic 

displacement was the primary threat facing households in gentrifying neighborhoods. If the goal 

of home repair programs in gentrifying neighborhoods was to reduce gentrification (including 

both the influx of new investors and the rise of property taxes), then an intervention that would 

increase curb appeal would seem to be disadvantageous. However, the results of the case 

studies showed that exterior improvements continued to be of significant importance to 

homeowners – not in spite of the context of gentrification, but rather because of that context. 

Several homeowners expressed a sense of social alienation and reduced self-esteem related to 

the poor exterior condition of their homes in contrast to their neighbors. One of the most 

frequently reported outcomes for households in the first two case studies (GO Repair, Holly 

Good Neighbor Program) was increased pride and well-being related to the enhanced 

appearance of their home. Homeowners in the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors Program also 

generally reported an increase in social well-being in the neighborhood, although this was 

primarily related to the establishment of respectful relationships with new neighbors. 

These results underscore that gentrification is not simply economic, it is also social and 

cultural. Homeowners living in shabby homes on the same block as newly built or renovated 

homes owned by wealthier neighbors with different tastes and norms experienced social and 

psychological stress. Neighborhood norms are often established by an instinct to “keep up with 

                                                           
214 Broken windows theory suggested that these interventions would help keep the neighborhood safe, 
with lower levels of crime.  
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the Joneses” but in the context of gentrifying neighborhoods, it is often unrealistic for low- and 

fixed-income households to keep up. A sense of alienation in a home that was once a place of 

belonging strains mental health. However, none of the interviews suggested that this stress led 

them to consider selling their home. Threats to physical health were a stronger concern.  

7.2.2.2 Health Improvements  

In the few cases where individuals reported that the home repairs made it possible to stay in 

their homes when they had previously considered leaving, the condition of these homes before 

repair had been contributing to health and safety problems that were severe enough that they 

were considering moving (e.g., the Jones and Rivera families). When the repairs were complete, 

these households experienced improvements in health and well-being that made it possible to 

stay and also reduced their health care related expenses. It is important to note, however, that 

these were still outlier cases. Very few homeowners reported that their homes had been in such 

a state of disrepair that they had contributed to poor health for the household members, and of 

those, fewer indicated that they had been contemplating moving before the repairs.  

7.2.2.3 Reduced Household Expenses 

Although there were only a few instances in which homeowners reported dramatic savings on 

their monthly expenses from home repairs, many homeowners reported that they were pleased 

to see that their household expenses had reduced after repair and/or they were able to achieve 

a more affordable level of basic comfort and well-being in the home. Results from all three case 

studies reflect the potential of home repair programs to help families reduce their expenses. 

Most households who responded to questions about green and healthy home maintenance also 

indicated that they would like to receive pointers on how to keep their homes healthy and 

reduce their utility bills. While these findings are not surprising, per se, it is somewhat surprising 

that the GO Repair Program and HGNP were not strategically designed to help households 

reduce their utility bills.215  

                                                           
215 The institutional rationale appears to have been that health and safety repairs are the purview of 
NHCD and that Austin Energy should be responsible for weatherization. However, there was not an 
explicit process in place to help see a homeowner through a full renovation process in which multiple 
organizations participated.  
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In summary, even though home improvements through home repair programs were 

rarely a determining factor in homeowners’ decisions to stay in their homes, some 

improvements were particularly important to them as they adapted to gentrification pressure in 

their neighborhoods. The stories of home shared by households help provide a richer 

understanding of the way homeowners understood patterns of change and the role of home 

repair programs in their complex neighborhoods, as discussed in the following section.  

7.2.3 Narratives of Neighborhood Change and Their Implications for Home Repair Potential 

As explored in the previous section, “Priority Interventions in Gentrifying Neighborhoods,” the 

results of this research indicate that challenges faced by homeowners in gentrifying 

neighborhoods are more complex than the important (yet narrowly defined) problem of 

economic displacement of lower income households by higher income households attracted to 

the area. The previous section highlighted that this change disrupts the social and cultural fabric 

of the neighborhood and can lead to longtime homeowners feeling ashamed of their homes and 

out of place in their own neighborhoods. Gentrification in this sense is a particular pattern of 

economic, social, and cultural change. 

The results of the interviews also show that gentrification is only one specific pattern of 

economic, social, and cultural neighborhood change which neighborhoods experience as re-

investment. The homeowner interviews revealed that residents of so-called gentrifying 

neighborhoods have a wide range of lived experiences related to neighborhood change. Results 

show that households frame neighborhood change differently, and from these frames develop 

different stories of their multi-scalar home environments. These frames and stories significantly 

shape and limit the range of future possibilities for neighborhoods. If home repair programs are 

to meaningfully improve neighborhood-level EJ performance in gentrifying neighborhoods, it is 

important for the designers of these programs to understand the nuances of neighborhood 

change as they are framed and experienced by homeowners.  

Although each homeowner’s story of home and neighborhood change were personal 

and individual, two general categories of frames emerged, which I have characterized as frames 

of resistance and frames of resilience. Few homeowners’ stories of home could be classified 

purely in one category or the other and these are likely only two of many frames at play. 
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However, these two frames help tease out some of the differences in the way neighborhood 

change was experienced and understood.  

7.2.3.1 Frames of Resistance 

When viewing neighborhood change from a frame of resistance, people observe a problematic 

pattern, focus attention and energy on that pattern, define the neighborhood in terms of that 

dominant pattern, and respond through survival strategies of fight, freeze, or flee. Within a 

frame of resistance, there are two options for the neighborhood: the way things have been, and 

the way things are going with the new pattern. In a frame of resistance, the new pattern is not 

good and it threatens the best of what has been.  

In the case of centrally located neighborhoods experiencing redevelopment, the main 

pattern of concern is the replacement of long-time existing neighbors with new wealthy 

neighbors with new mores, e.g., gentrification. This pattern is a problem; it should not be the 

way it is. In resisting it being that way, typical survival options include fighting (e.g., protests and 

social mobilization against development), freezing (either denying the pattern exists or being 

resigned to its inevitability, while persisting in doing things as one would always do them), and 

fleeing (leaving all together, being forced out). These reactions generate their own sub-plots 

within a larger set of stories of resistance. As a group, they are primarily fear-based reactions to 

externally imposed change. Power is largely situated in outside forces. The experiences of 

individuals who view the world through these frames are likely to experience frustration, 

fatigue, and resignation. 

This is best exemplified by Ms. Moore’s story of home, presented in Chapter 4. She 

appeared to view change at the neighborhood and city level through a resistance frame. By way 

of example, I have paraphrased her lengthy interview into a summarized story of resistance. In 

describing neighborhood change, Ms. Moore emphasized the tremendous power of market 

forces, moneyed interests, and the city government that served them. Against these forces, she 

and her neighbors were largely powerless. Having lived in the Rosewood Neighborhood in 78702 

for over 50 years as an African American woman, she had observed how she and her African 

American neighbors were neglected by the city for years. Vacant lots, drugs, and crime eroded 

neighborhood health, but there were still neighbors who made the community work despite the 
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lack of public support. She participated in neighborhood association meetings and in her church. 

She still does, but the problem is different. Now her neighborhood is an opportunity for others 

to profit and it is becoming unaffordable. Many of her friends have died or moved away. She 

knows the City has lots of money from development, but it’s not going to people who need it. 

This is all wrong, but that’s how things are. She applied for the all the support she could and 

referred friends and neighbors to the programs, but she also knew she had to keep an eye out 

on the providers because they were there to serve their interests, not hers. She rejected the 

pilot composting system because it was just one more way that the City would profit from her 

and her home. Her home was always the place she could escape to after working long hours at 

multiple jobs – her time and her space was her own. There was little she could do to ward off 

the mighty march of the dollar, but this act of resistance afforded her some agency in an 

otherwise oppressive larger system.  

7.2.3.2 Frames of Resilience 

Conversely, when people interpret neighborhood change through a frame of resilience, they 

observe disturbance(s) to the systems of their home environment and respond from a larger, 

grounding purpose to which they are committed. Having observed the disturbance, they 

consider what they have and what they can work with, what values matter to them, what they 

are committed to. In the face of the disturbance, they re-center, maybe re-organize some 

assumptions, and creatively marshal resources to restore the integrity of their home 

environment and create life enhancing conditions. When they notice a pattern of social, 

cultural, and economic displacement, they consider the range of existing assets and look at 

other available options. 

Mr. Torres’s story of home presented in Chapter 5 is the most well developed story of 

resilience. He spoke of his fear of the economic tsunami that was taking over his neighborhood 

home. He saw it coming when “they” put in the fiber-optic. He also saw how neighbors were 

fighting change but it wasn’t making a difference and it was burning people out. His past 

experiences taught him the costs of getting in over his head, and he was not interested in that 

path. He thought about who he wanted to be, how he wanted to live, and what he loved about 

his home. He wondered if the tsunami could be a wave that would lift all boats and support the 

neighborhood’s diversity and longstanding culture. He started a computer coding club for youth 
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at the middle school to provide a gateway to the economy ahead. He realized that his house was 

his biggest asset and that he could use it to help him cultivate community while providing an 

income source to allow him to enjoy the fruits of his labor. He secured home repairs from the 

HGNP to help him build that future. He opened his doors to young “hipsters” as well as 

returning veterans through a social service agency. He started reaching out to local businesses 

to welcome them to the neighborhood and invite them to support other local business people 

(such as himself) and local causes. He started to imagine how he could create spaces in the 

neighborhood where it was safe enough for people to show up and be themselves, whether it 

was securing a room for him to facilitate Smart Recovery meetings to help free people from 

addictions of all sorts, or backyard block parties. He saw that as much as his professional 

business was in laying data cables, his contribution to his community was more about cultivating 

community connections, self-acceptance and self-esteem. He wanted to help other neighbors 

discover their gifts and passions, too. In the face of rapid change, he moved through his fears 

and chose to look for old and new neighborhood assets on which to cultivate a more resilient, 

diverse community.  

In comparing Mr. Torres’s story of home to Ms. Moore’s, it is helpful to remember that 

they are both living in 78702 and they have both observed significant changes and overcame 

personal obstacles. The way they frame their stories of home has helped them maintain their 

dignity and integrity in the face of forces outside of their control. They both appear to have high 

self-esteem. Neither of their stories is more “true” than the other – and they are absolutely the 

truth lived by each of these individuals. Furthermore, the categories of “resistance” and 

“resilience” are not moral categories of good and bad: they are modes of interpreting disruptive 

events that help individuals and communities direct their attention and energy to protect 

themselves and the homes they love. They are not mutually exclusive, either – some 

interviewees such as Mr. Sanders and Mr. Anderson told stories that incorporated aspects of 

both and inspired them to acts of resistance and resilience.  

7.2.3.3 Summary and Implications 

More important than identifying a “resilience” and a “resistance” frame is the finding that these 

frames and the stories of home woven through them are consequential. While these frames and 

the stories built upon them are created, they have real social and material effects. They affect 
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the way homeowners relate to themselves, home repair providers, and their neighbors. These 

frames put certain limits on future possibilities and actions. If home repair programs aim to 

affect EJ at the neighborhood level, providers will be well served to recognize (and not judge) 

the stories of home presented by homeowners and the way those stories are framed. Ideally, 

they would try looking through the world from that frame and imagine going through a day in 

that life with that frame. Developing empathetic knowledge216 through that experience will 

likely cultivate more trust between providers and clients and open up opportunities for 

responsive design that may have been otherwise missed. Without recognition of underlying 

frames, the home repair provider may react to a resistance by a homeowner as if it were a 

personal attack by a negative person, instead of recognizing it as a frame that has assisted the 

homeowner in dealing with past problems and injustices. 

That said, for program providers who want to create a home repair program with 

neighborhood-level results, it would be wise to go out and listen to neighbors’ stories of home, 

while specifically listening for underlying frames. Homeowners operating out of a resilience 

frame will be more likely to engage openly and consider new opportunities and partnerships. 

They are similarly more likely to have open communication channels with other neighbors. For 

programs designed in the spirit of the Baltimore Neighborhood Energy Challenge (as described 

in Chapter 6) or HNHN, identifying a few key neighborhood partners who operate with a 

resilience frame may help establish more trust and help identify community assets better, early 

on, which ultimately will lead to more contextually appropriate approaches. Similarly, as a 

partner to a stakeholder with a resilience frame, it is helpful to come in from a strength, and 

asset-based approach. Conversely, when engaging with potential partners who operate from a 

story of resistance, it is helpful for providers to recognize that if they sense apprehension, it is 

not personal and it is consequential. With the possibility of such consequences in mind, the next 

                                                           
216 The use of “empathetic knowledge” here relates back to the Home Ecology Paradigm’s foundations in 
the critical, feminist pragmatism of Jane Addams, who emphasized its importance. Empathetic knowledge 
is akin to the sympathetic knowledge of Addams, described in Chapter 3. This was a relational, 
emotionally attuned, grounded form of knowledge that was essential for understanding context, 
developing practical wisdom, and generating actionable knowledge.  
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sections, 7.3 and 7.4 explore home repair performance at the household and organizational 

levels.  

7.3 UNDERSTANDING HOME REPAIR PERFORMANCE DYNAMICS AT THE HOUSEHOLD-LEVEL 
Previously in Section 7.1 of this section, I presented performance outcomes observed at the 

household-level. The discussion included some possible explanations of factors contributing to 

constraints and opportunities related to performance. Two key drivers of EJ performance 

warrant further discussion: 1) the influence of household members’ frames, stories, and ways of 

being, and 2) the influence of home repair providers’ narrow framing of problems and solutions.  

7.3.1 Frames & Household Efficacy  

As established in the previous section, “resistance” and “resilience” are two ways to frame 

understandings of neighborhood change that influence the way home repair programs are 

designed and managed, as well as the way that households relate to their neighborhood home 

environments. At the household level of environmental justice performance, the results suggest 

that the frames through which homeowners view their home environments are overlooked 

drivers of home performance and adaptive capacity. For instance, homeowners operating from 

a “capabilities” frame (even if physically disabled) appear to have had greater adaptive capacity 

and higher performance than those operating from a “disabilities” frame. Those operating from 

a capabilities framework see their household as basically capable, adaptive, and purposeful, and 

seek outside resources to help restore or expand their capacity to care for their home. On the 

other hand, those operating from a disabilities frame tend to see very little power within their 

own household and focus on finding support to fix a problem. Within this frame, the goal 

appears to be focused on surviving, suffering through, or dealing with problems imposed on 

household members. Thriving does not seem to occur as a possibility within this frame.217 

                                                           
217 Although the set of frames of “resilience” and “resistance” have parallels to “capabilities” and 
“disabilities” these two sets are distinct. The first set of frames has to do with the way individuals frame 
their understanding of neighborhood change. The second have to do with how they frame their own 
household and its agency. A household with a capabilities frame may recognize that they have significant 
agency and my focus it at the neighborhood level through a resistance frame. Ms. Moore was an elderly 
woman with some disabilities, but she carried herself with confidence and assertiveness. She has fought 
for her neighborhood for years. She has learned through her experiences that the City of Austin cares 
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Not only do frames shape understanding of reality and possible opportunities for action 

(which in turn shape reality), they also appear to be closely tied with lived experience and ways 

of being. While someone operating out of a capabilities context may temporarily experience 

“being frustrated” in response to a contractor who does not complete work in a responsive or 

timely manner, this experience is unlikely to become part of their daily lived experience and the 

way they view the world if they are operating from a capabilities frame. For someone operating 

out of a disabilities frame, “being frustrated” may already be a patterned way of being. Should a 

contractor behave in an unresponsive manner, the experience will reinforce the experience of 

“being frustrated” and the frame of disability. Frames about the world and ways of being are 

often self-reinforcing, so if a household has a patterned, negative frame and fixed way of being, 

they are unlikely to experience a significant improvement in their experience of life or their 

adaptive capacity as a result of home repair.  

7.3.1.1.1 Pre-existing Capabilities Frames: An Untapped Resource for Expanded Performance?  

The in-depth interviews revealed that there were some households who had a clear sense of 

purpose, identity, and motivation for adaptive management of their homes. Unfortunately, in 

those cases, the design of the home repair process did not recognize, honor or engage that 

capacity directly and use the home repair work to bolster that adaptive capacity. The Vega 

household represented the clearest example of a missed opportunity from this perspective. 

Despite the Vegas’ clear pro-social and pro-environmental values and self-motivation, they took 

down their Smart Thermostat, thereby potentially reducing Austin Energy’s adaptive capacity for 

the overall power-grid. If the discussion about this new technology had been a two-way 

dialogue, it is likely that the shared values of the household and the public utility about 

conserving resources and supporting the wellbeing of neighbors would have led to a different 

agreement and long term management of the technology. Regardless of whether that would 

have happened, by not telling the Vegas about this larger purpose of the Smart Thermostat 

program or appealing to their core values, the Weatherization Program left the Vegas with 

                                                           
more about attracting new development and raising more tax revenue than helping members of her 
community continue living in their homes.  
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incomplete information, while relating to the household as a narrowly interested party focused 

primarily on survival.  

7.3.1.1.2 Pre-existing Disabilities Frames: A Permanent Constraint or Possible Perspective Shift?  

If a pre-existing capabilities frame is an asset that creates the potential for high performance, is 

a pre-existing disabilities frame, a fixed variable destined to produce low-performance 

outcomes? The results suggest that households that are operating predominantly out of a 

disability frame are less likely to produce the performance results of households with a 

capabilities frame, but what are the implications of this finding? Although screening to prioritize 

households with capability frames might be an effective strategy to achieve expanded 

household performance and even catalytic neighborhood performance, it is ethically 

unacceptable. Those operating out of a disabilities frame are likely some of the most vulnerable 

members of our society and they likely developed their frames based on an environment that 

failed to recognize their innate capability and denied their dignity. What, then, could be done in 

these cases? How might providers engage in ways to foster positive change for these individuals 

and households?  

Although my analysis of home owner interviews did not present clear answers, a 

theoretical understanding of frames (Goffman, 1974; Snow et al., 1986) may open up 

opportunities. Our frames (and our reciprocal ways of being) limit the ways in which we live our 

lives and view future possibilities. Unfortunately, these underlying frames are often hidden from 

view and simply occur as reality: the way things are. These frames might obscure our vision from 

what we really want and or a brighter future that needs us to come into being. Drawing 

attention to the frames through which we engage in our home environments gives us the 

opportunity to recommit to them, or change them if they are not serving our truer intentions. If 

they are not named, they continue to shape our experience, relationships, and physical world 

while leaving us viewing them as fixed realities. Even when they are named and brought into 

light, the idea that we could have made them up and choose an alternate frame can arouse 

great fear or appear as ludicrous. Humans construct frames to adapt in complex and challenging 

environments. Letting our survival strategies go and the stability of our view of the world rarely 

seems like a wise idea on the surface. Yet, developing the capacity to notice and shift frames is a 
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powerful capacity for resilience, as emphasized by Donnella Meadows in “Places to Intervene In 

a System.”  

According to Meadows, the two most powerful leverage points for systems change are 

1) the power to transcend paradigms, and 2) the mindset or the paradigm out of which the 

system arises (D. H. Meadows, 1997). When Meadows refers to paradigms, she is referring to 

the shared ideas and great unstated assumptions that are at the source of systems. Paradigms in 

this sense operate in the same way as frames.218 She says:  

You could say paradigms are harder to change than anything else about a 

system, and therefore this item should be lowest on the list, not the highest. But 

there’s nothing physical or expensive or even slow about paradigm change. In a 

single individual it can happen in a millisecond. All it takes is a click in the mind, 

a new way of seeing. Of course individuals and societies do resist challenges to 

their paradigm harder than they resist any other kind of change.  

This is, indeed, the challenge and the opportunity of attempting to shift frames of 

individuals in the comfort of their home environments. It is a low-cost, high return option when 

it works. But no one is excited about the idea of calling their views into question, let alone 

having them “fixed” as if they were “wrong” by an outsider with their own agenda, and 

especially not in the privacy of one’s own home. That said, there are moments, especially in 

dialogues of trust, that new possibilities can be seen and new options taken. If, as the HEP 

suggests, every conversational act has consequence (e.g., either reinforcing or shifting existing 

agreements about reality), then perhaps conversations during the process of home repair could 

be a safe place to notice existing frames, discover possibilities, and freely, consciously choose a 

frame and related story for the future. Perhaps these conversations, grounded in recognition of 

the dignity and capacity of individuals, could inspire such self-recognition in homeowners 

operating out of a disability frame. If collaborative action (e.g., in the form of home repair) is 

                                                           
218 It is worth making a distinction between the concept of frames as developed by Goffman and that of 
paradigms as developed by Thomas Kuhn. Kuhn used “paradigm” and “paradigm shift” in a very specific 
way to describe changes in the foundational assumptions within a ruling theory of science and view of 
reality held commonly between those in a scientific community of inquirers. Although there are parallels 
that can be drawn between shifting of frames and shifting of paradigms, they are not the same and the 
terms are not interchangeable. 
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taken out of this context of self-recognition, it is possible that the action will reinforce a 

capability frame and expand self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Snow et al., 1986).  

In summary, frames operating at the household level significantly shaped the 

interactions of homeowners with the co-evolving, social, ecological, and technological systems 

of their home environments, as well as the home repair providers who implemented 

interventions in these environments. These frames had significant implications for performance 

results. If home repair providers develop a capacity to notice these frames, they can adjust their 

conversations to respond to these existing mindsets. The results pointed at two possible frames 

of influence, capability and disability. If a household operates out of a capability frame, there 

may be opportunities for partnership beyond what would have been anticipated by the provider 

– for instance, appealing to the Vegas’ civic virtues may have created an opportunity for 

partnership around the Smart Thermostat, which they otherwise found to be a pointless 

nuisance. If a household appears to operate from a disability frame, providers may be best 

served to accept that empathetically instead of resisting it. If they continue to look for, 

recognize, and name the strengths and capabilities of the homeowners, they may help bring this 

to light. Should homeowners acting from that frame respond defensively or make accusations, 

providers may be well served to recognize that as a natural outcome of a frame, and not a 

personal attack. Perhaps more importantly, they may notice the narrow, fixed ways through 

which they have framed the challenge and opportunity of home repair for an individual 

household, or for home repair in general. In so doing, they might find common ground for 

collective action through which perception and understanding become aligned and trust and 

collective efficacy is cultivated (Snow et al., 1986). 

7.3.2 Narrow Problem Frames & Fragmented Approaches by Home Repair Providers 

Just as the frames of households delimited possibilities for home repair and EJ performance, the 

results also suggest that the narrow problem frames of home repair providers and the programs 

they implement also imposed limits on performance. Two key problems are reviewed. First, 

institutional efficiency, familiarity, and bureaucratic requirements constrained performance. 

Second, although synergistic effects were observed through narrowly focused interventions, this 

was mostly incidental and accidental. Considering evidence supporting each of these findings, it 

also appears that although return on investment (ROI) and energy conservation are important 
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performance indicators, they are insufficient and at times counterproductive as bottom-line 

program goals established by funders.  

7.3.2.1 Narrow Institutional Problem and Solution Frames 

Home repair interventions were sometimes designed based on what was institutionally familiar 

to home repair programs rather than what was needed by homeowners. This occurred both at 

the level of program design, and at the level of specific home intervention. At the program level, 

the best example comes from the administrative changes of the HGNP. When Austin Energy (AE) 

ran the HGNP, the solution for homeowners was provision of weatherization. At least originally, 

this strategy did appear to be related to specific needs of homeowners for reduction of noise 

pollution and reduction of energy bills. This solution frame was also shaped by the technical 

expertise and institutional interest of AE. When its administration transferred to NHCD, the 

program eliminated weatherization as an eligible expense and provided repairs ostensibly based 

on what was institutionally familiar and administratively efficient rather was what was needed 

by homeowners. Around 2006 with a new director at NHCD, program guidelines started to be 

structured in similar fashion to federal HUD guidelines, perhaps by a logic of what is good 

enough for HUD must be good enough for Holly. At this time NHCD also abruptly changed the 

reconstruction program to align with its equity recapture strategy for other city-wide home 

repair and reconstruction programs. These narrow and abstract problem and solution frames 

engendered mistrust in the neighborhood and significantly undermined program performance.  

At the household-level, two cases serve as strong examples of the limitations of narrow 

institutional frames: the Moore and Lozano households. As was discussed in Chapter 4, GO 

Repair Program Performance, Mrs. Moore had some frustrating experiences with Austin Energy. 

In the provider’s singular focus on energy conservation, he convinced her to get rid of her big 

freezer and to “appropriately” size the air conditioner. He also removed two unvented gas space 

heaters and replaced them with a single energy-efficient unit that vented to the outside. Yet, 

what was “appropriate” for Austin Energy was insufficient in meeting Mrs. Moore’s comfort, 

and the loss of her freezer made her grocery shopping much more difficult. As a disabled, 

elderly woman, she relied on her freezer to minimize her trips to the grocery. Ultimately she 

bought new space heaters to compensate for the decreased effectiveness of the single new 

unit. She believes that her energy bills have gone up following repairs. Her energy use in 
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February 2012 was the second highest out of the Round 4 interviews. In effect, it is possible that 

AE’s exclusive focus on energy goals may have led to increased bills and general frustration by 

the homeowner.  

In the case of the Lozanos, the AHRC’s impressive referral network may have actually 

undermined its intended, holistic approach because of the narrow frames held by each provider 

engaged in the process. Mr. Lozano desperately needed help with his exorbitant water bill and 

approached HGNP. HGNP did not find a water leak, but saw that they could efficiently fix the 

roof (an important problem they knew how to solve and could complete with the $10,000 grant 

limit) and pass the Lozanos on to another provider in the network. MOWAM served the 

household through GO Repair. MOWAM looked for a leak but did not find it and contacted the 

Water Utility who reaffirmed that the meter was working. MOWAM completed other repairs 

that were needed and referred the household to AE since the home was weatherization ready 

and could use their support. Meanwhile, the leak persisted. Although the providers leveraged 

funds, sticking exclusively to the convenience of their frames and trusting that someone else 

would take care of the big EJ threat in the home meant that the problem persisted. In a city 

facing water scarcity and a neighborhood facing gentrification pressure, this collective failure 

resulted in at least 300 gallons of water being wasted per day and a fixed-income, elderly 

household paying a water bill over $300/month.  

7.3.2.2 Incidental, Accidental, and Synergistic Effects 

The results showed that synergistic effects were indeed possible through specific home repair 

interventions, but that anticipatory systems design could make more consistent, effective use of 

intervention leverage points. In the GO Repair program performance study, the Jones family’s 

story of home repair is a good example. The home repairs were not intended to relieve asthma 

and allergy problems, nor does it appear that reducing utility bills was part of the original 

problem definition. However, the safety and structural integrity improvements to the home 

made profound improvements in health outcomes, non-toxic pest management, and energy 

bills. Children stopped missing school and their mother stopped missing work. The combined 

financial saving and increased indoor environmental quality made it possible to continue living 

in their home. This allowed children to stay in their own schools and for the family to enjoy the 
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increasingly healthy neighborhood environment (e.g., more access to healthy food, walkability, 

social integration of diverse neighborhood).  

If every case were like the Jones case where strategic intervention led to many cost- and 

resource-saving synergistic effects, it would be easy to demonstrate a strong ROI from home 

repairs to potential funders (e.g., by quantifying the value of not missing a day of school or 

work). This would be especially valuable for policy makers considering bond funding that 

typically requires a demonstration of future financial earnings or savings (bonds are essentially 

loans against future tax revenue or deferred spending). However, the results also showed that 

the Jones case was an anomaly. The synergistic effects were unintended benefits, not 

serendipitous outcomes of anticipatory design. There were other households served by GO 

Repair who still experienced breathing problems that could have been reduced through home 

repair if they had been done strategically, especially by making carpet removal an eligible 

expense in the case of allergy problems. There may be many other families with asthmatic 

children in homes with poor indoor environmental quality related to the home’s physical 

condition who would experience similar outcomes from a strategic intervention, but they were 

not targeted and home repair providers did not consider health conditions of inhabitants in their 

home assessments.219 Very few homeowners interviewed in any the program performance 

studies indicated that they achieved significant health or financial savings that generated a 

substantial ROI.  

7.3.2.3 Potential for Integrated, Responsive Approaches 

Although the discussion above focused on the problems posed by narrow institutional frames, it 

is worth noting that the examples presented were more illustrative than representative. Results 

from interviews with home repair providers and homeowners suggest that the AHRC’s referral 

network expanded the potential of any one program to help a household meet its needs. The 

GO Repair Program performance study also revealed positive examples of responsive design 

that left homeowners with the experience of having been recognized and generated lasting, 

                                                           
219 As a side note, the Seton Asthma Center, an award winding asthma intervention program in Austin 
nationally recognized by the EPA, participated for a while in the AHRC. They provided medical 
interventions and counseling about healthy home environments, but they could not make physical 
changes to homes. They were active when we were applying for federal grants related to green and 
healthy housing. They did not develop a practice of referrals to the AHRC.  
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positive results (as discussed briefly in Sections 7.1.4 and 7.1.5). The official structure of the GO 

Repair program did not require a holistic assessment, although AHRC client members 

approached home repair with an eye towards a whole home approach that included recognition 

and care for the households, and the possibility for referrals.  

7.3.3 Potential for Reframing Home Repair  

In summary, the results suggest that in order to understand performance at the household level, 

it is important to understand how homeowners and home repair providers frame the problems 

and solutions of home environments. The results suggest that even when collaborating, home 

repair providers tend to frame home repair solutions through a basic equation. The formula 

looks something like: homeownership, plus access to home repairs for health and safety, plus 

weatherization, plus efficient appliances equals a high-performing house. The answer to the 

serial equation is more or less predictable, given whichever organization and institution is doing 

the math. When providers invite owners to participate in a conversation about framing the 

home and its future potential, both groups may move beyond limits imposed by their original 

frames and discover opportunities for expanded action through processes of frame alignment 

(Snow et al., 1986). Questioning the rigidity and exclusivity of typical institutional framing, 

Nambeel Hamdi asks:  

But what does a house equal? The opportunities are immense in terms of both 

process and product, and are more qualitative: well-being, dignity, status, self-

respect, … and so-on. When we add the variable here and then for you, when 

we contextualize the question, it gives us a chance to ensure the answer itself is 

tailor-made to the specifics of place and people. The answer, in other words, 

will be different every time – it is open and even less certain.(Hamdi, 2004, p. 

131)  

Hamdi’s challenge and the observations from the program performance studies both 

suggest that there is untapped potential for a more holistic, homeowner-centered assessment 

and design process for home repair. The HNHN initiative experimented with such an approach, 

the regenerative dialogue assessment (RDA). This purposeful, human-centered dialogue proved 

to be helpful in creating a safe place for the observation of frames and the creation of new ones 

for all actors. Its potential value will be explored further in Section 7.5.3.  
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7.4 UNDERSTANDING HOME REPAIR PERFORMANCE THROUGH STAKEHOLDER INTERACTIONS 
The discussions above about frames of resistance and resilience with regard to neighborhood 

change, capability and disability with regard to household management, and home providers’ 

framing of problems and solutions all had significant implications for the adaptive capacity of 

actors in home environments. The ways actors – whether program designers, managers, or 

homeowners – framed their views of problems and possibilities of home environments had 

significant implications on the performance of those home environments. Similarly at the 

organizational level, the frames and quality of attention and intention through which actors 

engaged with one another influenced overall organizational dynamics and organizational 

performance. These interesting patterns of organizational dynamics were presented in the 

“Performance Context” sections of each program performance chapter. The organizational 

histories of each program traced how the underlying social dynamics of actors engaged each of 

the three programs fluctuated in terms of the level of trust among actors, their awareness of 

their contexts, and the way they responded to conflict and disruptions.  

 In reflecting on these patterns of social dynamics, the social learning literature provides 

helpful theoretical insights, particularly Otto Scharmer’s theory of social fields in Theory U 

(2009) and the theories of frame alignment developed by Snow et alt. (1986). Observations from 

the case studies suggest that frame alignment helped actors develop greater trust and engage 

together in more regenerative social fields. As discussed in Chapter 3, Literature Review, 

Scharmer and colleagues created a typology of social fields characterized by different levels of 

attunement to one’s self, others, and overall context. As depicted in Figure 7.1, Theory U 

characterizes two sets of social fields: fields of social emergence (which I refer to as regenerative 

fields) and fields of social pathology (which I refer to as degenerative fields). These social fields 

are characterized by different qualities of listening, conversing, and learning, and different 

qualities of human presence and ways of being.  

As a baseline, this model suggests that human beings are generally going about our days 

engaging in our world as if we are on auto-pilot, acting out of familiar patterns, using our well-

adapted frames to filter out ideas, people, and actions that would disrupt routine. When we 

progress deeper into regenerative social fields, we are more open to new ideas, trusting 

relationships with people, and possibilities for individual and collective action. The quality of our 
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learning increases, and with it our capacity for creativity and inspired action, both individually 

and collectively. We may self-organize around commonly held values and visions. We are 

present and aware. Conversely, when we progress more deeply into degenerative social fields, 

we are progressively more closed off and detached from reality. We stop listening to others and 

defend what we know, our identities and positions of power, and our desire for control. In 

degenerative fields, action is more likely to occur through manipulation and control.  

As the Figure 7.1 suggests, Theory U maintains that individuals and groups can move 

into deeper levels of regenerative fields by opening their minds, hearts and wills, through 

suspension of automatic voices of judgment that kill off new ideas, cynicism that prevents 

trusting relationships, and fear that impedes new behavior or action. Conversely, interactions in 

the degenerative fields are dominated by such fear, cynicism, and closed-minded judgments. In 

considering this theory, it is helpful to consider that people (individually and collectively) can 

move back and forth between these fields on a moment to moment basis, or in phases. This is 

not a theory of progressive evolution with a teleological path.  

Reflecting on the organizational histories of the three home repair programs studied in 

light of Theory U, the social dynamics observed map easily over its typology of social fields. This 

is seen clearly through a comparison of Figure 7.1, “Regenerative and Degenerative Social 

Fields,” with the Figure 7.2, “Austin Housing Repair Coalition: Regenerative Social Field,” and 

Figure 7.3., “Holly Good Neighbor Program: Degenerative Social Fields.” Figures 7.2 and 7.3 

summarize the phases of organizational development for the Austin Housing Repair Coalition 

and the Holly Good Neighbor Program and are presented following Figure 7.1 for convenience 

of comparison 
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Figure 7.1. Regenerative and Degenerative Social Fields 

 

Figure 7.2.  Austin Housing Repair Coalition: Regenerative Social Fields 
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Figure 7.3.  Holly Good Neighbor Program: Degenerative Social Fields 

 

As Section 1 of Chapter 4, Program Performance of the GO Repair Program described, 

the actors in the AHRC started off as an atomistic assembly of individual actors, each attending 

to their own affairs, operating out of the familiar patterns of their institutional boundaries and 

identities. The individual home repair organizations were focused on their organizational 

survival which would allow them to continue serving their clients. Funds were scarce and 

sometimes nonprofits were in competition. Some charismatic community advocates got them 

into the same room with the hope that they could recognize their common interests, leverage 

resources, reduce inefficiencies, and lobby for expanded resources to reach more homeowners 

in need. Although many were initially closed off to the possibility, they started to trust each 

other more and began to form a network to negotiate for more funding. After they secured 

bond funding in 2009, this baseline foundation of funding decreased threats of competition in 

the group, allowed organizations to operate beyond basic institutional survival, and created an 

opportunity for nonprofits to work together to help design the programs in ways that worked 

for them and their clients. Relationships among actors grew progressively more trusting and 

collaborative, especially as they named a common vision that depended on their collective 

strength. Monthly meetings became sites of learning, innovation, and agreements for collective 

action. When conflicts arose, concerns were voiced and addressed or accepted out of a context 

of a greater common vision of the future. Low turnover at the organizations and high follow-
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through on commitments made by partners helped sustain relationships of trust. The AHRC 

strength came from a distributed mode of leadership in which a few key anchor leaders and 

organizational structure supported general members to step up and lead initiatives as they were 

able (these leadership practices, processes, and structure will be reviewed in Section 7.5). While 

there have certainly been fluctuations in the social fields of the group, overall its history has an 

arc that bends towards increasing trust and reciprocity. The growth of this trust has amplified 

(and been reinforced by) expanded collaboration, innovation, leveraged resources, and 

recognition in the community at large. The GO Repair Program’s performance has continually 

expanded as the relationships of  AHRC members have grown in trust and frame alignment 

(Snow et al., 1986).  

In contrast, the organizational development of the HGNP was characterized by the 

patterns of degenerative social fields. Before the original Holly Good Neighbor program was 

started in 1991, interactions between the City of Austin and the neighborhood activists were in 

a degenerative state characterized by power imbalances and power plant management that did 

not appear to be concerned about impacts imposed on neighbors. The program was a good will 

gesture that appeared to be based on an awareness of the realities of the current social, 

ecological, and technological systems. By addressing harms, it arguably brought the HGNP to a 

baseline level of social relationships. However, when the program shifted to Neighborhood 

Housing and Community Development (NHCD) in 2003, it stopped being related to the direct 

concerns of homeowners affected, making it less attuned to realities of the social, ecological, 

and technological context. Program design appeared to happen haphazardly, apparently out of 

the city being afraid of looking bad and neighborhood activists trying to control the situation. 

Trust continued to erode until 2009, which significantly constrained the program’s performance. 

In 2010, new efforts were made by program leaders and neighborhood leaders to reform the 

program and more people started signing up for the program and some efforts were made to 

restore trust.  

In both the AHRC and the HGNP cases, Theory U provides a helpful theoretical basis for 

understanding the fluctuations of social dynamics, the design and implementation of home 

repair programs, and the connection between those dynamics and performance results. The rich 
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organizational case studies helped reveal insights about factors that contributed to the actors’ 

fluctuation in social fields, and the theory helps place them in larger patterns of human 

development. In the AHRC, GO Repair Program’s provision of a baseline level of funding helped 

create conditions in which individual organizations had time and motivation to invest in a self-

organizing, collective endeavor. Anchor leaders and consistent yet flexible leadership structures 

also supported such self-organization and emergent performance. Findings about Individual and 

collective leadership practices and processes will be discussed further in Section 7.5.  

Mapping the four Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors work days against these 

regenerative and degenerative social fields also provides some interesting insights about social 

dynamics influencing performance. On the pre-prototype work day in August 2011, all 

participants – the organizers, the homeowners, the families of the homeowners, and the 

volunteers all engaged with one another in ways typified by the deepest regenerative social 

field. The event was enlivening. Neighbors who had not met each other engaged with open 

minds to address some technical building challenges on-the-fly. With hearts and wills open, 

diverse people connected with one another around the work to be done (and later, food 

provided by our hosts). Attuned to one another’s movements and needs, people shifted roles to 

help out when needed. Projects were completed for three families in a short period of time, and 

participants appeared to leave with the satisfaction of having been in service of a cause bigger 

than themselves, nourished by one another’s contributions and engaged presence. Although 

Ted Reinhardt had done some important logistical planning – scoping the size of the projects, 

marshaling resources, coming up with basic plans for the stair and roof projects, arranging for a 

dump project – the work day unfolded with a sense of emergence. Somehow, it seemed, 

participants discovered how they could contribute, attuned to their own capacity, as well as the 

needs and strengths of others around them.  

For some, this experience created a lasting shift that was reinforced by aligned action. 

As was discovered in the exit interview, the experience of participation in this environment 

where neighbors’ love was unleashed in service led one volunteer to ostensibly fall in love with 

her neighborhood. She described this experience as an internal shift and physical experience 

that led to a much greater sense of connection to her home and a desire to use her talents to 
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connect with and care for it. She went on to launch a park restoration project across the street 

from Chalmers Courts, one of the neighborhoods’ housing projects. She put more energy into 

using her skills as a real estate agent to help her neighbors generate action plans to help them 

stay in the neighborhood, including contesting their property appraisals with the county and 

applying for rebates from Austin Energy for energy conservation strategies. Theory U suggests 

that the regenerative social fields present on the work day, and this volunteer’s full, open 

minded, open-hearted, open-willed presence that day allowed her to tune into herself, her 

neighbors, and neighborhood home environment in a way that allowed her to discern a calling, 

level of connection, and energy that was previously unnoticed and unavailable. These embodied 

moments of connection and awareness can create lasting shifts and ripple effects as new 

consistent individual and collective actions are taken and more people become inspired and 

involved.220  

Interestingly, this pre-prototype event was not specifically designed to inspire others 

into leadership – it was created to demonstrate our neighborhood’s potential to take on a set of 

demonstration projects that were intended to catalyze further impacts by volunteers. Ironically, 

the pre-prototype work day was much more successful in generating neighborhood-level effects 

than the first official demonstration project of HNHN in partnership with 1 house at a time. 

HNHN was designed with the awareness that if neighborhood volunteers left the work day 

having learned new practical skills, a sense of inspiration, and new agreements about making 

practical changes to expand the health and wellbeing of human and ecological communities, 

each work day project could support neighborhood-level change. In theory, public and written 

                                                           
220 This transformative potential of experience is central to John Dewey’s theories of education and 
democratic social life, e.g., Democracy and Education. The encounter of this volunteer appears to have 
provided her with an experience of the kind of love that, as public intellectual David Brooks writes, 
“decenters the self.” This love, he says, “reminds you that your true riches are in another. Most of all, this 

love electrifies. It puts you in a state of need and makes it delightful to serve what you love.” (Brooks, 
2015) In his essay, Brooks continues to describe how these moments of awareness lead to profound 

shifts in the course of individual lives, using the examples of Dorothy Day and Frances Perkins who after 
having experienced this kind of embodied awakening took on vocational callings with new sense of power 
and purpose.  
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commitments to future action, no matter how small, support longer-term change by giving 

concrete form to the expression of newer values and identities.221  

Unfortunately, although more volunteers completed commitment forms at this event 

than any other event, the behavior change element of this first workday engendered 

resentment and resistance by the volunteers. The presentation that introduced the behavior 

change element led by the executive director of the nonprofit that oversaw 1 house at a time 

was off-putting and set a much different tone for the work day than the pre-prototype event. 

Volunteers didn’t know her or trust her and felt like she was telling them what to do and that 

they should change. This sudden introduction of a top-down leadership style to a grassroots, 

self-organizing, self-motivated community event was disruptive and set people on edge. As an 

individual, the executive director appeared to be operating out of a slightly degenerative social 

field – she was participating in the event with a fixed view of how it should and should not 

proceed. Operating out of a fear that someone might get hurt on the site or that the 

performance metrics would not be achieved, she used her position of assumed authority to tell 

them what to do. This was out of place and off-putting to volunteers who were engaging from a 

very different, highly attuned, regenerative social field. People largely ignored her and 

continued to engage in their work and delight in the discovery of the diverse interests and 

talents of their neighbors. Although the growing trust of this community of neighbors was 

sustained in this event and people connected strongly with Shiloh Travis, many volunteers left 

suspicious of the role of 1 house at a time and the behavior change element. This apprehension 

carried forward into future events. The social dynamics were so off-putting for Ted Reinhardt 

that he chose not to participate in the planning of future events, especially since the nonprofit 

was being paid a significant share of the resources mobilized by the community to do this work.  

The comparison of the pre-prototype and first prototype work day events through the 

lens of Theory U is revealing about the potential of home repair programs to generate 

neighborhood-level EJ performance outcomes. The first event sought to bring neighbors 

together to help restore some of the building stock and social fabric of the neighborhood and to 

                                                           
221 The community-based social marketing literature and self-determination theory literatures both 
support this theory, as presented in the Literature Review section.  
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demonstrate our capacity so that we might inspire city officials and others to support the effort. 

Without trying to create neighborhood-level EJ performance outcomes beyond the work day 

itself, the qualitative experience of the event inspired one volunteer to secure a significant grant 

for a park restoration project and an annual It’s My Park Day celebration and work day. Her 

work helped further redistribute resources in a way that enhanced substantive conditions for 

neighbors (including low-income, people of color living in Chalmers Courts) while drawing from 

the capabilities of her neighbors. Through participation in a regenerative social field with her 

neighbors on the first work day, she was newly inspired by the power she and her neighbors had 

to creatively care for the place they called home. She newly saw herself belonging to a 

neighborhood she wanted to serve.  

In contrast, although the HNHN event was designed according to best practices for 

behavior change, the catalytic opportunity was quashed by the coercive, externally imposed 

manner in which it was introduced. In subsequent events, a few volunteers who had missed the 

first event actually commented that they appreciated the invitation to consider future action 

and receive support from knowledgeable neighbors in creating a plan. The difference in 

performance results had less to do with what was done and what was said, but rather the way 

of being of the actors who played the roles. When they spoke, they were attuned to themselves, 

others, and the whole. They shared personally and authentically about their challenges and 

victories in making changes that saved them money, helped the environment, and expanded 

their fulfillment and expressed their willingness to help anyone else do the same. They made 

themselves vulnerable and available. They were present. They were enlivened by an awareness 

of the potential within themselves, others, and the greater whole to create flourishing 

communities.  

To summarize, the results across the three program performance studies support a key 

finding that the quality of results produced by a program or program element is not simply a 

matter of what technique or best practices are employed. The quality of performance by a 

program is also a function of the quality of social interactions of actors, which are in turn a 

function of the quality of presence of individual actors. All of these layers are influencing one 

another.  
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Reflecting on the findings presented in sections 7.2.3, “Narratives of Neighborhood 

Change and Their Implications for Home Repair,” and 7.3.1, “Frames, Stories of Home, and Ways 

of Being at the Household Level” in light of this discussion of regenerative and degenerative 

social fields, there appears to be an important connection between stories of home 

environments, frames, and social fields. Could it be that when an individual is operating out of 

either a regenerative or degenerative social field that they frame their view and develop 

narratives about their home that are a function of that social field and then serve to reinforce it? 

This typology of social fields is, in effect, a typology of ways of being that maps the extent to 

which we are being present with an open mind, heart, and will, or absent, closing ourselves off 

from our social and ecological environments. It suggests that our ways of being influence our 

interactions with the co-evolving, social, ecological, and technological systems of which we are 

an essential part. Our ways of being and relating shape the way we frame reality, the stories we 

tell from those frames, the agreements we make, and the infrastructure we create together. 

These narratives and structures in turn shape us, our patterns of inhabitation, and our ways of 

being. The results suggest that our ways of being and dwelling, in our home environments do, 

indeed, have experiential, social, and material significance. When we dwell with an open mind, 

heart and will, we are at times capable of breaking free of familiar habits and fixed frames, 

revealing previously unknown capacities for care, and cooperatively creating more flourishing 

futures with our neighbors.222 Revealing such potential and realizing it through consciously 

directed collaborative action in an increasingly inclusive community of action inquirers is a 

central intention of a renewed Home Ecology Paradigm. Findings from the case studies about 

leadership principles, practices, and processes conducive to supporting this kind of regenerative, 

collective leadership are discussed in the next section.  

                                                           
222 The reader may recognize that the concept of dwelling as both a state of being and a physical structure 
for inhabitation has been previously explored by Martin Heidegger, particularly through a 1951 lecture 
"Building Dwelling Thinking" ("Bauen Wohnen Denken"). While there are some similarities between 
Heidegger’s thinking on “unconcealment” and authenticity, the theoretical grounding of this research is in 
social learning (or more particularly, critical pragmatism) and the distinction of “open heart, mind, and 
will” draws most directly from Scharmer’s work.  
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7.5 UNDERSTANDING HOME REPAIR PERFORMANCE THROUGH RESILIENT LEADERSHIP 

PRACTICES  
The previous section established that to the underlying social dynamics of actors engaged in the 

performance of home repairs has a significant bearing on the quality of results that emerge 

through their interactions. The results reviewed showed how the quality of performance 

sometimes had less to do with what was done (e.g., techniques, practices, technologies 

installed) and what was said (e.g., words spoken, scripts used, specific agreements made), but 

rather the way of being of the actors who played the roles. High performance was rarely 

achieved when individual actors were going through the motions, or worse, attempting to 

control and dominate others – this had a deadening effect on the quality of interactions and the 

level of learning and collaboration possible. On the other hand, when actors participated with 

their whole being, they often inspired others to do the same in an enlivening way that had 

positive ripple effects in the community. This points to an ecological conception of leadership in 

which social environments and individuals shape each other reciprocally, just as environments 

and individual members of animal species do according to evolutionary theory. 223 This 

suggests that high-performance leadership is an emergent property of social interactions where 

individual actors are participating with their full presence, attention, and intention. When 

engaging in these ways (e.g., in progressively more regenerative social fields), actors in these 

social systems were able to learn and adapt more creatively and effectively together to enhance 

living conditions and their quality of life.  

Given the ecological nature of this form of distributed, emergent leadership and the way 

it enhances capacity of actors in learning networks to respond effectively to change, I 

characterize it as “resilient” leadership. After providing a brief discussion of resilient leadership 

                                                           
223 An ecological theory of leadership is, effectively, a pragmatist theory of leadership, at least as 
advanced by William James in his 1880 lecture, “Great Men and Their Environment.” Drawing on Darwin’s 
theory of evolution, James challenged prevailing theories of leadership that focused alternately on 1) the 
existence of “great men” who are responsible for shaping the course of history and 2) the idea that great 
men are simply the product of their social environments. James used evolutionary theory to emphasize 
the reciprocal nature of individual qualities of leadership and social environments (James, 1880). Theory U 
builds on this theory by providing a typology of such social environments. It is important to recognize that 
these social fields are not evolutionary stages, but rather they are social states through which social 
interaction and change occurs. 
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drawn from the case studies and social learning literature, I present examples principles, 

practices, and processes that individuals and social learning groups employed that were 

conducive to such resilient leadership.  

7.5.1 Toward a Model of Resilient Leadership  

As noted above, resilient leadership is an ecological conception of leadership. This model of 

leadership challenges both traditional “great man” theories of leadership that place undue 

attention on the influence of individual leaders in group performance and alterative models of 

facilitative leadership that place undue focus on the group while largely ignoring the agency of 

individuals. The case studies clearly show that theories focused on the singular greatness of a 

few good persons are insufficient to explain the system-wide adaptive capacity of high-

performing social learning communities and are inconsistent with the ecological model of 

leadership presented here. Since many aspects of facilitative leadership appear to have 

advanced high performance in social learning communities, some further discussion of the 

distinction between resilient leadership and facilitative leadership is necessary.  

There are two primary reasons why “facilitative leadership” is insufficient to describe 

the kind of leadership observed in high performing social learning environments in the case 

studies. First, the emphasis on facilitation has a tendency to take the individual self out of the 

leadership equation, where the facilitative leader typically assumes a role of neutrality (see 

discussion in Methodology). None of the leaders who played facilitating roles in the AHRC or 

HNHN participated with neutrality – we participated with clearly stated intentions while 

listening to and honoring the intentions of others. These practices actually served to engender 

greater trust and leadership by others.224 Second, an emphasis on facilitation focuses attention 

on a facilitator, when in reality, the strength of a learning network comes from many actors 

adopting practices and capabilities for attunement associated with facilitative leadership. It is 

problematic to assume that a facilitator’s job is to hold a space for dialogue; it is a collective 

leadership responsibility of all participants in a community of inquirers. What worked in the 

                                                           
224 I suspect that the greater strength was in the generative tension between participation with a clear 
intention coupled with an open mind, heart, and will – the combination allowed for attuned, purposeful 
leadership that engaged the self instead of abnegating it.  
 



 

509 
 

AHRC and in HNHN was that individuals took inspiration from each other, tried new things, and 

learned together from their own sense of internal motivation and higher sense of purpose and 

belonging. Greater performance emerged through the interactions of all of such inspired 

leaders. These actors afforded one another a supportive environment in which to stretch or take 

a leap of faith. When actors engage with one another in such attuned, mutually supportive 

ways, greater performance is possible as an emergent outcome of interactions among self-

organizing actors with aligned purpose, distinct roles, and personal motivation. Their distributed 

relationships of horizontal power and their aligned intentions to serve a greater whole allowed 

them to achieve more as a collective than they ever could acting as independent actors.225  

Given the relational nature of the model of leadership described above and its strength 

in building the adaptive capacity of social learning communities as they respond together to 

dynamic social, ecological and technological systems, it seems that “resilient leadership” comes 

closer to evoking the principles and practices understood to be at play in these high performing 

social learning networks. As discussed in Chapter 2, Literature Review, sustainability science, 

environmental justice, and social learning all engage in questions pertaining to resilience, which 

has social and ecological dimensions. Although resilience is framed differently in these areas of 

literature, at a basic level, resilience refers to the capability of a system to respond to disruptive 

change in ways that honor its core integrity. Of course, social systems are made up of 

individuals, and there are theories of individual human resilience as well, defined as “the ability 

to positively adapt to and/or rebound from significant adversity or stress” (Everly & Lating, 

2013, p. 143). These theories of individual level resilience are contextual ones that pertain to 

theories of social resilience as well.  

As it turns out, psychologists who have studied individual resilience in the face of 

disaster have articulated a theory of resilient leadership that aligns strongly with observations 

from the three case studies and theory drawn from SS, EJ and SL. This theory suggests that 

communities can create a “culture of resilience” defined as “an environment where resistance 

and resilience are not only fostered, but also are the core fabric of the culture itself” (Everly & 

                                                           
225 When actors engage with one another in such attuned ways, greater performance is possible, as an 
emergent outcome of interactions among self-organizing actors with common purpose and distinct roles. 
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Lating, 2013, p. 150). In such communities, adversity is reframed as an opportunity and mutual 

support pervades the social system. When a sufficient number of a community’s members 

adopt resilient leadership practices, they can shift the overall culture of the network of actors. 

Such resilient leadership practices are assumed to be “the catalyst that inspires others to exhibit 

resistance and resilience and to exceed their own expectations” (Everly & Lating, 2013, p. 150). 

Leaders who help spread adoption of such practices demonstrate credibility and integrity, serve 

as information conduits, and are willing to support the success of others. Their leadership is 

characterized by optimism, open communications, integrity, and decisiveness (Everly & Lating, 

2013). Since the specifications of this theory resonate with field observations and social learning 

theory about what is required for a social learning community to interact out of more 

regenerative social fields, resilient leadership is an appropriate name to apply to the set of 

leadership practices that helped actors in the cases to engage in more regenerative social fields 

and expand their performance. The following five sections review key leadership practices and 

capabilities observed that contributed to establishing a culture of resilience in which actors were 

able to achieve greater performance through their interactions in regenerative social fields. 

Following the review of these five practices, I discuss how all five contribute to the possibility of 

bridging the vocational divide in individuals and groups.  

7.5.1.1 Cultivating Intention, Attunement, and Integrity for Resilient Leadership  

The cases suggest that when individuals engage consistently with transparent intentions, 

attunement to others, and integrity with regard to follow through on commitments given, they 

are likely to inspire the same in others and build the power of the social learning communities of 

which they are part. In the AHRC, this resilient leadership practice was particularly 

demonstrated by Roa and Cloutman who played important roles as convening leaders. The 

clarity of Roa and Cloutman’s intentions and enlightened self-interests226 coupled with the 

consistency of their actions served to enhance the leadership capacity of the greater network. 

They kept their word. Furthermore, when Cloutman broke his word (or circumstances led to his 

word being broken, as in the case where the Travis County home repair grant was awarded only 

                                                           
226 By “enlightened self-interests” I refer to the fact that they were participated with their full humanity 
and self-interest, yet their sense of “self” extended to include a broader interest than their individual 
survival interests. This will be discussed further in Section 7.1.2, “Bridging the Vocational Divide.”  
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to MOWAM), he addressed it with the group, took responsibility, and allowed the conflict to be 

resolved through open communication. Roa and Cloutman let their intentional, enlivened action 

speak in ways that inspired trust and leadership in others. As more and more people freely 

expressed their intentions with the trust that those intentions would be honored by others, 

listened empathetically to others, and followed through with their commitments, the power of 

the network continued to grow.  

As Chapter 2, Literature Review presented, social learning theory supports this finding. It 

is also is supported by literature in psychology, including self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997) and self-

determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2008), which explain the psychological underpinnings of the 

social learning literature in the planning, policy, and organizational development.227 Self-efficacy 

theory holds that individual self-efficacy is an essential aspect of life itself and that it is most 

directly developed through mastery experiences or in watching others being successful. It is also 

supported by nurturing and encouraging social environments conducive to learning and by 

personal practices of self-regulation with regard to affective states (Bandura, 1997; Everly & 

Lating, 2013). An example of such self-regulation is the kind of self-reflective practice of 

suspending one’s voice of judgment, cynicism, and fear presented by Scharmer in Theory U.  

Similarly, self-determination theory holds that we are more likely to integrate and 

internalize new values and reinforce them through new behaviors in contexts of relatedness, 

competence and autonomy free from manipulation and control (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan & 

Deci, 2000; Ryan et al., 2006). This was also clearly evidenced in the Holly Neighbors Helping 

Neighbors case study, both at its best and at its worst. At its best, neighbors saw other 

neighbors they could relate to doing extraordinary things that aligned with a deeper sense of 

purpose they had ceased to even notice. They tuned into that deeper sense of calling, took risks, 

and engaged in collaborative action with neighbors. Conversely, when Eleanor Richter engaged 

with others out of a fixed way of how things should turn out, rather than with attunement to 

                                                           
227 As early as 1963, the social psychologist Albert Bandura had developed a theory of social learning in 
psychology (Bandura, 1963; Rotter, 1954). His 1997 book on self-efficacy builds on that social learning 
theory as a social cognitive theory of human behavior. Kurt Lewin, generally recognized as the founder of 
action research and a key contributor to social learning, was also a social psychologist engaging in similar 
questions.  
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others while honoring a personal intention, she exercised the power of her assumed authority 

and privileged voice in a way that left people feeling coerced and cynical. Yet, when other 

leaders said mostly the same things but engaged their emotional intelligence to attune 

themselves to others and share themselves personally, people could relate to them and 

sometimes found new inspiration. These theories also resonate with the community-based 

social marketing literature that emphasizes that our behaviors are not made solely on the bases 

of individual rational thought, but rather influenced by our social environments. An individual is 

more likely to consider making a behavior change when someone they already relate to 

practices that behavior. If they follow through on a small action in accordance with that value 

and modeling what they saw another do, they are likely to internalize that value, and they may 

in turn influence others. As such, behavior change campaigns are more likely to be effective 

when they are carried out at a community level and involve direct contact with people with 

small actions that build a sense of self-efficacy related to newly assumed value-identities 

(McKenzie-Mohr, 1999). 

7.5.1.2 Locating and Leveraging Macro and Micro-Level Power in Social Systems 

Second, the cases suggest that another practice of resilient leadership is developing the capacity 

to locate and leverage macro and micro-level power distributed in social systems. It appears 

that when individuals have a working knowledge of the mechanisms and structures of power 

typically at play in institutions and the emotional intelligence that allows them to relate 

empathetically to individuals operating within those systems, these leaders can help those 

individuals step beyond their assumed personal and institutional limitations into levels of 

performance they had not previously seen as possible. Put another way, individuals can build 

network power when they can couple understanding of social systems from a third person 

perspective in terms of well-established patterns of behavior, with an attuned, empathetic 

second perspective that can recognize an actor in a given role in the system as a human being 

with personal needs, values, aspirations. Those individuals may not be in a position to recognize 

their own agency or deeper sense of purpose and possibility. When a leader who has practiced 

overcoming such limits engages with them empathetically and helps them see an alternative, 

shifts can happen. Derived from experience in the cases, this proposition resonates with the 

basic foundation of Jurgen Habermas’s theories of transformation in communicative action. A 
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member of the Frankfurt School, he was fundamentally concerned with the rigid and oppressive 

macro-level power structures, yet he also saw that all structures are social ones created by 

people through the ways they viewed the world and created those views together. To shift the 

larger structures, individuals could connect with one another through more authentic, 

intersubjective dialogue, lift the veil that had been blinding them to the problems of the existing 

structures, and rename the world together (Bernstein, 1978, 2010). In the case studies, this 

capacity is clearly demonstrated by Roa and Cloutman. Their strong relational understanding of 

people and institutional systems helped them locate agency in systems and pull for 

accountability and integrity at the individual and system-levels.228 This was not always a 

comfortable process, but it tended to enhance effectiveness and vitality.229  

7.5.1.3 Establishing Holding Spaces for Regenerative Social Fields 

The case studies reflect the importance placed in social learning theory on creating an 

environment conducive to dialogue and deeper social learning. This “environment” becomes a 

bounded, intimate holding space for authentic, vulnerable, and generative conversation.  

                                                           
228 Cloutman and Roa has both retired from careers that gave them experience in the challenges and 
limitations of institutions and the capabilities of human beings. Their ability and willingness to listen 
helped ensure that they were continuing to expand their understanding of social systems. With very 
different styles, they pulled for the best in people and systems, and in their presence people often 
discovered and exercised power they did not know they had. Speaking from my own experience, I would 
not have stepped into the leadership role I did at the AHRC if Roa had not powerfully and directly asked 
me to step up to lead the Weatherization Subcommittee or if others had requested that I step forward to 
serve as Vice Chair. Others saw my power and potential for contribution in ways that were invisible to me 
and that challenged my preexisting sense of identity and agency. In the trusting, collaborative, and 
intentional space of the AHRC, I took risks I would not have otherwise considered. Encouraged and 
supported by Roa and Cloutman, I started to develop some of the same qualities of leadership they 
exhibited. Others did as well and together we cultivated a culture of resilience.  
 
229 As Roa is often heard to say, “Don’t tell me it can’t be done. It can be done. And it will be done. 
Because the people need it” (Roa & Limon, 2015). Her clear voice and unabashed bluntness can be 
imposing, but her recognition of untapped capacity tends to bring out the best in people. When Roa won 
the Austin American Statesman’s Volunteer of the Year Award in 2012, friends, family and colleagues 
gathered to celebrate her contributions to the city. Throughout the evening, diverse people – from low-
income tenants to city bureaucrats – stood up and shared stories about the tough love she gave them that 
helped them discover previously untapped power to care for themselves and others.229 Through their 
interactions with Roa, they reframed their view of their capacity as individuals and their agency in their 
particular part of the larger system. 
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In the AHRC, members collectively created a holding space for social learning and self-

organization through its monthly face-to-face meetings.230 Cloutman set a respectful, focused, 

and familial tone for the monthly meetings. He cultivated individual relationships with other 

participants, coming to understand them as both human beings and as professionals operating 

with particular strengths and agency in the larger home repair ecosystem. By engaging in a 

manner consistent with more deeply regenerative social fields, Cloutman inspired others to 

generate a social field for the AHRC that was gracious enough that actors could ask direct and 

sometimes challenging questions about potential conflicts of interest among collaborators and 

other sensitive issues. The monthly circle of coalition members became a holding space that 

facilitated feedback and created a forum through which members could air concerns that could 

then be addressed collectively. With such trust there was little gossip; in the absence of gossip 

trust continued to grow. The collectively held space was stable, well-attended, and welcoming 

enough to allow people to come as they were able. People who were there wanted to be 

present, and several reported leaving feeling more energized - the spirit of solidarity, follow-

through of partners, and an inspiring collective vision appeared to have fueled their intrinsic 

motivation. Although many members were frustrated by the initial absence of Urban League 

(especially because they had a privileged position as the sole provider for emergency home 

repair), AHRC members still held a seat for Urban League at the table. In time, Urban League 

moved from a competitive stance to a more active, collaborative role. Despite some misgivings, 

AHRC members held an inclusive holding space for social learning.  

7.5.1.4 Aligning Frames and Building Collective Recognition 

Common vision has previously been identified as an important factor in the success of AHRC and 

HNHN, and a shortcoming of the HGNP. Discovery of common ground and common interests is 

facilitated by holding spaces for social learning in which actors (individual and institutional) feel 

                                                           
230 Ruby Roa and Johnny Limon in the beginning, and Charles Cloutman and I after 2009 supported 
conditions of self-organization by holding the collective vision, staying attuned to changes in the larger 
environment (e.g., city politics, innovation in home repair provision nationally), recognizing the special 
value and potential contributed by each individual member, and reaching out to other relevant 
stakeholders to invite them into the flock. The group valued these horizontal relations of power and 
instinctively resisted establishing officers and official memoranda of understanding, before ultimately 
establishing both to put them in a better position when applying for funding from outside organizations. 
These positions and formal agreements did not impose a hierarchical structure on the group, but they did 
lend the organization more credibility and establish clear points of contact. 
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safe to share their needs and aspirations. When coordinated actions are taken that advance 

collective intentions, recognition of the group’s identity as a collective strengthens both 

internally with a sense of solidarity and externally with increased respect and social capital 

afforded in the larger political community. This in turn expands possibilities for effective action, 

further reinforcing growth and self-efficacy of the collective. The case studies also show that this 

happened both in the AHRC and HNHN, where actors who once interacted out of either 

competition or in oblivion of one another joined together around common purpose and 

discovered a new sense of collective identity and agency.  

Analysis of this progression suggests that key processes of frame alignment were 

employed both intentionally by key leaders and organically among self-organizing actors that 

supported formation of collective vision and supported ongoing participation by members. 

Three of the four frame alignment processes described by Snow et al. (1986) appear to have 

been active. First, “frame bridging” occurred as actors who had previously been structurally 

separated and largely unaware of each other yet ideologically aligned came together and 

recognized common interest. For both AHRC and HNHN, the common interest of supporting 

low-income, elderly and disabled home owners contending with rising costs of living brought 

together actors who had previously little interaction. Roa and Limon actively engaged in frame 

bridging, reaching out in one on one meetings with diverse actors whom they imagined had a 

role to play in connecting people in need with home repair. At the outset of HNHN, the two 

other original co-founders and I discovered the same shared interest, despite our different 

starting points and we reached out to other neighbors and partners who had a potential interest 

and role to play. Processes of “frame amplification” were also present, wherein the clarification 

and invigoration of an interpretive frame provides new motivation and inspiration for 

participants. This was more apparent in the AHRC, particularly in early 2010 when members 

adopted a formal vision statement that was holistic and flexible enough for all members to 

locate themselves and their core values and beliefs within it. “Frame extension” was a less 

commonly observed practice of frame alignment, wherein efforts are made to stretch the focus 

of the social learning communities focus so as to appeal to the interests of other groups. The 

best example was from the HNHN, where the home repair work days were expanded to include 
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off-site projects in public spaces, so as to be able to include neighbors with felony records or 

others uncomfortable with background checks to participate in the program.  

Although I did not consciously view “frame alignment” as part of my responsibility as a 

facilitative leader, in effect, I actively engaged in these processes through my participation in 

AHRC and HNHN. This was a natural extension of my conscious practice of attuning myself to my 

own needs and aspirations, those of others, and of the larger whole of which we were part. 

Where there were conflicts, I looked to see if the problem and solution frames could be 

expanded to draw on the interests and strengths of others while accommodating their needs. 

Active practices of multi-scalar asset, actor, and system mapping supported my ability to find 

ways to bring others into the fold out of respect of their differences and a sense of a greater 

whole. My active practice of empathetic, generative listening was also important for 

relationship building and frame alignment. Although frame alignment was not a conscious set of 

activities for me or other AHRC and HNHN leaders, this theory helps explains the processes we 

employed to build collective identity, efficacy, and recognition.  

7.5.1.5 Practicing Frame Flexibility and Generative Listening  

My personal experiences across the three cases studies suggest that generative listening 

practices increased my capacity to engage as a purposeful yet open and flexible facilitative 

leader of collaborative action inquiry. On the surface, it might appear that a guiding intention or 

vision would be inconsistent with the role of a facilitative leader who listens with impartiality to 

others. However, my practice of generative listening helped me consistently revisit my own 

intentions (and the frames underlying them) as I became more open, attuned, and responsive to 

collaborators and the dynamic systems of our home environment. As Donnella Meadows 

argued, developing the capacity to recognize frames as frames and not absolutes becomes the 

most powerful leverage point in a system. Somewhat paradoxically, I found that frame flexibility 

afforded me greater power to fulfill on areas of importance to me and other collaborators.  

By way of example, in the HNHN, there was a point after the first work day where I 

found myself 98% attached to a pre-established view of about how the program would look. I 

discovered that I viewed the HNHN first and foremost through a frame of “inclusion.” From this 

frame, if something was exclusive, especially if it excluded those who are systematically 
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included, then something was very, very wrong, and I had to fix it. If I didn’t fix it, the project 

was a failure and I was a failure. The background check requirement significantly challenged the 

purposes of the project around inclusion, and my first reaction was to resist and then resent the 

person who insisted on it. I then began to question my role in the whole project and wondered 

if it was worth anything. Thankfully the 2% of me that was not rigidly attached to that frame 

recognized that my frame was my frame. For all I knew it was only my frame, out of a universe 

of possible frames. That 2% of me could also see that this frame of mine was stultifying my 

motivation for the project, damaging my relationships with partners who held other frames, and 

killing potential for my own creativity. Then, I suspended that judgement, opened my mind, 

heart, and will, and curiously sought out other frames. I visited the Reentry Roundtable and 

asked them about their perspectives, I invited feedback from the volunteers, and I talked to 

homeowners. In doing so, we reframed the boundary of the day of service to include garden 

installation projects that allowed many more neighbors to get involved and also supported 

emergent community agriculture projects, weaving both into a larger neighborhood identity.  

7.5.2 Bridging the Vocational Divide through Resilient Leadership Practices 

The five resilient leadership practices reviewed in Sections 7.1.1.1 through 7.1.1.5 above all help 

create a culture of resilience in social learning communities that help actors engage individually 

and collectively in deeper regenerative social fields. Through such engagement in regenerative 

social fields they tended to have more satisfying experiences while at the same time expanding 

their capacity to achieve desirable outcomes through their collective performance. In effect, 

they expanded their ability to bridge the vocational divide that reinforces social and ecological 

divides and threatens the vitality of living systems. As described in the literature review, the 

vocational divide refers to a separation of an individual from her authentic voice and vocation 

and fulfilling life work, often resulting in ennui or depression.231 It refers to work that is 

externally motivated or forced instead of personally chosen and exercised as an expression of 

self and a desire for mastery. Such work tends to perpetuate the status quo and pervading 

                                                           
231 As briefly discussed in the Literature Review, this was a common concern among many scholars at the 
turn of the 19th century witnessing the transformation of work related to the Industrial Revolution. Ellen 
Swallow Richards was particularly concerned about how women were affected by this vocational divide, 
as they were denied access to science and technology education. Karl Marx was particularly concerned 
about the alienation of labor.  
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patterns of social and ecological relationships. In this sense, vocation refers to a calling for 

authentic lifework and self-expression of voice through action that is attuned to the social and 

ecological systems of which the individual is part. In this sense, the “voice” of such a calling is 

neither completely internal nor external to the individual. In effect, this voice is an active, 

engaged, and responsive process and an open dialogue in which one practices attunement to 

the highest potential in self, others, and the larger ecological whole. Action is an essential part 

of this dialogue. It is a kind of dance with systems, as Donnella Meadows (2002) called it. The 

case studies suggest that when individuals succeed in a practice of bridging the vocational divide 

in their own lives, they can build both personal and collective power and exercise it in ways that 

tend to be regenerative instead of degenerative. They can recognize their particular niche in a 

larger ecosystem and the agency afforded the through a particular institutional role and see 

how to leverage it in service of a greater whole. Through practices of attunement and 

generative listening, their understanding of the needs of progressively more inclusive social and 

ecological systems helps ensure that personal vision aligns with collective vision. In practice, this 

mindful attunement is part of the difference between answering a calling and pursuing a 

purpose: a calling is part of a conversation with self, others, and the ecological whole, while a 

purpose is typically fixed.  

7.5.3  Summary of Resilient Leadership 

The power of resilient leadership is a collective, emergent power that enlivens power and self-

efficacy among engaged actors in a community of inquiry such that they are left in a position to 

live their lives (e.g., their lifework) with greater power and attuned purpose. Individually and 

collectively, actors in each of the case studies succeeded in shifting the social fields of the social 

environments in which they were acting to create more trusting, regenerative social learning 

environments. In these environments it became safer for actors to express their concerns, 

needs, aspirations, and strengths and collectively discover ways to employ them in reciprocal 

service of the whole and all of its parts. The most successful of these leaders led powerfully by 

example, letting their lives speak. They were clear in their intentions and people trusted them. 

They were bold in their vision, direct in their requests, and straight in their communication – yet 

at the same time, they were attentively listening to those around them. In their presence, 

others experienced being recognized as human beings with dignity and capability. In their 



 

519 
 

presence, others could start to recognize their own fundamental values, potential, and desire to 

contribute. In so doing, these inspired emerging leaders often stepped with courage into new 

committed action and increasingly exhibited some of the same leadership attributes of those 

who inspired them to take action. In turn, they often inspired others. They built power by giving 

it away and found strength in vulnerability. As more people participated with this kind of 

attuned presence and intrinsic motivation, the power of the group grew and radiated out. 

7.6 CHAPTER CONCLUSION 
Taken together, the synthetic findings presented in Sections 7.1 through 7.5 offer important 

insights and propositions about the potential of low-income home repair programs to advance 

environmental justice at the household, neighborhood and city-scales, especially in the context 

of neighborhoods experiencing gentrification pressure. More generally, the findings also provide 

important insights and propositions about the potential of the Home Ecology Paradigm for 

action inquiry and regenerative design to help individual actors engage in a critical, creative, 

reflective, and collaborative praxis that advances environmental justice in the complex, co-

evolving social, ecological, and technological systems of their home environments. 

The findings suggest that as a site of intervention, dialogue, community connection, and 

resource-mobilization, home repair efforts have potential to serve as leverage points in 

regenerative community development that advances environmental justice. Home repair 

programs alone do not reliably produce such performance outcomes, no matter how well-

designed in theory. The quality of performance depends on the actors and the way they share 

the stage, moment by moment. Actors in home environments can increase the power of their 

performance with the support of the resilient leadership practices.  

In Chapter 8, Conclusions & Propositions, I review implications of these synthetic 

findings for theory and practice. With regard to theory, I review how findings contribute to a 

renewed home ecology paradigm drawn from sustainability science, environmental justice, and 

social literatures. I also offer propositions for practice with regard to planning in the context of 

gentrification in general, and specific propositions for various types of home repair programs.  
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8 CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSIONS & PROPOSITIONS 

The purpose of this study was to advance theory and practice as they relate to the central 

research question: What is the performance potential of low-income home repair programs to 

advance environmental justice in centrally located, gentrifying home environments at the 

household, neighborhood, and city levels?  

In framing the research question and research design, I employed a renewed research 

paradigm of home ecology, drawing from historical foundations of home ecology established by 

Ellen Swallow Richards at the turn of the 20th century (late 1800s-early 1900s) and from more 

recent contributions by traditions of sustainability science, environmental justice, and social 

learning that expanded at the turn of the 21st century. Employing this home ecology paradigm 

(HEP), I framed the problems of home environments as wicked problems of complex, co-

evolving, social, ecological and technological systems and sought to understand the nuanced 

complexity underlying home repair program performance. Instead of a reductive approach that 

only compared outcomes observed against practices and inputs employed, I conducted three 

rich action research case studies that allowed me to investigate the central research question 

through third-, second-, and first-person perspectives on the interactions of actors and their 

environments in the dynamic performance of home repair. Key findings drawn across the three 

case studies were reviewed in Chapter 7, Synthetic Findings. This concluding chapter builds on 

Chapter 7 in presenting propositions for theory and practice.  

With regard to theory, I present three propositions regarding the HEP’s potential to 

guide collaborative action inquiry and design that enhances environmental justice performance 

at multiple scales in dynamic home environments facing wicked problems. First, I propose that 

environmental justice is valuable as a normative framework for action inquiry and design 

intended to bridge social, ecological, and vocational divides that limit the regenerative capacity 

of humans to support the well-being of the living systems of which they are part. Second, I 

propose that sustainability science provides a valuable framework for understanding complex, 

co-evolving social, ecological, and technological systems. Third, I propose that social learning 

provides a valuable framework through which communities of inquiry can engage in dialogue 

and collaborative action to transform existing systems. I then review the specific value of two 
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methodological approaches I used in the course of the research that drew on each of these 

traditions: 1) regenerative dialogue assessments and 2) collaborative, regenerative design 

processes. Both of these approaches draw strength from the resilient leadership practices 

reviewed in Chapter 7, Synthetic Findings. 

Second, I review propositions to address the challenge of advancing environmental 

justice in the specific context of gentrifying urban neighborhoods, the primary environment of 

interest in this dissertation research. I discuss how the HEP can help actors in these contested 

landscapes cultivate cultures of resilience that may help foster community relationships across 

and through social difference, enabling mobilization of diverse assets to advance collective well-

being. The research expands frames for interpretation available to discourse on gentrification 

and opportunities for action research in environmental justice. 

Third, having discussed the theoretical potential of the HEP and the general challenges 

and opportunities related to gentrifying home environments, I return to the practical, concrete 

matter of home repair program design. I review a set of four primary propositions for the design 

and development of home repair programs. 

Fourth, I conclude the chapter with reflections on key challenges and contradictions 

involved in praxis intended to cultivate social resilience in the face of disruption. Primarily I 

discuss generative tension found within the apparent paradox of purposeful action inquiry and 

open, responsively vulnerable presence, especially as this relates to the challenge of generating 

social capital. This discussion revisits the value of resilient leadership practices for the field of 

urban planning. 

Before venturing into discussion of the propositions, it is important to recognize the 

epistemological grounding of the HEP and limits for generalizations drawn from case study 

research. As discussed in Chapter III, Methodology, the strength of the propositions presented 

comes not from a claim to universal, epistemic knowledge derived from a representative 

sample, but rather from the particularity of contexts through which three home repair programs 

emerged and evolved. As Bent Flyvbjerg (2001, 2006a) asserts, case study research helps 

advance practical wisdom and actionable knowledge by expanding the base of knowledge 

around specific, contextualized cases. Mastery derives from many cases of practical experiences 
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as well as feedback from others and reflection. A community of inquirers can advance mastery 

by sharing narratives of practice that convey not only what was said and done, but also the 

underlying social dynamics, from micro-politics to macro-politics as well as tacit knowledge. As 

such, the interested reader can review the propositions I present here and compare them both 

with their reflections on the cases presented in the results chapters and with their reflections on 

cases they have encountered in their own reflective practice. Based on their own situated 

knowledge of the contexts in which they work, they can draw on salient aspects of this research 

as if they came from their own experience base. Such practitioners would be ill-advised to take a 

list of propositions presented in this chapter and use them as a yardstick to abstractly assess 

other programs or attempt to use them as a cookie cutter to try to replicate this work 

somewhere else. Indeed, the success of the programs studied came through their level of 

appropriateness to context, which I found was a function of the quality of intention, attention, 

and attunement with which individuals engaged in their social, ecological, and technological 

contexts. 

In light of this discussion about social learning in communities of inquiry, the 

propositions and cases offered in this research are meant to contribute to an ongoing dialogue 

among other actors who share a common interest in designing healthy communities in the face 

of gentrification and other disruptive change that are challenges to environmental justice. The 

findings suggest promising propositions for the design of low-income home repair programs 

intended to enhance environmental justice in gentrifying home environments. 

8.1 THEORETICAL PROPOSITIONS OF THE HEP 
Chapters II and III, Literature Review and Methodology, provided the theoretical foundations for 

a renewed paradigm of home ecology to guide environmental justice praxis in the dynamic, co-

evolving, social, ecological, and technological systems of our home environments. Chapters 4 

through 7 showed how the HEP was used to understand and enhance environmental justice 

performance in practice. The following four sections present four propositions about the overall 

value of the HEP as developed in the course of this research. 
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8.1.1 Employ Environmental Justice as a Normative Framework for Community Planning  

The results of the research suggest that environmental justice (EJ) is a valuable normative 

framework for planners, action researchers, and designers who are interested in addressing the 

wicked problems involved with the challenge of designing healthy, just environments. Not only 

does this place-based, holistic normative framework support actors in observing and monitoring 

important aspects of justice that can be observed through a third person perspective (e.g., 

substantive, distributive, and procedural justice), it also supports actors in cultivating 

empathetic second person understanding of social systems and reflective first-person self-

awareness through relational and inter- and intra-subjective aspects of justice (e.g., recognition 

and capabilities as justice). This integrated approach to observation and attunement with regard 

to self, others, and larger systems helps build capacity to transcend vocational, social, and 

ecological divides limiting the well-being of living systems.  

In addition to integrating observational, relational, and experiential knowledge, this 

holistic framework also supports the integration knowledge of diverse actors, especially by 

integrating expert and local knowledge. While experts are prone to discounting local knowledge 

and establishing normative goals that neglect consideration of vulnerable communities, 

environmental justice grew out of the struggle of marginalized communities working together in 

horizontal relationships of power to protect the cultural and ecological integrity of their homes. 

As such, it is particularly helpful in the design of flourishing communities in the face of 

socioeconomic health disparities. Furthermore, as a holistic vision, environmental justice 

supports a solutions- and strengths-based approach to collaborative inquiry and design that 

allows actors to lead from a future state that engages their creative minds and potential for 

systems-thinking. To that end, it can help reveal opportunities that may have been missed by 

narrow and mechanistic framing of problems and systems. The results suggested that ROI could 

actually be expanded through a more holistic vision.  

The results of the case studies support this theory. When providers recognized the 

dignity and capabilities of homeowners, the homeowners were more satisfied with the work 

completed and more frequently achieved higher performance with regard to health 

enhancement and energy conservation. When providers did not engage with the needs, 

aspirations, and social practices of homeowners, the results they produced were less 
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substantial. This supports theory suggesting that when actors recognize the intrinsic value and 

special capabilities of others, they are more likely to engage with one another with the kind of 

trust and reciprocity that is conducive to regenerative social environments, frame alignment and 

collaborative action (Friedmann, 1987; C. O. Scharmer, 2009; O. Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Snow 

et al., 1986). To that end, as a holistic and flexible vision that emerged through a grassroots 

social movement, environmental justice lends itself to frame alignment and participation by 

diverse groups of people. For instance, in the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors (HNHN) 

project, volunteers participated based on a range of personal motivations that all belonged 

within a larger overarching vision of environmental justice. Although the words “environmental 

justice” did not appear on our fliers or official literature, this framework of justice helped me see 

how actors and assets could be woven into the larger fabric of the project. 

In summary, environmental justice as a vision and as a normative frame supports 

practitioners in advancing quantifiable goals and qualitative relationships that support healthy 

communities. The results also suggest that if environmental justice were adopted as a vision for 

home repair programs, the systems-mapping, regenerative dialogue assessments, and resilient 

leadership practices of the HEP could help advance this goal through consistent action. As actors 

collectively enact a future vision of environmental justice through their actions and interactions, 

they reclaim their inalienable right to, as David Harvey (2008) put it, “change ourselves by 

changing our city.” 

8.1.2 Use Sustainability Science to Learn, Design, and Adapt in Dynamic, Complex Home 

Environments  

The results of the research also demonstrated the conceptual value of understanding home 

environments as complex, dynamic co-evolving social, ecological, and technological systems, 

from the scale of the house to the neighborhood, city, and beyond. This research demonstrated 

that framing household-level environments in this way supports adaptive co-management that 

integrates expert and local knowledge and agency.232 This framework helped structure and 

                                                           
232 The adaptive co-management literature tends to focus primarily at regional-scale ecosystem 
management, not at the household scale. However, a growing emphasis in building science pertaining to 
performance and post-occupancy recognizes the importance of engaging inhabitants.  



 

525 
 

interpret homeowner interviews that reflected the nuances of systems dynamics that would 

likely have been overlooked otherwise. 

Additionally, the systems thinking frameworks of sustainability science can help build 

the capacity of actors for anticipatory systems design. By noticing existing patterns and 

relationships and mapping out these dynamics, it is easier to identify: 1) predictable outcomes 

based on past performance, and 2) leverage points though which intervention could generate 

more desirable outcomes. In the HNHN case study, the regenerative and degenerative systems-

mapping exercises helped me identify interaction effects and otherwise unanticipated, 

unintended consequences [see Appendix I for maps]. The regenerative systems map helped me 

recognize resources, relationships, and patterns that could support alternative futures. Drawing 

from the literature on asset-based community development, the regenerative systems map 

involved asset-mapping of the flows of natural, human, social, cultural, financial, and built 

capital in home environments. In doing so, strengths-based solutions were more easily 

observed. The degenerative and regenerative systems maps helped me to frame and reframe 

problems and solutions, and to reconsider where I drew the boundaries of the systems. Primed 

with these mental maps, when I engaged in the field I was able to recognize and take advantage 

of opportunities and resources to serve the unfolding project vision that I might have missed 

otherwise.233 

                                                           
233 The best example of the role of systems-mapping as a tool to enable anticipatory systems design was 
my partnership with Joe Nova. Because I was attuned to the value of bringing in local green builders as 
volunteers for the work days – with the hope that their involvement would help build the local green 
economy, strengthen the social fabric, and ensure high-quality, responsive work on neighbors’ homes – I 
immediately recognized Joe’s potential to serve in this role and reached out to him. In conversations with 
him, my rich contextual understanding of neighborhood systems allowed me to help him envision how he 
might contribute to a future vision of the neighborhood that inspired him. I did not try to put him into a 
specific, predefined role. Instead, I shared my observations about neighborhood patterns and a general 
possibility of the future. He, then, created with me a role for himself in the design of the project. Through 
a series of unpredictable, serendipitous events and connections, Joe had professional breakthroughs in his 
green building career following the first work day in which he participated. The work day did not cause 
those events, but it created an opening for Joe to express himself as the professional and community 
leader he was creating himself to be. When he took such action and saw himself in this way, others saw 
him in that way and extended new opportunities to him. Although professional benefits for green builders 
was an anticipated outcome of HNHN, Joe Nova’s benefits were not predictable and could not have been 
controlled through instrumental rationality. 
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Guided by a clear vision and anticipation of system dynamics while engaging in complex 

environments, action researchers and designers are better prepared to play with chance while 

being grounded in purpose. This is the kind of attuned, anticipatory systems thinking described 

by Donella Meadows (2002) in her essay “Dancing with Systems.” In this context, systems 

models and stories help make sense of complexity in ways that support planning and testing of 

ideas with others in context. These practices help make tacit knowledge and theoretical 

knowledge explicit and grounded. Systems-mapping helped me mediate theory and practice, 

make sense of multi-scalar connections, and identify leverage points for intervention. 

8.1.3 Employ Resilient Leadership Practices to Support High-Performing Social Learning 

Environments 

The results of the research suggest that the rich tradition of social learning in urban planning 

and other social sciences is also helpful in renewing the HEP and helping engaged actors expand 

their capacity for adaptation, innovation, and effective collaborative action. Although scholars in 

urban planning have emphasized social learning in public conversations, they have tended to 

focus more on processes of deliberation and dialogue and less on the individual practices that 

planners and other agents of change can employ to help create high-performing social learning 

environments.234 This dissertation research helps bridge the gap by incorporating other social 

learning scholarship on individual-level social learning practices that support regenerative social 

fields in action research.235 The results of this research support Theory U and related theories of 

                                                           
234 In the planning tradition, Innes and Booher (2010) have separately made a powerful case for the use of 
processes conducive to collaborative rationality when planning with complexity. Their work helped those 
in the planning and policy fields understand that the quality of results produced by a given program could 
not be predicted based simply on the best practices employed. In their practice, they came to realize that 
the outcomes produced were emergent results of the interactions of stakeholders. Their work and that of 
many others in the domain of participatory methods have helped structure meetings in ways that are 
conducive to collaborative rationality among a diverse range of stakeholders in complex social problems. 
However, theories of process facilitation often focus on best practices of process design and do not 
further practical understanding of how: 1) the underlying attention of quality of participation of individual 
actors influences the quality of the social learning environment, or 2) an individual actor can manage her 
own internal state and quality of presence in such a way that she creates a more generative social 
learning environment. 
 
235 Otto Scharmer, Dayna Cunningham, and others have contributed to this gap through Theory U, a 
practical, digestible theory that helps actors understand the fluctuations in the quality of social learning 
environments and the way they personally contribute to these dynamic social systems. The typology of 
regenerative and degenerative social fields reviewed previously offers a roadmap of social terrains and 
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efficacy in social learning holding that when an actor develops a practice of noticing her 

automatic reactions of judgment, cynicism, and fear (including the physical experience of these 

reactions and the instances that trigger them), she is better able to deliberately suspend them 

so that she can better learn and attune herself to the social and ecological contexts of which she 

is part. This is one of the fundamental resilient leadership practices described in Chapter 7, 

Synthetic Findings and is a core component of a renewed HEP. Developing such resilient 

leadership capacities in oneself tends to inspire them in others, creating a culture of resilience 

that supports innovation, creativity, and collaborative action. 

8.1.3.1 Dance with Systems, Frames, and Social Conflict  

The results suggest that resilient leadership practices can help action researchers develop and 

attune themselves as instruments of understanding and positive change in contexts of complex, 

dynamic systems characterized by uncertainty, surprise, and conflict. As reviewed in Section 7.5, 

resilient leadership practices employed by actors in AHRC and HNHN helped us adapt and 

manage generative tensions. These results support the systems-thinking scholarship of Donella 

Meadows, whose work challenges sustainability scientists to learn to “dance with systems,” and 

Otto Scharmer whose work challenges agents of change to attend with an open mind, heart, 

and will in the home environments of which they are part. Accordingly, they support a renewed 

HEP with resilient leadership practices that support actors’ capacity to shift social fields. Having 

shifted to more regenerative social fields by vulnerably opening their minds, hearts, and wills 

and practicing regenerative dialogue, they are in a more powerful position to access the most 

powerful leverage point in the systems of which they are part: the capacity to shift frames and 

the narratives and paradigms constructed through them (D. Meadows, 1994). Once actors have 

noticed that their pre-existing frames and their associated stories are only one of many possible 

interpretations of reality and not reality itself, we have the option of setting them aside, even if 

only for a moment. In this new mental space, there is greater freedom to create new frames 

that serve us better in the areas of fundamental importance to us individually and collectively. 

This helps us build the skill of envisioning, which Meadows recognized as essential, learnable, 

                                                           
helps actors recognize the potential creative power of chosen vulnerability. As John Dewey asserted many 
decades before, when actors participate fully in the present, not only can they learn more deeply, but also 
they are more likely to experience a sense of vitality in the present. Theory U provides something of a 
compass and basic road map for actors who want to find their way to more generative fields. 
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but dangerously undeveloped among sustainability experts (D. H. Meadows, 1997). She and 

Scharmer also emphasize the importance of collective envisioning practices, and the profound 

risks of narrowly construed visions that serve a small faction at the expense of the broader 

social and ecological communities of which they are a part. 

When actors are successful in creating regenerative social learning environments, they 

expand their capacity to harness the generative tensions of conflict in service of more 

contextually appropriate collective action. This involves reframing conflict from a problem to a 

resource. It also means framing the goal for managing conflict from forging consensus to the 

discovery of harmony “through an attunement of opposite tensions” (Hamdi, 2004). With such 

harmony there can be unity without uniformity. As such, the diversity of the social systems 

becomes a resource for collective creativity and appropriate solutions. In the context of rapidly 

changing environments, consensus is unrealistic. It also likely focuses our attention 

unproductively on a fixed end result. Dancing with conflict may be a better metaphor, one that 

reflects the value of embracing diverse perspectives and recognizes the dynamic flows of the 

complex, co-evolving systems that comprise our home environments. When we are in a dance 

with systems, attuned to our own rhythm, those of our partners, and that of the larger field, the 

outcomes of our performance will likely be more responsive to our collective needs and 

aspirations than if we had stopped the action to forge a consensus about prescribed future 

action. As Meadows (2002) summarized: 

The future can’t be predicted, but it can be envisioned and brought lovingly into 

being. Systems can’t be controlled, but they can be designed and redesigned. 

We can’t surge forward with certainty into a world of no surprises, but we can 

expect surprises and learn from them and even profit from them. We can’t 

impose our will upon a system. We can listen to what the system tells us, and 

discover how its properties and our values can work together to bring forth 

something much better than could ever be produced by our will alone. 

We can’t control systems or figure them out. But we can dance with them! 

8.1.4 Co-Author Actionable Knowledge  

This dance metaphor brings us back to a central assumption of the HEP that differentiates it 

from the computer-based systems-thinking of the 1970s to 1990s: the HEP scholar and 

practitioner recognizes that she is an engaged actor in the home environments that are the 
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focus of her action inquiry, not only an outside observer looking in attempting to predict or 

control the system. The strength of an HEP practitioner in generating actionable knowledge to 

advance environmental justice in dynamic home environments rests in her potential to integrate 

first-, second-, and third-person perspectives through attuned, reflective praxis in the context of 

home environments. Two methodological tools were developed in light of these assumptions 

and applied to structure the dissertation research: regenerative dialogue assessments used to 

design household-level interventions and collaborative, regenerative design processes used to 

guide collaborative environmental justice praxis. Both of these approaches helped me and my 

collaborators to better understand complex home environments and design interventions that 

expanded environmental justice performance at the household and neighborhood levels. 

8.1.4.1 Employ Regenerative Dialogue Assessments  

The results suggest that regenerative dialogue assessments (RDAs) are an important alternative 

to the narrowly framed home assessments that limited program performance in the GO Repair 

and Holly Good Neighbor Programs. Through the RDAs, homeowners had the opportunity to 

share their stories of home, which helped reveal the values, habits, technologies, and ecological 

patterns that shaped their home environments over time. As they shared these narratives with 

home repair providers, these practitioners could contribute their outside, expert knowledge to 

help co-author stories of home for their collective future.236 The results of the three program 

performance studies underscore the value of the RDA approach in the following seven ways: 

                                                           
236 In a June 13, 2014, email to me, Steven Moore posited a potential standard of validity for action 
research grounded in social learning epistemology: “when others perceive themselves as co-authors of 
your collective futures.” The RDAs advance such validity of knowledge by bringing “others” with diverse 
knowledge bases together to engage in such co-authorship of the future. In the circle of an RDA 
conversation, partners are ideally acknowledged in their individuality and interdependence, with equal 
power to contribute. For practitioners with expert and systems knowledge, the RDAs also provide an 
opportunity to actualize knowledge through social learning. As Friedman put it, “It is only when we 
proceed to talk or write about a given problem that knowledge is actualized. In talking and writing, we 
address an audience, sometimes visible and sometimes not, from whom, sooner or later, we expect a 
response that will either refute or validate what we say, or else expand on it, refine it, and ultimately 
redirect the conversation to produce a new perception of the problem and new modes of practice.” 
(Friedmann, 1987, pp. 394–395). A vision of environmental justice and systems-maps has the opportunity 
to become valid when the vision reflects collective desires and understanding and is used to collectively 
enact a corresponding future.  
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1. RDAs integrate the specialized expertise and outsider perspective of home repair 
providers as well as the practical, situated wisdom of homeowners to expand the 
possibilities available, choose interventions that are appropriate to context, and build 
long-term adaptive management capacity.237  

2. RDAs help practitioners understand the social dynamics of the complex, co-evolving 
social, ecological, and technological systems of home environments (instead of simply 
focusing on technical dimensions as is common practice).  

3. In addition to advancing measurable substantive justice goals, RDAs advance recognition 
and capabilities as justice by engaging with homeowners as partners and recognizing 
them fully as human beings with particular values, needs, aspirations, and capabilities 
for self-determination. 

4. RDAs invite homeowners to share their stories of home in a way that allows 
practitioners better understand system dynamics and creates an opportunity for 
dialogue in which homeowners may notice underlying frames and either consciously 
affirm them or choose alternative frames and patterns of inhabitation.  

5. By inviting stories of home, RDAs homeowners may share stories of home stretching 
back over decades, if not generations that can reveal alternative possibilities that might 
otherwise be left out of a solution set.238  

                                                           
237 RDAs are a dialogic social learning process through which all actors learn from one another and 
contribute to actionable knowledge.  
238 Much can be learned from the past – both in terms of values and practical ways of living and doing – 
that can inform regenerative options for the future. For instance, when homeowners shared their stories 
of home, many revealed previous configurations of social, ecological and technological systems in the 
same places that may have been forgotten. In the Holly neighborhood, homeowners sometimes recalled 
how their grandparents and even their parents maintained homesteads in the neighborhood where they 
grew and traded vegetables, stewarded fruit and nut trees, and even occasionally raised livestock. Several 
East Austin homeowners talked about how locally unwanted land uses such as the abattoir, recycling 
facility, and power plant were in close proximity to residential uses and how people used to operate 
businesses from their homes until they were threatened by residential zoning enforcement. One talked 
about how his childhood home (which was reconstructed by the HGNP) was built with a swamp-cooler to 
keep the home moderately cool before air conditioning technology was widespread. Some of these 
traditions are coming back in modern forms including movements for reintegration of different land uses, 
as encouraged by the Smart Growth movement, urban homesteading trends, and the green building 
movements including passive air-conditioning and lighting strategies. The stories of home also reflected 
the challenging ways in which race, class, and power influenced those patterns. The significant changes 
over a short period of time also reflect the capacity for communities to create new agreements and 
alternative futures.  
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6. RDAs support envisioning through imaginative thought exercises that help suspend 
limited patterns of thought (e.g., voices of judgment, cynicism, and fear) and invite 
homeowners to tune into their more essential values, motivations, and capabilities.239  

7. Through deep listening, respect, and recognition, RDAs help establish fertile conditions 
for creative, collaborative partnership, adaptive co-management, and resource 
mobilization among actors.  

As these seven findings suggest, the potential of the RDAs was revealed in terms of the 

shortcomings of conventional approaches to home assessment, as well as glimpses of successes 

of RDA applied in practice. For the two city-run programs (GO Repair and HGNP), home 

assessment was reductive and only required before repair. As such, assessment did not advance 

holistic design or feedback loops enabling social learning and expanded adaptive capacity. 

Although I employed some RDA approaches in the post-hoc evaluation interviews with GO 

Repair clients in the second and fourth rounds of interviews and with HGNP homeowners 

interviewed, these post-hoc interviews were only one-time conversations.  

The HNHN demonstration project provided an opportunity to field-test an approach to 

RDA. The results strongly support the propositions about RDAs listed above. In the co-initiation 

process for each demonstration project, the RDAs helped household members establish a basic 

intention and core values for the project, which created the context for the overall project. 

When interventions were implemented, they were done in service of the households’ 

overarching goals. Consequently, the physical/material interventions were a lasting reminder of 

what the household had prioritized and helped invite further contribution by family members, 

neighbors, and social service providers. By participating in an exit interview guided by the RDA 

process, providers and homeowners had an opportunity to return to the core vision and 

intention that inspired the home repairs and to reflect on how the repairs were performing in 

light of evolving social, technological, and ecological systems and to consider alternative 

actions.240  

                                                           
239 Sometimes surface-level preferences are masks for underlying needs and desires that we have either 
forgotten about or are wary of sharing with others. Ideally, RDAs create a safe place to dream bigger and 
connect to what is most essential to the household. 
240 For instance, in the case of the Romero household, the social system had changed significantly in ways 
that disrupted intended performance: Mrs. Romero’s son and his family moved back into the home, so 
she could not use the workspace as she had intended. Additionally, her compost system was not 
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8.1.4.1.1 Contributions of RDA to Home Assessment and Research Methodology 

This social, relational, and dynamic approach to home assessment stands in contrast to 

traditional, reductive building assessments and mechanistic program evaluation methods that 

focus on an analysis of outputs and outcomes compared to inputs and practices. When used 

before, during, or after home repair, RDAs inquire into the social dynamics of home systems and 

use this to help understand the past, present, and future potential for performance of homes 

and home repair programs. As anticipated by the HEP’s epistemological and ontological 

foundations, the results suggest that observable, material outcomes are influenced by the 

interactions of co-evolving social, ecological and technological systems – not just the technical 

practices employed in particular ecological contexts. In turn, social systems are a function of the 

actions of individuals, and the quality of their intentions, attention, and capacity.  

Traditional, post-positivist social research models would likely miss these performance 

drivers, which are best revealed through contextual understandings of interactions. Additionally, 

in striving to achieve objectivity, post-positivist researchers would likely find it problematic that 

any time they are engaging with a human subject (e.g., through a survey, interview, focus group, 

etc.) they are influencing that social system, and thus limiting the potential for objective results. 

In the social learning epistemology of the HEP, every conversation matters – in some way it 

always directs or redirects human attention. It either reifies existing patterns, or creates an 

interruption that leads to new awareness and action. Instead of resisting this phenomenon as a 

limitation, the HEP recognizes it as an opportunity with important ethical considerations. If 

every conversation is impactful, how can interviews and assessments be more regenerative than 

degenerative? How could conversations serve to bridge the social, ecological, and vocational 

divisions of concern to the HEP? How can conversations produce actionable knowledge in 

service of flourishing social and ecological communities?  

                                                           
performing optimally, in part because of a failure to set her up with appropriate management strategies. 
For the Chavez family, social performance was improved significantly as anticipated, with more overnight 
visits by out of town family members. However, the rain barrel had not been particularly useful because 
ecological conditions of drought meant that it was empty. For the Padillo’s the home had become more 
comfortable and affordable, but the circuit breakers could not handle one of the window units and the 
family had purchased other space heaters. 
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8.1.4.1.2 Recognize Challenges and Pitfalls in RDAs 

Reflective practitioners who employ RDAs should recognize the significant challenges and 

ethical questions endemic to deeply related dialogue. As noted in Chapter 2, Literature Review, 

many scholars (Scharmer, Habermas, Mumford, Dewey, Innes and Booher, Freire, Buber, and 

others) have written about the power of authentic dialogue to tap reservoirs of human 

creativity, love, and potential in ways that can positively transform conditions for life. However, 

with such power and potential in dialogue come ethical responsibilities, especially when 

operating in diverse communities with uneven patterns of power and vulnerability. Authentic 

dialogue requires vulnerability. This is uncomfortable and risky for all participants, and those 

who start off with less power are more vulnerable to abuse. How can HEP practitioners and 

academics ethically engage with such vulnerability and be responsible for power imbalances and 

leave participants with the experience of having been recognized as valued, capable human 

beings? How can they marshal relevant knowledge and context-appropriate, ethical wisdom to 

support actions with life-enhancing results? The RDAs embraced the opportunities and 

challenges presented in these questions. In embracing these questions, they produced 

actionable, contextually appropriate knowledge and expanded the performance of home repair 

programs. Underlying the success of the RDA is the emotional intelligence and attunement of 

participants in the dialogue. The results of the three cases also suggest that the capacity for such 

emotional intelligence and attunement as well as other practices of resilient leadership can be 

developed through practice and deliberate processes. These are reviewed in Section 7.5.4, 

“Resilient Leadership Practices and Processes.”  

8.1.4.2 Understand Design as a Collaborative and Regenerative Process 

Collaborative Regenerative Design processes also draw on resilient leadership practices and 

processes. They are similar to RDAs in that they also engage actors with diverse experience, 

knowledge, and agency in dialogue that supports effective collaborative action. RDAs as 

conceptualized earlier focus on household-level interventions. In the action research, I primarily 

used a collaborative regenerative design process at the neighborhood level to identify 

opportunities for collaborative action to advance environmental justice. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, Methodology, in developing a rough framework for a 

collaborative, regenerative design process, I integrated the collaborative design process 
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advanced through Theory U with the regenerative design framework of LENSES. True to social 

learning theory, the Theory U process is intended to help collaborators engage in more 

regenerative social fields characterized by increasing levels of trust and attuned vulnerability. It 

is a relational process framework. True to sustainability science, LENSES aims to support pattern 

literacy and ecological literacy by helping individuals and groups look through particular lenses 

that have been found to be helpful in the design of projects with regenerative outcomes. When I 

used these frameworks in an integrated fashion in the collaborative design of HNHN, I 

developed a rich understanding of the social and ecological dynamics of my neighborhood 

environment over more than a century.  

The basic framework challenged me to immerse myself in contexts that count,241 

observing and listening attentively, and even practicing the art of getting lost.242 The theoretical 

foundation reviewed in the literature review and my experience with this research suggest that 

such attentive wandering supports creative, responsive, and anticipatory design and planning. 

Dancing with systems requires getting out on the dance floor, engaging with the field, and 

retreating from time to time to view the scene from outside. The U process presented by 

Scharmer and colleagues emphasizes the importance of beginning with attentive, attuned 

immersion to develop a sense of the context, and then retreating and reflecting to allow inner 

knowledge to emerge. Silence and meditation processes can often support the processing and 

integration of knowledge perspectives and diverse observations. When one discerns a call 

through such an attentive process, the U process challenges individuals and groups to act in an 

instant — to answer the call, step over the threshold, and to get back in the field to explore the 

emerging future through doing. This means testing prototypes and exploring potential through 

reflective action. 

                                                           
241 By “contexts that count” I refer to contexts relevant to the inquiry at hand and in which there are 
questions to be explored with real stakes for real communities and ecosystems. This is akin to Bent 
Flyvbjerg’s call for phronetic research in the social sciences, e.g., contextual research that makes social 
science matter(Flyvbjerg, 2001). 
 
242 The art of getting lost refers to a practice softening existing frames and certainties, being present, and 
allowing for the discovery of new patterns and rhythms in relation to our social and ecological 
environments. 
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This U process is best approached collaboratively, as was practiced in the HNHN case 

study. Such collaborative praxis involves processes of co-initiation (i.e., diverse stakeholders 

connect and find common ground), co-sensing (i.e., walking in an others shoes, seeing systems 

from edges, and developing capacity for collective sensing), co-inspiring (i.e., allowing deeper 

sources of knowing to emerge), co-creating (i.e., prototyping new possibilities for solutions), and 

co-evolving (e.g., adapting, scaling, sustaining the new).  

8.1.4.2.1 Cultivate Courage for Co-Creation 

Previously in this chapter, I noted the importance of employing resilient leadership practices and 

dancing with social conflict. These practices are essential to the possibility of genuine co-

creation in collaborative action research and regenerative design. They also require courage, 

self-awareness, and self-expression on the part of all participating actors, even the action 

researcher.243 The process of co-creating something new and attuned to self, others, and the 

well-being of a whole in the context of uncertainty necessarily involves vulnerability and 

individual and collective risk. Bridging the vocational divide is a risky and uncomfortable 

proposition that disrupts survival strategies aligned with the status quo and existing roles and 

identities. The action researcher and designer cannot expect others to do this while she sits back 

in a position of neutrality. By working to bridge vocational division in her own life and expressing 

herself openly while in attunement with others, she can expand a safer place for others to do 

the same and to build the capacity for collective resilient leadership.  

Interestingly, this aspect of risk and uncertainty is essential to the etymological origins 

of the word, “lead.” Apparently the Indo-European root, leith, means “to go forth,” “to cross the 

threshold,” or “to die,” and it originated from the experience of warriors going off to face the 

unknown, together in solidarity, on the frontlines of battle (C. O. Scharmer, 2009).244 This is not 

                                                           
243 As discussed in Chapter 7: Synthetic Findings, resilient leadership practices challenge conventional 
roles of action researchers and planners as neutral facilitative leaders. The ethical emphasis is an 
openness not neutrality.  
 
244 Interestingly, this etymological foundation of leadership has striking parallels to that of getting lost in 
that both require an intentional, courageous act to step forward into the unknown. These are practices 
that are helpful when planning in the context of uncertainty. This quote from Rebecca Solnit’s A Field 
Guide to Getting Lost captures this art form:  

“To be lost is to be fully present, and to be fully present is to be capable of being in uncertainty 
and mystery. One does not get lost but loses oneself, it is an intentional act. ... The word lost 
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to say that leadership requires a violent battle or a destroyed enemy. However, it does suggest 

that authentic leadership necessarily involves risk. It means letting something go (in my case, an 

outmoded, fixed frame about my identity and role in the world as an outside observer), and 

letting something new come into being. It requires stepping over a threshold into the unknown 

in order to serve a greater whole and a greater self. This is the same kind of language that Joe 

Nova used to describe his experience of leadership with HNHN and somewhat similar to that of 

Regina Mata, who experienced a significant internal shift in self-understanding in the first HNHN 

work day. Although each choice to let go and step forth was a personal one for us, they were 

steps taken in solidarity. In our willingness to step forth, we created room for others to step 

forth as well. This basis of leadership and power is both profoundly vulnerable and enlivening. 

Practice of this distributed, collaborative power appears to enable regenerative performance 

through both means and ends. 

8.2 PROPOSITIONS FOR ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE PRAXIS IN GENTRIFYING HOME 

ENVIRONMENTS 
In Chapter 2, Literature Review, I established that gentrification in general and environmental 

gentrification in particular pose significant threats to environmental justice. Although the 

environmental justice movement originally focused primarily on reducing the disproportionate 

siting of environmental burdens in low-income communities of color, Chapter 2 also established 

that environmental justice is threatened when burdens are removed and areas become 

attractive to new investment in ways that displace long-time residents.  

The dissertation research sought to investigate the potential of home repair programs 

to help secure and expand access to healthy environments to homeowners in centrally located 

urban neighborhoods experiencing gentrification pressure. As discussed in Section 7.2 of 

Synthetic Findings, the results of the research suggest that under certain conditions, home 

repair programs can serve as leverage points for advancing environmental justice in 

neighborhoods experiencing gentrification pressure. Beyond findings presented in Section 7.2, 

                                                           
comes from the old Norse word los, meaning to disband an army. This origin suggests soldiers 
falling out of formation to go home, a truce with the world. I worry now that many people never 
disband their armies, never go beyond what they know.”(Solnit, 2005)  
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specific propositions for the design of home repair programs to advance neighborhood-level 

environmental justice performance outcomes are reviewed in Section 8.3.4.  

Furthermore, beyond the specific interest in investigating the potential of home repair 

program performance, another goal of the research was to develop a better understanding of 

dynamics in neighborhoods facing gentrification pressure and identify opportunities to advance 

environmental justice in such contexts through the HEP. Interestingly, although the focus of the 

research was investigation of home repair as a leverage point to advance environmental justice 

in the context of gentrification, the results of the research suggest that gentrifying 

neighborhoods themselves have the potential to serve as leverage points to advance 

environmental justice more generally. This proposition and supporting propositions are 

discussed in Sections 8.2.1 through 8.2.6. 

8.2.1 Gentrifying Neighborhoods Have Potential as Leverage Points for EJ  

The stories of neighborhood change collected and presented through this dissertation research 

suggest potential to reframe gentrification from an intractable problem and teleological pattern 

of destruction for working class neighborhoods to a precious yet improbable opportunity to 

advance recognition, capabilities, and collective action in support of flourishing, healthy, and 

just community development. Although the predictable future for the Holly Neighborhood is still 

one in which new residents and businesses with greater economic and political power will 

displace long-time residents who move further from the central city, glimpses of alternative 

possible futures were revealed through the stories of homeowners in the three case studies and 

those of participants in HNHN.245  

However improbable these alternative futures may be, they are nevertheless worthy of 

attention. The Literature Review presented the critical problems cities face nationwide with 

regard to racial and economic segregation and the suburbanization of poverty. Gentrifying 

neighborhoods are dynamic ones in which individuals with social differences live in close 

                                                           
245 When I name gentrification as a predictable pattern of displacement and segregation here, I base this 
on my own interpretation of change I have observed in Holly and a body of literature on gentrification 
that shows that efforts to encourage market reinvestment in urban neighborhoods as a strategy for social 
mixing for the benefit of existing neighbors primarily serve the interests of middle class elites at the 
expense of existing residents (Lees, 2008).  
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proximity. There is potential in these contexts for social contact and recognition of other human 

beings as neighbors.  

This is an important opportunity as our nation grapples with an increasing awareness of 

police brutality against black men, in particular and people of color, in general. The Black Lives 

Matter movement is fundamentally a movement for recognition. It is a call to open our minds, 

hearts, and wills to relate to each other as human beings, each of us with dignity and capability. 

Responding to the racial conflicts in Ferguson, Missouri, Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader 

Ginsburg noted that racism was unlikely to change unless conditions for recognition are created. 

She explained that “[o]nce [gay] people began to say who they were, you found that it was your 

next-door neighbor or it could be your child, and we found people we admired” (Coyle, 2014). 

By contrast, according to Ginsburg, “[t]hat understanding still doesn’t exist with race; you still 

have separation of neighborhoods, where the races are not mixed. It’s the familiarity with 

people who are gay that still doesn’t exist for race and will remain that way for a long time as 

long as where we live remains divided” (Coyle, 2014).  

Of course, social contact among diverse actors alone does not cultivate recognition, 

capabilities, social learning or collective action.246 As was discussed in the HNHN case study, the 

neighbors who started the HNHN did so in part because diversity in the neighborhood was 

contributing to social fragmentation and conflict, not social integration and resilience. To foster 

the latter instead of the former, the research findings suggest five propositions for collaborative 

action inquiry and design practice:  

1) embrace embodied research and use one’s self as a research instrument; 

2) recognize the diversity of neighborhoods facing gentrification pressure as an asset for 

resilient community development;  

3) recognize gentrification as one of many possible patterns of neighborhood change;  

                                                           
246 As a side note, there is literature on contact theory that I have explored only superficially but which 
supports findings from this dissertation. Contact theory holds that under appropriate conditions, 
interpersonal contact is one of the most effective ways to reduce prejudice between majority and 
minority group members (S. C. Wright, 2009). They key is “under appropriate conditions.” Research on 
gentrification has shown that these conditions do not happen on their own in processes of market-driven 
demographic change. Diverse individuals inhabiting the same physical area are not likely to create 
relationships that bridge social difference without specific interventions to cultivate opportunities for 
positive contact, social capital, and collaborative action (Drew, 2012; Lees, 2008). 
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4) include racism in conversations about gentrification while opening questions of 

gentrification and racism to questions of resilience and belonging; and 

5) create infrastructure for resilience and belonging.  

8.2.2 Embrace Embodied Research and Use Self as Research Instrument 

When I embarked originally embarked on this research, I accepted the epistemological challenge 

presented by Donna Haraway (1995), Bent Flyvbjerg (2001), and Otto Scharmer (2009) to 

engage in social contexts that matter and in which I had a stake. Their epistemological 

arguments suggest that by engaging as an actor in consequential contexts with real conflicts, a 

researcher will experience a heightened sense of ethical accountability and more strongly 

develop situated ethical wisdom and embodied knowledge. Drawing on the tradition of action 

research, Scharmer also asserted that greater understanding of dynamic systems can be 

achieved when one attempts to intervene in those systems, especially when the research 

engages in practices of generative listening, participating with an open mind, heart, and will. 

Having incorporated these assumptions into the renewed HEP, I embraced this challenge in the 

course of action research in the Holly Neighborhood. By integrating first-, second-, and third-

person perspectives of neighborhood change through the HEP, I learned far more about the 

nuanced complexity, challenges, and opportunities involved with neighborhoods experiencing 

rapid economic reinvestment than I could have if I had only employed second-person qualitative 

interviews or third-person assessments. Experiential, engaged action research challenged me to 

more frequently and rigorously notice and question my own frames.  

Although I had previously asserted the importance of recognition and capabilities from a 

philosophical perspective, the experience of developing empathetic relationships with my 

diverse neighbors and regularly imagining what we might create together took that 

understanding to a different, embodied, relational level. Prior to embarking on this dissertation 

research, I viewed my role and that of academics in general as outside observers, facilitators, 

and consultants whose responsibility was to indirectly affect change through support of others. 

In stepping outside of the safety of that role while also maintaining the benefits of training in 

third-person observation and research techniques, I put myself in a position to learn and 

participate more fully in communities of inquiry and action. The lived experienced and situated 
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ethical knowledge developed in the course of action research in my home environment strongly 

informs the following four propositions.  

8.2.3 Recognize the Diversity of “Gentrifying” Neighborhoods as an Asset for Resilience 

The first proposition supporting a view of gentrifying neighborhoods as a site of intervention 

through which to leverage environmental justice is to recognize diversity in social difference as 

an asset for resilient community development. In effect, this involves taking an ecological view 

of social systems. Ecologists understand that the resilience of an ecosystem typically depends on 

the diversity of genetic material within it. In social systems a diversity of ideas and resources 

also contributes to the capacity of social groups to innovate and create effective adaptive 

strategies.  

As I embraced an environmental justice and an ecological perspective in the HNHN, I 

started seeing more opportunities for mutually beneficial relationships that would bridge 

diverse community assets. I also noticed that the neighborhood at the particular point in time I 

inhabited it was probably as diverse as it had been since before 1950, around the time that 

many white families moved to the suburbs (or elderly white residents passed away). As I 

engaged in the neighborhood, I began to listen for the values and priorities that mattered to my 

neighbors as well as for the special gifts and talents they might be able to contribute. I also saw 

that this diversity would not support community resilience if there were not structures to 

support recognition, empathetic engagement, and collaborative action. This awareness 

influenced the way I designed the HNHN with neighbors to create a holding space for exchange 

of gifts, collective action, and cultivation of relationships.  

8.2.4 Recognize Gentrification as One of Many Possible Patterns of Neighborhood Change 

As I continued to engage with homeowners in my neighborhood and others and listen to their 

stories through the regenerative dialogue assessments and collaborative design process, I also 

began to see that gentrification was one of many possible patterns. As discussed in Section 7.5, 

even in the same neighborhood, homeowners had frames of resistance and frames of resilience 

that shaped their experience of neighborhood life in the past and present, possibilities they 

imagined for the future, and opportunities for collective action.  
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When viewing neighborhood change through a frame of resistance, neighbors tended to 

primarily focus on gentrification as a powerful pattern of economic displacement. By definition, 

gentrification is a problematic pattern that describes a teleological pattern of change in which 

individuals with more power and wealth come to displace individuals and communities who 

have made their home in an area. In the Holly Neighborhood, this was arguably the most 

dominant pattern of neighborhood change, though it was not the only pattern.  

A persistent focus on gentrification as a singular economic pattern can also lead actors 

to leave patterns of race and racism out of public conversations about the future of places.247 

This is a problem, given that racism has shaped land use, housing, and demographic patterns in 

central urban neighborhoods and that implicit, institutionalized racism continues to structure 

interactions and place-making (Drew, 2012; Squires & Kubrin, 2005). In the in-depth interviews I 

conducted with homeowners, I found that homeowners’ experiences of race and racism shaped 

most of their stories of home and were shaping the ever-unfolding stories of their 

neighborhoods.  

That said, a persistent focus economic displacement and racism in conversations related 

to gentrification can also lead to tunnel vision that structures public conversations in ways that 

reify these patterns and systems. Focusing on these patterns can lock participants into 

narratives of victimization and oppression that serve to reinforce these patterns instead of 

helping actors transcend them (Boyd, 2008). Storylines from such frames of resistance are likely 

to preclude opportunities for actors to recognize one another’s gifts, capabilities, and potential 

common interest in creating a shared culture that builds on the strengths of the past and 

welcomes contributions of new respectful neighbors, as envisioned by Ryan Torres. The case 

studies suggest that if home repair interventions (and other interventions) intended to address 

                                                           
247 I speak here from personal experience as one of such actors, having grown up with the hope for a 
colorblind world and having been trained as a student of economics and public policy to look for market 
interventions to address structural social inequalities. This is also to say that I am not speaking here as a 
scholar of gentrification, since scholars of gentrification often consider intersections of race, class and 
gender in their analyses (Freeman & Cai, 2015; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2013; Pattillo-McCoy, 1999; Prince, 
2002).  
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problems related to gentrification and racism should work to address substantive, structural, 

and material patterns as well as relational patterns of interaction among diverse actors.  

8.2.5 Open Questions of Gentrification & Racism to Questions of Resilience and Belonging  

Conversations related to gentrification and racism are challenging, yet important. The 

regenerative dialogue interviews and collaborative design processes I engaged in over the 

course of the interviews helped me develop a much richer understanding of these patterns 

operating in my neighborhood than I had been exposed to previously in public meetings with 

racially charged conflicts between a few vocal, impassionate activists, resigned city officials, and 

a few smug newer neighbors who reassured each other that the noise would settle down soon 

as the old guard left. With these kinds of charged (and often dehumanizing) public conversations 

about race, the majority of my neighbors would rather just avoid talking about race altogether. 

As such, when I conducted interviews with homeowners and engaged in design processes, I 

never introduced the words “gentrification” or “race” or “racism.” Although I did not use the 

words “resilience” or “belonging” either, I did ask them generally about changes in the 

neighborhood, their relationships with neighbors, what they valued about their neighborhood, 

and their concerns and aspirations for the neighborhood. In my willingness to listen attentively 

to interviewees, themes concerning gentrification, resilience, racism, and belonging emerged 

naturally in their stories of home, told in their own words. Through my own practice of 

generative listening grounded in recognition and capabilities, I helped create a safe, 

regenerative conversational space in which homeowners shared a range of stories of the past 

and also sometimes shared stories they imagined for the future. In the HGNP interviews, holding 

the space with a research partner who had a similar background to the interviewees also helped 

create a safer, more regenerative social field. In the HNHN, this conversational holding space 

created room for homeowners to imagine new possibilities and create new collaborative 

projects to bring those possibilities into existence. 

8.2.6 Create Holding Spaces for Resilience, Belonging, and Action 

The results of case study research suggest that it is possible to create holding spaces in which 

diverse actors in a neighborhood experiencing gentrification pressure can collaboratively learn, 

reflect, imagine, choose, and act together in ways to advance their collective well-being. In the 

HNHN demonstration projects, actors succeeded in creating such holding spaces by employing 
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resilient leadership practices, regenerative dialogue assessments, and collaborative design 

processes. Through the regenerative dialogue assessments, the combination of expert outsider 

knowledge and local insider knowledge of each home enabled homeowners to create a vision 

for their home that diverse actors could collectively bring into being, drawing on the diverse 

resources of the larger community. Work days happened out of a practice of radical hospitality 

on the part of the homeowners who invited neighbors they often did not know into the privacy 

of their homes. Through this generous act, they created a space where all participants had the 

opportunity to change ourselves by changing our neighborhood together. In these moments and 

spaces, many volunteers reported discovering a sense of connection to place and people they 

had not previously enjoyed and created relationships and new actions that carried forward into 

the future.  

The three cases demonstrated the potential of home repair programs to advance justice 

as recognition and capabilities by creating a holding space for authentic dialogue and action. 

HNHN demonstrated the most potential. Although HNHN had shortcomings (e.g., the social 

exclusion required by background checks and the labor and capital intensiveness of the projects 

that prevented them from being a regularly enacted community performance), the successes of 

the three demonstration projects signal the importance of creating spaces for dialogue and 

collective action that bridge social difference and cultivate recognition and capabilities as justice 

in neighborhoods experiencing gentrification. This was also underscored by Ryan Torres’ HGNP 

interview. Torres asserted that we need more safe places for community conversations in which 

people can engage authentically with one another and talk about what they really want in life 

and about how they are suffering. He imagined that in such spaces of connection and dialogue, 

neighbors could heal individually and collectively and advance individual and collective efficacy. 

He likened the importance of creating such spaces supporting dialogue and restoration of 

community relationships to the importance of restoring the physical foundation of a home 

through home repair. Translating this value into action, he made a personal practice of 

venturing out into the fast-changing business corridor of East Cesar Chavez Street to welcome 

new businesses to the neighborhood and to let them know about the community here already. 

He is a courageous man. He has overcome profound adversity in his life. As he professionally 

earns a living installing data cable that supports an interconnected, world-wide web of 
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exchange, he vocationally builds his life by cultivating social relationships across difference, with 

diverse tenants as roommates and unlikely community actors as teammates. He has succeeded 

in leveraging home repair to turn his home into an place of belonging on a very small scale. 

Learning from his example, we would be well-served to look for opportunities to expand spaces 

for dialogue, exchange, and action in gentrifying neighborhoods where diverse neighbors are 

living, learning, worshiping, working, and playing in the same place as neighbors. The case 

studies suggest that this challenge can be addressed by incorporating recognition as justice into 

ordinary acts in our ordinarily lived days. Even in the mundane details of installing a gutter or a 

rain barrel, spaces for authentic dialogue and collaborative action can be created and employed. 

To that end, the discussion of propositions will shift to concrete matters of propositions for 

practice in the domain of home repair. 

8.3 PROPOSITIONS FOR HOME REPAIR PRACTICE 
The practical wisdom and theoretical insights derived from the three case studies also offer 

concrete propositions for the design and implementation of home repair programs. In reflecting 

on these concrete recommendations about actions to take, it is important to remember that the 

highest performance achieved by the home repair programs occurred when the actors involved 

with home repair performance engaged with one another with mutual care, recognition, 

awareness of one another’s distinct capabilities, and a general understanding of one another’s 

interdependence. 

8.3.1 Cultivate a Citywide Home Repair Learning Network 

The results of the research strongly suggest that the performance potential of a city-funded 

home repair program can be greatly expanded through the support of a strong social learning 

network of actors involved in home repair provision. It takes a village to create a successful and 

effective citywide home repair program. From building the political base to secure funding, 

through design and implementation, a thriving ecosystem of nonprofit, public, and private 

organizations and stakeholders related to the challenge of green and healthy home repair is 

essential. Creating conditions for a social learning network with a culture of resilient leadership 

is important. The strength of this kind of social learning network comes from the free 

association of self-motivated, self-organizing actors who form trusting relationships with one 
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another free of manipulation and control. Power is distributed horizontally and difference is 

recognized as an asset. As such, it is counterproductive to try to impose a learning network from 

above, yet outside conveners can offer powerful invitations that help autonomous actors 

recognize common interests. 

8.3.1.1 Support Networks of Negotiation 

In Austin, the affordable housing bond in general and the creation of the GO Repair Program in 

particular would not have happened without extensive network and coalition building. Frame 

alignment among affordable housing advocates and environmental advocates led to a collective 

strategy in which all parties advocated for a combined bond package in 2006 that included 

priorities for each (Snow et al., 1986). Voter approval of the 2006 affordable housing bond 

greatly expanded resources for funding for home repair. When the Austin Housing Repair 

Coalition (AHRC) formed that year, it engaged a wide range of organizations and departments 

that had a common interest in supporting shared clients. Through consistent advocacy the AHRC 

as a network of negotiation was ultimately successful in overcoming conflicts with the City staff 

about the use of public funds for private home repair. 

8.3.1.2 Support Collaborative, Innovation Ecosystems  

Once the GO Repair Program was created, the AHRC helped steward it. The members came 

together as a social learning community dedicated to expanding and enhancing home repair 

services for Austin’s most vulnerable homeowners. Through their participation in the social 

learning network, actors were able to recognize when other provider were having similar 

challenges and work collectively to make recommendations that worked for everyone. Trust and 

reciprocity grew over time as individual members increasingly demonstrated resilient leadership 

practices and achieved concrete successes through collective action. A few key actors who 

demonstrated significant resilient leadership skills and practices were particularly important in 

supporting others in adopting the same. From 2006 to 2011 the group did not have elected 

leaders, favoring a horizontal leadership structure in which power was shared equally. Although 

a third-party facilitator supported the group in the beginning stages from 2006 to 2008, by 2009 

members self-organized while keeping monthly face-to-face meetings. From 2009 to 2011, the 

only official role was that of a secretary who took minutes and tracked action items and 

agreements made during meetings. The case study suggests that a culture of resilient leadership 
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is important in helping a learning network progress from a network of negotiation to a 

collaborative ecosystem. A neutral, third-party, facilitative leader with strengths in coalition 

building (including frame alignment) can help develop such a trusting and cooperative culture, 

but such a role is not essential.  

The strength of collaborative ecosystems depends on the diverse strengths of 

participating organizations. Austin happened to have many nonprofit home repair providers 

who took different approaches to meeting diverse community needs related to home repair. 

Contracting out these local nonprofits (instead of contractors at large) proved to be a 

tremendous success. These nonprofits put people and their homes first: they are not just 

completing a job, they are providing a service in the context of trusting relationships with 

homeowners. Often, these nonprofits are also connecting households with other valuable social 

services. The nonprofits have been able to leverage other funding sources (including other 

government programs and philanthropic sources). 

8.3.1.3 Engage Diverse Stakeholders Early and Persistently  

Early engagement with city departments related to the challenge of green and healthy home 

repair is also a strategic priority in developing a city-wide learning network. Architectural barrier 

removal programs, lead abatement/removal programs, emergency home repair programs, and 

weatherization programs with federal funding are obvious partners. Involving the health 

department from the outset can also be helpful, especially if its programs involve anti-indoor 

smoking campaigns or other indoor environmental health challenges. Strong partnerships 

between housing departments and health departments also make for competitive proposals to 

HUD's Healthy Homes programs. The AHRC did not have success in bringing the Health 

Department into the fold, but the Seton Asthma Center participated for some time when we 

were applying for funding for healthy home interventions to couple with standard 

improvements. 

8.3.1.4 Assign Case Managers and Remove Administrative & Legal Barriers to Integrated Home 

Repair  

It is difficult to take a holistic approach to home repair that results in a green and healthy home 

when funding support is administratively separated into several different departments and 

organizations, each with its own program guidelines, application requirements, waitlists, and 
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staff. Green building professionals recognize that integrated design is essential to cost-

effectively create a healthy, safe, energy-efficient, water-efficient, and comfortable building. 

This is much more difficult to achieve with housing repair. At minimum, a strong referral 

network among providers is required. Ideally, each homeowner would be assigned a dedicated 

home case manager who would facilitate RDAs and work with the household to ensure that 

home repairs are designed to advance its particular needs and aspirations. If a homeowner 

needs to go through multiple home repair organizations to complete the work required for the 

home, the case manager would help the homeowner through referral processes and support 

coordination among providers. Ideally the case manager would have both emotional intelligence 

and technical expertise in building science and ecological design, or at least be able to lead a 

team and integrate different areas of expertise.  

8.3.1.5 Establish Referral and Learning Networks 

Providing a solid base of home repair funds through the City makes it easier to leverage other 

funding sources required for a holistic approach. First, by providing baseline funding, nonprofit 

providers are in a more stable position that enables them to collaborate more extensively with 

others. AHRC used its network for referrals to leverage resources that were internal to the 

network while also sharing information with one another about outside opportunities that 

would expand resources available to the collective network. The more the City's home repair 

program can be integrated with other programs from the start, the better. The AHRC struggled 

to fully integrate weatherization and home repair programs, in large part because of pressure 

related to ARRA spending. Other programs show potential for such integration.248  

                                                           
248 Ellen Tohn's work to advance a "One Touch" approach to green and healthy home repair has been 
effective. She has worked closely with the Department of Energy's "Weatherization Plus Health" program 
(https://www.wxplushealth.org/tags/ellen-tohn) and the National Center of Healthy Housing. Baltimore’s 
LIGHT program (Leading Innovation for a Green and Healthy Tomorrow) has had more success in this 
area. Initiated by the mayor’s office, this program assigns a city case worker to visit a homeowner about 
home repair. When they visit the home, they check in about a range of household needs. Not only do they 
asses the physical condition of the building, they also check to see if there are residents with asthma, if 
they are set up with health insurance, and more. The program's screening process makes it easy to 
connect the household in need with repairs with a suite of resources that can enable them to enjoy a 
healthy, resource-efficient home in which they can reach their full potential. 
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8.3.1.6 Advance Holistic Home Repair Through Human-centered Design 

The research demonstrates that home repair is not simply a technical intervention and home 

performance is not simply a matter of technical efficiency. Households have their own particular 

needs, preferences, and patterns of inhabitation, and if a home repair intervention is not 

designed in accordance with the way they manage their homes, it is unlikely to achieve high 

performance in the long run. The case studies demonstrated that a truly holistic, high-

performing home repair program involves a human-centered design process, through which the 

assessor engages the homeowners in a dialogue about their needs and aspirations for their 

home (including how the home might help them fulfill what's important in their lives). The 

regenerative design dialogue assessment (RDA) described earlier and demonstrated through 

case studies proved to be helpful in understanding the complex, social, ecological, and 

technological dimensions of home performance. By inviting homeowners to share their stories 

of home, interventions can be tailored according to their priorities. It is important to underscore 

that a successful RDA depends on both the emotional intelligence and the scientific and 

technical expertise of the home repair provider. The more the provider understands building 

science and technology and how buildings relate to larger ecological systems, and the more the 

provider is capable of empathetically understanding homeowners, the more likely it will be that 

the provider can tailor the home repair intervention to contextual imperatives. 

8.3.1.7 Employ Strategies for Increasing Return on Investment through Environmental Justice 

The case studies reveled that home repair programs can generate quantifiable, private and 

public economic benefits that can be factored into cost-benefit or return on investment 

calculations. The case studies revealed the potential of home repair programs to reduce 

monthly household expenses by reducing utility bills, medical expenses, pest-control 

investments, and even homeowners’ insurance. In households with children suffering from 

asthma, improvements led to fewer missed school days (a quantifiable public cost) and fewer 

missed days of work for caregiving parents. In Austin, neither the GO Repair Program nor the 

Holly Good Neighbor Program deliberately designed programs to produce these effects, and 

there was no attempt by the City of Austin to measure them. If the City had anticipated these 

secondary benefits and designed the program to expand and measure them, program leaders 

may have been able to demonstrated expanded ROI performance. 
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Given the public interest in advancing environmental justice and increasing the ROI of 

public investments (especially those funded with bond funds), home repair programs may 

consider specifically targeting low-income families with asthmatic children for home repairs. 

Asthma is a disease with cumulative risk factors and vulnerabilities, and children spend 90 

percent of their day indoors. Improvements to the home environment can reduce cumulative 

risk, but most asthma programs don't have the financial resources to provide financial support 

for these investments. Establishing a partnership with a health department or asthma center 

may make it possible to target these households and leverage resources of multiple service 

providers. Given the neighborhood-level environmental health factors contributing to asthma, 

some neighborhoods likely have a higher concentration of children with asthma. In such cases, a 

neighborhood approach might have synergistic benefits. 

8.3.2 Design for Catalytic Effects and Multiple Public Benefits 

When designing a citywide home repair program, it is possible to intervene in individual homes 

in ways that generate synergistic public benefits and catalytic effects, beyond even the 

multiplier effects touted by weatherization programs. For instance, when building professionals 

lead volunteer teams in providing green and healthy home repairs through organizations like 

Rebuilding Together and Habitat, the volunteers can develop skills through hands-on experience 

to make their own homes healthier and more ecologically responsible. They can also learn about 

home management strategies to achieve the same. 

The potential of this approach was demonstrated at the neighborhood level by the Holly 

Neighbors Helping Neighbors partnership with 1 house at a time. Neighborhood volunteers had 

the opportunity to choose a task in which they would like to develop mastery, or a project in 

which they were willing to use their mastery to teach others. As they learned together on-site, 

they created relationships through which they could continue to support one another. Some 

made commitments at the work days that they would work on together later. Incorporating 

community-based social marketing into the design of community-focused home repair events 

can help shift social norms and encourage adoption of new behaviors and technologies. 

However, as the case studies in this dissertation show, it is of utmost importance to implement 

such strategies in ways that draw on the intrinsic motivations of volunteers and do not impose 

an agenda on the work event. When leaders introduce pro-environmental behaviors, it is 
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important that they share authentically and vulnerably from their own experience in ways that 

allow others to relate to them and learn from them. No one likes to be told what to do in their 

daily lives, and such directives are particularly unwelcome in the context of volunteer home 

repair events. Volunteers who participate in part to express and affirm a virtue (or to be seen as 

virtuous) are unlikely to appreciate admonishments. Homeowners are unlikely to appreciate an 

outsider telling them how they should manage the affairs of their home. The examples of the 

demonstration HNHN case studies include examples of how this can be done well, as well as 

failures. The neighborhood-based approach employed by the Baltimore Neighborhood Energy 

Challenge is complementary to the HNHN model. By enlisting the support of neighborhood 

energy captains in neighborhoods with tight social networks, they have been successful in 

accelerating adoption of energy-saving technologies and strategies. 

Furthermore, when volunteer events highlight the work of local green building 

professionals, they create the potential of boosting the local green building economy. 

Volunteering at such events gives these professionals direct, personal contact with target 

clients. Such volunteers recognize the value of green home renovation enough to support 

another household in need and they are likely in an economic bracket that would enable them 

to pay market-rate for home improvements. When green building professionals volunteer on 

different teams at the same event, they also help build their own professional network and may 

be able to refer work to one another. In the three HNHN prototypes, the two green building 

professionals involved most significantly in the projects enjoyed new business opportunities 

through their involvement in the projects. 

Home repair projects can further support the local green economy when they support 

the work of nonprofits that provide green building job training for disadvantaged youth. In 

Austin, the GO Repair Program contracted with American Youth Works and its Casa Verde 

Builders program. This support strengthened its capacity to provide technical training to youth, 

including professional certification required for weatherization professionals. American Youth 

Works is part of the national network of YouthBuild affiliates that could be engaged in other 

cities. 
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8.3.3 Design Neighborhood Programs with Neighbors for Particular Contexts 

When designing programs to advance neighborhood-level environmental justice outcomes, 

design with, not for, the neighborhood and consider the particular neighborhood context. The 

literature review demonstrated that home repair programs have been justified as interventions 

to mitigate patterns of blight (by encouraging reinvestment) and gentrification (by slowing 

reinvestment by helping longtime neighbors stay in their homes). On the surface, it would seem 

that home repair programs could not support neighborhood stabilization in both of these 

contexts and that home repairs would be more likely to accelerate gentrification than to 

stabilize it. After all, couldn’t low-income homeowners just use the home repairs to get a better 

price for their homes when they sell them? The results from the case studies suggest that home 

repair programs do have the potential to ameliorate multi-faceted gentrification pressures, even 

if they cannot significantly influence larger market trends. That said, to achieve these goals, 

programs need to be specially tailored to their neighborhood contexts. 

The results of the case studies suggest that there are some repairs that are particularly 

likely to support households experiencing gentrification pressure. First, the only times that 

homeowners said that the home repairs they received significantly influenced their decision to 

stay instead of selling their homes were in cases in which the condition of the homes had 

threatened the homeowners’ health and safety. Conveniently, these high-impact improvements 

for the quality of life of households are not typically high impact with regard to property 

appraisals. In gentrifying neighborhoods, land value based on market transactions drives up 

property appraisals, while improvement values are less likely to fluctuate based on basic home 

repairs. These repairs are rarely visible on the outside, so they are less likely to generate any 

new market signals. That said, other homeowners in the interviews talked about how important 

a fresh coat of paint was to their self-esteem in a fast-changing neighborhood where they are 

not in a position to keep up with the neighbors. Additionally, homeowners found that repairs 

that reduced their monthly expenses were valuable, but these savings were difficult to quantify, 

and no one indicated that reductions in their expenses were significant enough make a dent in 

their rising property taxes or other living expenses. 

The case studies also suggest that volunteer-based home repair programs in gentrifying 

neighborhoods can be designed to cultivate social capital in the diverse but fragmented social 
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fabric of these dynamic environments. The revealing case of the Jones family and the 

demonstration projects of HNHN demonstrated how neighborhood-based volunteer events can 

help cultivate relationships and capacity for collective action among individuals who might not 

otherwise have encountered each other. Social capital developed among individuals and groups 

who are different from one another is particularly important in developing capacity for effective 

collective action and neighborhood resilience.249 When well-established neighbors with deep 

roots and cultural capital in the neighborhood form ties with newer neighbors who may have 

connections to social networks in the larger urban environment, significant opportunities arise 

to strengthen social capital through community work days. In the HNHN events, neighbors 

reported developing a new sense of neighborhood identity and belonging. They also enjoyed 

discovering the generosity and talents of neighbors who were able to work well together for 

their collective well-being. 

However, it was also discovered that home repair projects conducted in the privacy of 

neighbors’ homes pose challenges to the cultivation of trusting relationships. Using home repair 

volunteer events to build relationships where the social fabric has been fragmented means that 

there are fewer social protections in place already should a volunteer take advantage of the 

homeowner’s vulnerability. In tight-knit communities, it would be less likely that a volunteer 

would violate trust, and if they did, they would likely be caught by others. In environments 

where homeowners do not know all of the volunteers and the volunteers do not know each 

other, criminal background checks can afford some level of protection. However, asking 

neighbors for criminal background checks can be disruptive and introduce suspicion or mistrust 

that can erode social capital. Additionally, these projects were labor and capital intensive to plan 

and implement. This limited the number of regular, publicly visible, community volunteer days 

and the visible presence of projects completed by the neighborhood. 

                                                           
249 Social capital built from relationships among people who have different backgrounds or belong to 
separate groups is known as “bridging” social capital, which is understood to be particularly important for 
collective efficacy (Larsen et al., 2004). 
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8.4 CONCLUSIONS AND CAVEATS 
In reviewing the propositions presented in this concluding chapter, it is important to remember 

that a home ecological or regenerative design approach to a home repair intervention creates 

potential for leveraging neighborhood-level benefits in complex, dynamic social, ecological, and 

technological systems. Sometimes the potential transforms into results that are surprising even 

if they are anticipated. Home repair programs that bring diverse community members together 

in the giving and receiving of gifts and the opportunity to create and make commitments 

together introduce opportunities for positive interactions among actors (e.g., neighbors or 

home repair providers) that in turn may lead to enduring relationships and collective action that 

would otherwise have been highly unlikely. Sometimes these relationships form and these 

actions are taken. Sometimes they do not. None can be caused or forced to happen. These 

outcomes may be anticipated, but they cannot be predicted or controlled.  

This finding serves as something of a cautionary tale for social scientists who might jump 

to conclude that the HEP and resilient leadership practices are best practices to produce social 

capital that will make communities more resilient in the face of change. Research in planning 

and other fields has demonstrated that communities with social capital in strong social networks 

have been better able to respond to disruption (Baker, 2012, 2012; Folke et al., 2002; Olsson et 

al., 2004). However the findings of this dissertation research suggest there may be a paradoxical 

risk involved in focusing on the variable of social capital and its instrumental value. It is true that 

HNHN strengthened relationships among neighbors and generated a special kind of wealth that 

will likely be used to advance community health and wealth in the future. However, framing this 

outcome of inspired interactions among actors as “social capital” focuses attention on the 

instrumental value of relationships, detracting from their present experiential value.250 Framing 

the strength of such relationships purely for their instrumental value as capital borders on 

imposing an agenda on them.251  

                                                           
250 A basic dictionary definition of “capital” is “any form of wealth employed or capable of being employed 
in the production of more wealth.” 
 
251 This is not to say it is unwise to use “social capital” to describe the outcomes produced from the 
interactions. The social bonds are certainly a form of wealth that can be used to generate greater wealth 
for communities that have it. By referring to the potential for collaborative action held within social bonds 
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Paradoxically, the most productive HNHN work day events in terms of social capital 

produced were the ones with the most flexible agendas. These were events at which some 

volunteers appeared to get lost in limerence, “those moments of transcendence when the skull 

line falls away and we are lost in love for another [or] the challenge of a task” (Brooks, 2011b). 

The power of these moments came from the quality of intention and attention in the present. 

There was no force or manipulation in these moments, in part because there was no binding 

future agenda. In these fully present, genuine connections, people connected in meaningful 

ways, cultivated ongoing relationships, and experienced the joy of learning. In moments in 

which it seemed that someone was trying to force an outcome, the quality of the social learning 

environment was degraded.  

This suggests that if a practitioner decides to design an event with best practices that 

have been proven to produce social capital, she may find herself leading a team that gets caught 

in a trap of doing it right at the expense of being connected and responsive. When it came to 

producing desirable substantive and relational outcomes, the way of being of the actors was as 

influential in the HNHN as the specific things (e.g., best practices, design techniques, behavior 

change strategies) they were doing. As the community organizer and social justice activist Cesar 

Chavez expressed this simple theory:  

I've always maintained that it isn't the form that's going to make the difference. 

It isn't the rule or the procedure or the ideology, but it's human beings that will 

make it. (Chavez, 1970) 

Although this was a central truth for Chavez as a grassroots, movement leader and may 

appear to be a commonsensical finding to some (e.g., people widely recognize that the bedside 

manner of physicians influences health performance outcomes), this is not a foundational 

theory in the field of urban planning. It is arguably antithetical to an understanding of 

performance in the field. Grounded in the technical rationality of bureaucracies, individuals are 

                                                           
as “social capital,” this vital community asset has been secured a seat at the table in economic discourse. 
By expanding the conversation about community resources from financial ones to also include social 
capital, natural capital, human capital and cultural capital, planners are more likely to recognize the 
importance of these vital community assets and work to cultivate and protect them. It is simply to 
emphasize the importance of recognizing the present value to communities of the experience of trusting 
relationships, not just the value of what can be done in the future because of the strength of these 
relationships. 
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relied upon to be neutral, objective, and rational and to fulfill their delineated roles in the 

system and to follow the rules. Fairness is based on treating everyone equally, and individual 

people should be largely interchangeable if they have the same technical skills for the job. 

Bureaucracies value those who adhere to process and procedure over those who innovate or 

take the kind of risks involved with authentic leadership. Policy and program evaluations are 

primarily focused on means-end and cost-benefit analyses.  

The HEP’s theory of resilient leadership challenges these notions of planning and 

performance. First, as the results of this research demonstrated, the “being” aspect of human 

beings and the way they frame systems have material influence over results. Resilient leaders 

help individuals operating in various parts of a given system to reframe their roles and recognize 

previously untapped potential within themselves and from their points in the system. The HEP 

calls upon individuals in any point of the system to tune into their own calling and act in ways 

that support the whole, their neighbors, and themselves. With such awakened and attuned 

human potential, new opportunities for action may be possible. Chavez offered an apt summary 

of this kind of resilient, distributed, enlivened leadership that resonates with some of the actors 

discussed in the case studies:  

Those who are willing to sacrifice and be of service have very little difficulty with 

people. They know what they are all about. People can't help but want to be 

near them. They help them; they work with them. That's what love is all about. 

It starts with your heart and radiates out. (Chavez, n.d.) 

While the field of planning is typically known better for its theories on power (and 

power’s capacity to corrupt) than its theories on love (and love’s capacity to liberate), Chavez’s 

quote and the experiences of the many resilient leaders observed and discussed in this 

dissertation suggest that the field might be well-served to expand its theoretical base with 

regard to emotional intelligence and resilient leadership as they relate to the kind of power 

described by Chavez. The HEP paradigm, renewed with advancements in social learning theory 

such as Theory U and building on the planning field’s strengths in critically reflective practice, is 

a promising area for future inquiry.  

In imagining such future possibilities in contrast to the daunting challenges we face, it is 

helpful to recall the practical wisdom Ellen Swallow Richards relayed to one of the women 



 

556 
 

whom she mentored: “We never can tell how our lives may work to the account of the general 

good, and we are not wise enough to know if we have fulfilled our mission or not” (Hunt, 1912). 

Yet, although we cannot predict or control the outcomes, and we will never have a foolproof 

theory to locate societal goodness, we have the responsibility to engage and enact a more 

flourishing future to the best of our collective capabilities in the places we call home.  
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9 APPENDICES 
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9.1 APPENDIX A: KEY FEATURES OF COMPLEX ADAPTIVE SYSTEMS  

Feature Summary Description 

Agents The system comprises large numbers of individual agents connected through multiple 

networks.  

Interactions The agents interact dynamically, exchanging information and energy based on 

heuristics that organize interactions locally. Even if specific agents only interact with a 

few others, the effects propagate throughout the system.  

Nonlinearity The interactions are non-linear, iterative, recursive, and self-referential. There are 

many direct and indirect feedback loops operating at multiple scales.  

System 

behavior and 

emergence 

The system is open, the behavior of the system is determined by the interactions, not 

the components. The performance of the system cannot be understood by looking at 

the components; it must be understood by looking at the interactions through which 

coherent and novel patterns of order emerge. The presence of emergent properties 

defies linear prediction. 

Memory and 

history 

The system has a memory, not located in a specific place, but distributed throughout 

the system. Choices in the past establish patterns and path dependencies around 

which self-organization continues. Understanding history is essential to understanding 

the behavior of the system.  

Resilience 

and 

adaptation 

The system displays both the capacity to maintain its viability and the capacity to 

evolve. With sufficient diversity the heuristics will evolve, the agents will adapt to each 

other, and the system can organize its internal structure without the intervention of 

an outside agent.  

Complexity scientists and urban ecologists generally use the concept of resilience to 

refer to the extent of disturbance a system can tolerate before it reorganizes around a 

new set of structures and processes. Resilience determines how vulnerable the system 

is to unexpected change and surprises, the degree to which the system is capable of 

self-organization, and the ability to increase the capacity for learning and adaptation in 

a system. 

Sources: Alberti, 2008; Holling, 2001; Folke, 2002; Berkes 2003; Innes and Booher 2010; Cilliers 2005; 

Stacey 2001; Tsoukas 2005 

NOTE: This table was built primarily from the bolded sources, which all address complexity from the 

perspective or organizational management.  
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9.2 APPENDIX B: KEY ELEMENTS OF RICHARD’S INTEGRATED HOME ECOLOGY PRAXIS 
 Scientific Research & 

Observations 
Advocacy Research  Design Practice Social Learning 

Practice 

Ec
o

lo
gi

ca
l 

 Water 
contamination 
studies. 

 Food contamination 
studies. 

 Contagious disease. 

 Water quality 
laws 

 Pure food laws 

 Sanitary 
regulations 

 Experiments with 
healthy food, air, 
and water at 
home and in lab.  

 In home, 
experimented 
with waste and 
ventilation 
systems 
 

 Extension-based 
home ecology class 

 Co-founder and 
leader of Lake 
Placid Conferences 
for Home 
Economics 

 Rumford Kitchen 
and Chicago 
World’s Fair 

 International 
academic travel 

So
ci

al
 

 Inequality of living 
conditions and 
access to education 

 Studies linking 
environmental 
pollution and 
dietetics to 
developmental 
delays in children 
and disease. 

 Studies found no 
impact of higher 
education on 
women’s 
reproductive. 

 Sanitary reforms 
adopted in cities 

 Campaigned for 
changes to 
school lunch 
system 

 Campaigned for 
access to public 
science 
education 
(including 
training for 
teachers)  

 Established the 
New England 
Kitchen  

 Self-funded the 
Women’s 
Laboratory to 
train women in 
Home Ecology. 

 Created 
industrial design 
guidelines for 
safe workplaces. 

 

 Established and 
participated in 
broad learning 
networks of many 
types that 
disseminated 
results and put 
them in practice.  

 Educated through 
the New England 
Kitchen 

V
o

ca
ti

o
n

al
 

 Personal 
observations of 
depression among 
women.  

 Women structurally 
barred from 
developing gifts and 
voice  

 Campaigned for 
women to have 
access to higher 
education.  

  

 Established many 
courses and 
networks to help 
women discover 
science and their 
own capacity to 
make the world 
better. 

 Co-founder and 
leader of American 
Association of 
University Women 
(AAUW) 

 Built mentoring 
networks into 
extension courses.  
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9.3 APPENDIX C: INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD DOCUMENTATION  
The original IRB application submitted in October 2011 was processed as IRB Protocol Number 2011-10-

0033 and was approved by the IRB with Expedited Review and a Waiver of Documentation of Consent. 

When the study was resubmitted for approval after the completion of the first study period, the IRB 

determined that this study did not classify as human subjects research. A 5/15/13 email explained this 

was because of the nature of the study as “a process evaluation – an inquiry into a human service 

program to determine whether its implementation is congruous with its conception. This IRB 

documentation is presented below in sections 9.3.1 and 9.3.2. A full presentation of the proposal 

submitted is available upon request of the researcher.  

In engaged action research, IRB approval is a low-bar for ethical conduct. Transparent communication 

and protection of privacy for all participants is a priority in community-engaged research. Appendix C 

includes 1) the partnership agreement established by a research team of three after some 

communication challenges had emerged, 2) the recruitment and informed consent letter used to recruit 

households for the Holly Good Neighbor Program interviews (the February 2014 letter is included, 

following the original January 2014 letter that included the name of a research partner who 

subsequently resigned), and 3) the flyer summarizing the use of the Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors 

Initiative (HNHN) in this dissertation research which was distributed for each work day. Pseudonyms 

were used for clients interviewed and for volunteers in HNHN unless specifically authorized to use actual 

names. The interview guides presented in Appendix D included informed consent protocol used in the 

course of interviews.  
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9.3.1 IRB: 5/15/13 Non Human Subject Research Determination 
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9.3.2 IRB: 4/25/12 Approval of Expedited Review &Waiver of Documentation of Consent 
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9.3.3 Holly Good Neighbor Voice Project Partnership Agreement (January 12, 2014) 

Project name:  Holly Good Neighbor Voices Project 

The Big Picture:  
What are out to create 
together? 
Who are we for each 
other?  
Who are we for our 
community?  

Unity. Integrity. Voice.  
UNITY. We stand together as a team in unity, bound by our commitment to 
provide a trustworthy, fair, timely evaluation of the Holly Good Neighbor 
program based on the experiences of our neighbors.  

 We stand in unity, not uniformity. We each bring different talents 
to the table and commit fully to playing our part in service to a 
greater whole. We honor one another’s strengths.  

 We choose to trust each other. The minute something comes up 
that threatens that trust (e.g., a rumor, something someone says, 
etc), we address the issue directly with the person in question (and 
the team).  

 We carry ourselves as a united body; when there are conflicts or 
disagreements, we address them immediately and resolve them 
internally. 

 We speak respectfully of one another in the public and do not ere 
grievances or concerns with outside parties.  

 With healthy, respectful, and open communication, we can build 
the capacity and power of our team and demonstrate the potential 
of unity and collective strength for our neighborhood.  

 Most importantly, through our united partnership and powerful 
communication, we can create a space where our neighbors can 
share their stories and experiences authentically and participate in 
enhancing an important neighborhood program.  

 
INTEGRITY. We will stay true to the core values and purpose of this project. 
We will honor our word and all of our commitments to each other and to 
project participants.  

 We will honor the interviewees by not sharing anything that could 
be traced to them, unless they have signed a release.  

 We will do exactly what we agree to do (and by when we agree to 
do it). The minute one of us sees that she won’t be able to follow 
through 100%, she will be in communication with the team.  

 We will honor our schedule.  

 We will meet weekly to check in, assess our progress, address any 
concerns or questions, do what is needed to adjust course, and 
recommit to our next actions.  

 We will come to know each other as people we can really count on.  
By embodying a high level of integrity in our own work, we can take a 
strong stand for the integrity of the Holly Good Neighbor program. For this 
project, we are fully committed to having the Holly Good Neighbor Program 
fully work for our individual neighbors and our neighborhood as a whole.  

VOICE. We will listen attentively to our neighbors as they share their 
experiences of the program and changes in the neighborhood, suspending 
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our own opinions, perspectives, judgments. In our attentive listening, we 
will create a space where people can share their story in their own voice. 
Not only can they share specific home repair experience, they can also 
articulate what they really want for the neighborhood and what they have 
valued about the neighborhood over the years. While protecting individual 
identities, we will share these voices with program officials.  

Key project 
responsibilities 
& milestones:  
 

15 interviews completed by March 10, 2014  
 Project team conducts practice interviews, in English and Spanish, 

by January 20. 

 Project team conducts door to door outreach to targeted neighbors 
from January 20-26, with goal of signing 15 up for interviews. If 
possible, we will have them sign Austin Energy release forms so we 
can ask better questions during interviews).  

 Service history profiles reviewed from HGN at NHCD January 27-, so 
we can discuss specific repairs with clients.  

 Checkin-meetings: 2 between Dec 2 and Dec 17, once a week 
between January 7 and January 31. 

 15 interviews completed and transcribed between January 7 and 
January 31 

 Full report to Neighborhood Housing and Community Development 
by February 28.  
 

General roles & 
responsibilities:  
 

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR. Elizabeth Walsh is the principal investor, which 
means she is the lead researcher for this particular, well-defined research 
project. As such, she takes direct responsibility for completion of the funded 
project, directing the research and reporting directly to the funding agency. 
As a doctoral candidate in Community & Regional Planning, she has 
extensive training and experience in quantitative and qualitative research, 
both as a research assistant and as a manager. She is responsible for: 

 The design of the interview guide / questions to be asked 

 Leading the interviews (when the research assistant is not 
translating, she may jump in occasionally when an important part 
of the interview guide might be missed, but generally is supporting 
by actively listening, taking notes, and ensuring that the interview 
is being recorded).  

 Ensuring that interviews are recorded when neighbors agree to it. 

 Keeping records and backing up data 

 Managing the progress and leading the check-in meetings. In the 
meetings, the team will bring any concerns to the table so that they 
can be resolved effectively as a research team. Some breakdowns 
may occur and the best way to handle them is to address them 
immediately. PI is also responsible for minutes from meetings.  

 The PI’s first responsibility is to the integrity of the research 
project. In the case that a team member repeatedly does not keep 
agreements made to the team which threaten the integrity of the 
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research project, the PI may need to restore integrity by bringing 
the research assistanceship to a close. After three significant 
breakdowns generated by a team member, especially those that 
affect the trust of the team, the research assistanceship must end. 
 

TRANSLATION & RESEARCH ASSISTANT. [Original Research Partner] and 
Yolanda Velasquez will both serve in this capacity, with each aiming to 
support 7-8 interviews.  

When interviewing English speakers, the Research Assistant will:  

 Ensure that the recording equipment is working properly (we will 
practice ahead of time, and we probably want to use two devices 
for backup.  

 Take notes in the interview guide to track which areas have been 
covered. We do not need to hit every question, but if there is 
something that seems to be important that was skipped over, she 
may jump in to help address it.  

 If she hears something that needs clarification, she may also chime 
in. 

 Practice interviews will help the team into a rhythm, and debriefs 
after interviews will help develop a strong collaborative research 
approach.  
 

When interviewing Spanish speakers, the translator will translate between 
the PI and the homeowner.  

 The principal investigator will look directly at the homeowner and 
ask a question. The translator will then translate exactly what was 
asked for the homeowner. 

  As the homeowner responds, the translator will help create breaks 
where she can translate what has been said to the PI. The PI may 
ask clarifying questions.  
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9.3.4 Holly Good Neighbor Interview Recruitment Letter 

February, 2014 

Dear [Name of HGNP Client], 

 

We, Elizabeth Walsh and Yolanda Velasquez, are neighbors who are united by our love for the Holly 

Neighborhood and our desire to see every last penny of the Holly Good Neighbor fund invested to provide 

high quality home repair services to our neighbors. We need your help.  

 

We are conducting an evaluation of the Holly Good Program’s housing repair program and want to make 

sure that your voice and those of other neighbors who have received services are heard. The first 15 

households who participate in our interviews will receive a $20 HEB gift card. We are inviting you to 

participate because you received home repair support through the Holly Good Neighbor home repair 

program and you and your family have lived in the neighborhood for over 40 years. Here are some 

additional details about the interview.  

 

PURPOSE: To help the City of Austin improve the quality of services they provide to Holly 

neighbors in need of housing repair. Results will also be included in Elizabeth 

Walsh’s dissertation research on the value of city-funded home repair programs in 

urban neighborhoods.  

 

TIME:  This survey should take roughly an hour. There are 4 sections that focus on 1) how 

the home repairs have affected your life in your home, 2) how the program has 

impacted the neighborhood, 3) how you would like to see the remaining Holly 

Good Neighbor home repair funds used, and 4) your observations about the 

neighborhood over time. 

 

PARTICIPATION: We ask that at least one of the household heads participates, but please feel free 

to include other family members if you would like. Your participation is 

completely voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time. You may skip any 

questions that you prefer not to answer. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY:  All information you share is confidential. Survey results will be confidential. The 

information will not be linked directly either to your home address or family. If 

you would like to have your responses credited to your name, please let us know. 

 

Would you be willing to share your experiences with us about the services you have received through the 

Holly Good Neighbor Program? Please contact us to set up an interview time. You can reach Yolanda 

Velasquez at (512) 788-0093 or Elizabeth Walsh at (512) 994-4569. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Elizabeth Walsh and Yolanda Velasquez, Holly Good Neighbor Voices Project 

With support from the City of Austin Neighborhood Housing and Community Development Department 
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9.3.5 HNHN Work Day Flyer:  Statement of Research Intentions 
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9.4 APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW GUIDES WITH INFORMED CONSENT PROTOCOL 

9.4.1 GO Repair Interview Guide Round 1 (Meals On Wheels and More Clients) 

AUSTIN HOUSING REPAIR COALITION HOUSING REPAIR POST-REPAIR SURVEY—ENGLISH. 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this survey that is designed to collect information about home repair 

services provided in Austin, TX which will help organizations to improve the quality of services they provide and to 

apply for future funding. The survey should not take more than 15-20 minutes to complete. 

 

Your participation in this survey is entirely voluntary. You may skip any questions that you prefer not to answer. All 

information gathered will be treated confidentially and will only be seen by members of the Austin Housing Repair 

Coalition research team. Some survey results will be shared with a doctoral student on our research team for use in 

her dissertation research however any survey results we share will be anonymous. None of the information will 

EVER be linked directly either to your home address or family. 

 

Please note that this survey is not related in any way to the Population Census. 

 

The survey should be completed and answered by one of the household heads, but please feel free to consult with 

other family members if you require assistance in answering the questions. 

 

NOTE TO SURVEYOR: Please come prepared with a summary of the repairs that have been done the AHRC member 

organizations on this house or attach it afterwards. Please fill any data you already know in the initial questions.  

 

Date: _________________________    Date repairs were completed: _____________ 

 

 

Name of Surveyor:____________________________________________ 

 

 

Property Address & ZIP-code: 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Name of Home Owner: ________________________________________________________ 
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Name of Person Completing the Questionnaire (if different from the above) 

_____________________________________________________.  

 

Gender of Person Completing the Survey: 

(Check the correct box below) 

 

Male  

Female  

 

Approximate age of Person Completing the Survey (provide actual age if available): ______ 

18-30  

31-40  

41-50  

51-65  

Over 65   

SECTION A. DEMOGRAPHIC/HOUSEHOLD BACKGROUND 

 

Q.A.1  How many people live in your home? (before and after) 

 _________________________ 

  

Q.A.2 How many people over the age of 65 live in your home? (before and after) 

 _________________________ 

 

Q.A.3  How many children under 6 years old live in your home or visit frequently (at least two days a 

week, six hours per week, 60 hours per year)? (before and after) 

 _________________________ 
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Q.A.4. Are there any pregnant women living in the home? (before and after) 

 _________________________ 

 

Q.A.5  When was your home built?  

Pre-1950  

1950-1978  

Post 1978  

Do not know  

 

 

Q.A.6 How long have you lived in this home?  

1-2 years  

3-5 years  

6-10 years  

11-20 years  

Over 20 years  

 

Q.A.7 How long have you lived in this neighborhood? 

1-2 years  

3-5 years  

6-10 years  

11-20 years  

Over 20 years  
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NOTE TO SURVEYOR: Please share a summary of the repairs completed on the home with the 

homeowner to jog their memory about work completed.  

 

SECTION B. HOME, HEALTH, & COMFORT 

 

Q.B.1 Before repair, did the condition of your home threaten your health, safety, and comfort?  

Yes  

No  

 

Comments____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

If the respondent goes into detail about how their health and safety were threatened, please note those 

concerns 

 

Q.B.2 After repair, is your home now a place where you feel safe, healthy and comfortable?  

Yes  

No  

 

Q.B.3  Before repair(s), how would you rate the physical condition your house was in?  

Would you say it is in excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor condition? 

Excellent  

Very good  

Good  

Fair  

Poor  

 

Q.B.4 After repair(s), how would you rate the physical condition your house is in?  

Would you say it is in excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor condition? 

Excellent  

Very good  
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Good  

Fair  

Poor  

 

 

Q.B.5 Before repair(s), was there any part of your house where you did not feel safe to freely move 
around due to your fear of falling or hurting yourself?  

(This could be from structural weakness, wear and tear, damaged conditions, or other barriers in the 
home) 

Yes   If yes, go to Q.B.5.a 

No   If no, go to Q.B.6 
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Q.B.5.a  If yes, how much did those conditions affect your daily activities inside your house? 
Would you say very much, somewhat, just a little bit, or not at all? 

 

Very much  

Somewhat  

Just a little bit  

Not at all  

 

Q.B.5.b Post repair, is there any part of your house where you do not feel safe to freely move 
around due to your fear of falling or hurting yourself?  

(This could be from structural weakness, wear and tear, damaged conditions, or other 
barriers) 

 

Yes  

No  

 

Q.B.6  Before repair, did you feel reluctant to have friends or other acquaintances over to your 
house because of the physical conditions of your house?  

Would you say very much, somewhat, just a little bit, or not at all? 

 

Very much reluctant  

Somewhat reluctant  

Just a little bit reluctant  

Not at all reluctant  

 

Q.B.7 After repair, are you comfortable having friends or other acquaintances over to your house 
because of improved conditions of the home?  

Would you say very much, somewhat, just a little bit, or not at all? 

 

Very much comfortable  

Somewhat comfortable   
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Just a little bit comfortable  

Not at all comfortable  
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Q.B.8 and Q.B.9 

Have you or anyone in the home had any of these conditions while living in your home in the past 12 
months? First, I will ask you if you or anyone else in your household experienced any of the symptoms 
before housing repair. Second, I will ask you if you or anyone else in your household experience these 
symptoms now that housing repair is complete. For each symptom, please tell me if you or anyone else 
in your household never experience the symptom, sometimes experience it, or experience it often or 
severely. Please also tell me if the symptom gets worse when you are inside the home. 

 

 BEFORE HOME REPAIR (Q.B.8)  AFTER HOME REPAIR (Q.B.9) 

SYMPTOM No, 
neve
r 

Yes, 
some-
times 

Yes, 
often 
and/or 
severe 

Yes, 
worse 
when 
inside 

 No, 
never 

Yes, 
some-
times 

Yes, 
often 
and/or 
severe 

Yes, 
worse 
when 
inside 

Breathing difficulties 
(cough, wheezing, 
shortness of breath, chest 
tightness, phlegm) 

         

Asthma (doctor-diagnosed)          

Chronic bronchitis          

Ear infections (3 or more)          

Burning or watery eyes           

Frequent headaches or 
migraines 

         

Sinus problems          

Skin irritation          

Chronic drowsiness          

Dizziness          

Repeated nausea          

Other: 

 

         

 

Q.B.10 If “yes, sometimes” or “yes, often” for symptoms before or after home repair, please answer 
the following 
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 Yes No Comments 

a. Were these symptoms most severe in household 
members younger than 6 or older than 65 years of age?  

   

b. Did these symptoms become less severe when away 
from the house?  

   

c. Did members of the household miss days of work 
because of these symptoms?  

  How many? 

d. Have members of the household missed days of 
school because of these symptoms? 

  How many? 

e. Did members of the household seek medical 
attention for these symptoms?  

  How many visits? 

Q.B.11 and Q.B.12 How often have you seen the following pests, or signs of pests (feces/droppings, 
urine stains, chewed packages, etc.), before and after repair.  
 

 Q.B.11 BEFORE REPAIR  Q.B.12 AFTER REPAIR 

 

Never Rarely 

Few 

times a 

month 

Every 

day 

 

Never Rarely 

Few 

times a 

month 

Every 

day 

a. Cockroaches          

b. Ants          

c. Mice or rats          

 

 
Q.B.13 Have you seen any mold or water on any walls, ceilings, or floors in your home? (Mold is a 
growth of fungi on a surface. In a home, it usually appears as a dark patch of ‘fuzzy’ growth on a wall, 
ceiling or other surface that has been wet for a period of time. Mold is commonly seen where there are 
damp and humid conditions, such as basements and bathrooms.)  

 BEFORE  AFTER 

 Yes No  Yes No 

Musty odor      

Visible mold growth or discoloration      

Wet spots       

Condensation on windows      

 

 

Q.B.13 Before repair, how satisfied were you with your overall housing conditions?  
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Very satisfied  

Somewhat satisfied  

Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied  

Somewhat dissatisfied  

Very dissatisfied  

 

 

Q.B.12 After repair, how satisfied are you with your overall housing conditions?  

Very satisfied   

Somewhat satisfied  

Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied   

Somewhat dissatisfied  

Very dissatisfied  

 

Q.B.13 How important is it to you to continue living in your home? 

 

 Before repair After repair 

Very important   

Somewhat important   

Not important   

I would move if I could   

 

SECTION C. HOME ECONOMICS  

 

Q.C.1 Before repair work on your home, was it a struggle to make your monthly home payments? 

(Home payments includes your mortgage, property tax, and utility payments). 

Yes, I was behind on my payments  

Yes, I made the payments but it was a struggle and I have to cut back on other necessities like 

food  

 

Yes, it was sometimes hard to make the payments but I made ends meet  
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No, it wasn’t a struggle to make the payments  

No, I always had more than enough to cover the payment)   

 

Q.C.2 After repair work on your home, have your monthly energy and water bills decreased?  

 

Yes, they decreased a lot  

Yes, they decreased somewhat  

No, I didn’t notice a change   

No, they increased a little  

No, they increased a lot  

 

Ask if they know how much the change was and to share – provide any comments about changes by 

season, etc.  

(If they are saving money): How do you invest and make use of the money that you are saving? What are 

you doing with these savings?  

 

 

Q.C.2.a If yes to QC2, have the decreases in your utility bills reduced your stress about making 

your monthly mortgage, property tax and utility payments?  

 

Yes, very much so  

Yes, it reduced my stress a little  

No, it didn’t reduce my stress  
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Q.C.3 Would you be willing to give Austin Energy permission to share your electric bill with us so 

that we can see how much your energy use changed through the repairs?  

Yes, you may see my energy bill  

No, Austin Energy should keep my bill private  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION D. GENERAL QUESTIONS 

Q.D.1 What differences have the home repairs you received made in your life?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q.D.2 How could the services you received be improved for others?  

 

 

Q.D.3 Would you be willing to talk more about any of your experiences with housing repair with 

someone from our team in the future?  

 

Yes  

No  
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SECTION E. QUESTIONS TO SUPPORT FUTURE FUNDING REQUESTS 

 

 

Q.C.3  What strategies do you use to keep your household bills low, keep your home healthy, and 

reduce waste? Please check all that apply  

 

 Before repair After repair 

I dust and clean my house every week   

I keep my kitchen clean and dry to keep pests away   

I do not use pesticides on my yard   

I do not allow smoking inside or near doors and windows   

I use my yard to produce food (vegetables, chickens, etc)   

I collect rainwater from my roof to water my yard   

Instead of driving alone, I regularly carpool, use the bus, bike, or walk   

Other:   

   

   

   

   

 

Q.C.4  Would you be interested in learning more strategies to keep your household bills low, keep 

your home healthy, and reduce waste?  

Yes  

No  

 

  

  



 

583 
 

9.4.2 GO Repair Interview Guide Round 2 (Austin Habitat for Humanity Clients) 

 

AUSTIN HOUSING REPAIR COALITION HOUSING REPAIR POST-REPAIR SURVEY—ENGLISH. 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this survey that is designed to collect information about home repair 

services provided in Austin, TX which will help organizations to improve the quality of services they provide and to 

apply for future funding.  

Your participation in this survey is entirely voluntary. You may skip any questions that you prefer not to answer. All 

information gathered will be treated confidentially and will only be seen by members of the Austin Housing Repair 

Coalition research team. Some survey results will be shared with a doctoral student on our research team for use in 

her dissertation research however any survey results we share will be anonymous. None of the information will 

EVER be linked directly either to your home address or family. 

 

Please note that this survey is not related in any way to the Population Census. 

 

The survey should be completed and answered by one of the household heads, but please feel free to consult with 

other family members if you require assistance in answering the questions. 

 

NOTE TO SURVEYOR: Please come prepared with a summary of the repairs that have been done the AHRC member 

organizations on this house or attach it afterwards. Please fill any data you already know in the initial questions.  

 

Date: _________________________    Date repairs were completed: _____________ 

Date:     

Name of Surveyor:  

Name of Homeowner:  

 

Property Address & ZIP-code: 

 2000 2010 2011 

Improvement    

Land    

Total Assess    

Total Taxable    
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Map of home neighborhood context 

 

Date repairs were completed:  

List of repairs completed:  

 

Gender of Person Completing the Survey: 

(Check the correct box below) 

 

Male  

Female  

 

Approximate age of Person Completing the Survey (provide actual age if available): _59___ 

18-30  

31-40  

41-50  

51-65  

Over 65   

 

 

SECTION A. DEMOGRAPHIC/HOUSEHOLD BACKGROUND 

 

Q.A.1  How many people live in your home?  

   

Q.A.2 How many people over the age of 65 live in your home?  

 

Q.A.3  How many children under 6 years old live in your home or visit frequently (at least two days a 

week, six hours per week, 60 hours per year)? 

  

Q.A.4. Are there any pregnant women living in the home?  
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 no 

 

Q.A.5  When was your home built?  

Pre-1950  

1950-1978  

Post 1978  

Do not know  

 

 

Q.A.6 How long have you lived in this home?  

1-2 years  

3-5 years  

6-10 years  

11-20 years  

Over 20 years  

 

 

Q.A.7 How long have you lived in this neighborhood? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NOTE TO SURVEYOR: Please share a summary of the repairs completed on the home with the 

homeowner to jog their memory about work completed.  

 

SECTION B. HOME, HEALTH, & COMFORT 

1-2 years  

3-5 years  

6-10 years  

11-20 years  

Over 20 years  
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Q.B.1 Before repair, did the condition of your home threaten your health, safety, and comfort?  

Yes  

No  

 

 

 

Q.B.2 After repair, is your home now a place where you feel safe, healthy and comfortable?  

Yes  

No  

 

My oldest son had BAD allergies, and now it’s not a problem at all. The more we talk, the more I 

remember.  

 

Q.B.3  Before repair(s), how would you rate the physical condition your house was in?  

Would you say it is in excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor condition? 

Excellent  

Very good  

Good  

Fair  

Poor  

 

Q.B.4 After repair(s), how would you rate the physical condition your house is in?  

Would you say it is in excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor condition? 

Excellent  

Very good  

Good  

Fair  

Poor  
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Q.B.5 Before repair(s), was there any part of your house where you did not feel safe to freely move 
around due to your fear of falling or hurting yourself?  

(This could be from structural weakness, wear and tear, damaged conditions, or other barriers in the 
home) 

Yes   If yes, go to Q.B.5.a 

No X  If no, go to Q.B.6 

 

 

Q.B.5.a  If yes, how much did those conditions affect your daily activities inside your house? 
Would you say very much, somewhat, just a little bit, or not at all? 

 

Very much  

Somewhat  

Just a little bit  

Not at all  

 

Q.B.5.b Post repair, is there any part of your house where you do not feel safe to freely move 
around due to your fear of falling or hurting yourself?  

(This could be from structural weakness, wear and tear, damaged conditions, or other 
barriers) 

 

Yes  

No  

 

Q.B.6  Before repair, did you feel reluctant to have friends or other acquaintances over to your 
house because of the physical conditions of your house?  

Would you say very much, somewhat, just a little bit, or not at all? 

 

Very much reluctant  
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Somewhat reluctant  

Just a little bit reluctant  

Not at all reluctant  

 

Q.B.7 After repair, are you comfortable having friends or other acquaintances over to your house 
because of improved conditions of the home?  

Would you say very much, somewhat, just a little bit, or not at all? 

 

Very much comfortable  

Somewhat comfortable   

Just a little bit comfortable  

Not at all comfortable  

 

Q.B.8 and Q.B.9 

Have you or anyone in the home had any of these conditions while living in your home in the past 12 
months? First, I will ask you if you or anyone else in your household experienced any of the symptoms 
before housing repair. Second, I will ask you if you or anyone else in your household experience these 
symptoms now that housing repair is complete. For each symptom, please tell me if you or anyone else 
in your household never experience the symptom, sometimes experience it, or experience it often or 
severely. Please also tell me if the symptom gets worse when you are inside the home. 

 

 BEFORE HOME REPAIR (Q.B.8)  AFTER HOME REPAIR (Q.B.9) 

SYMPTOM No, 
never 

Yes, 
some-
times 

Yes, 
often 
and/or 
severe 

Yes, 
worse 
when 
inside 

 No, 
never 

Yes, 
some-
times 

Yes, 
often 
and/or 
severe 

Yes, 
worse 
when 
inside 

Breathing difficulties 
(cough, wheezing, 
shortness of breath, chest 
tightness, phlegm) 

         

Asthma (doctor-
diagnosed) 

         

Chronic bronchitis          

Ear infections (3 or more)          
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Burning or watery eyes           

Frequent headaches or 
migraines 

         

Sinus problems          

Skin irritation          

Chronic drowsiness          

Dizziness          

Repeated nausea          

Other: 

 

         

 

Q.B.10 If “yes, sometimes” or “yes, often” for symptoms before or after home repair, please answer 
the following 

 

 Yes No Comments 

a. Were these 
symptoms most severe 
in household members 
younger than 6 or older 
than 65 years of age?  

   

b. Did these symptoms 
become less severe 
when away from the 
house?  

   

c. Did members of the 
household miss days of 
work because of these 
symptoms?  

   

d. Have members of the 
household missed days 
of school because of 
these symptoms? 

   

e. Did members of the 
household seek medical 
attention for these 
symptoms?  
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Q.B.11 and Q.B.12 How often have you seen the following pests, or signs of pests (feces/droppings, 
urine stains, chewed packages, etc.), before and after repair.  
 
 

 Q.B.11 BEFORE REPAIR  Q.B.12 AFTER REPAIR 

 

Never Rarely 

Few 

times a 

month 

Every 

day 

 

Never Rarely 

Few 

times a 

month 

Every 

day 

a. Cockroaches          

b. Ants          

c. Mice or rats          

 

[See previous discussions for details] 
 
We haven’t had a problem since. There’s no way for them to get in. I used to try to patch up holes, 
putting boards on top of boards. I’d duct tape up holes, too, but they’d chew through that.  
 
 
 
Q.B.13 Have you seen any mold or water on any walls, ceilings, or floors in your home? (Mold is a 
growth of fungi on a surface. In a home, it usually appears as a dark patch of ‘fuzzy’ growth on a wall, 
ceiling or other surface that has been wet for a period of time. Mold is commonly seen where there are 
damp and humid conditions, such as basements and bathrooms.)  

 BEFORE  AFTER 

 Yes No  Yes No 

Musty odor      

Visible mold growth or discoloration      

Wet spots       

Condensation on windows      

 

 

Q.B.13 Before repair, how satisfied were you with your overall housing conditions?  

Very satisfied  

Somewhat satisfied  

Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied  
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Somewhat dissatisfied  

Very dissatisfied  

 

 

Q.B.12 After repair, how satisfied are you with your overall housing conditions?  

Very satisfied   

Somewhat satisfied  

Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied   

Somewhat dissatisfied  

Very dissatisfied  

 

Q.B.13 How important is it to you to continue living in your home? 

 

 Before repair After repair 

Very important   

Somewhat important   

Not important   

I would move if I could   

 

 

SECTION C. HOME ECONOMICS  

 

Q.C.1 Before repair work on your home, was it a struggle to make your monthly home payments? 

(Home payments includes your mortgage, property tax, and utility payments). 

Yes, I was behind on my payments  

Yes, I made the payments but it was a struggle and I have to cut back on other necessities like 

food  

 

Yes, it was sometimes hard to make the payments but I made ends meet  

No, it wasn’t a struggle to make the payments  
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No, I always had more than enough to cover the payment)   

 

 

Q.C.2 After repair work on your home, have your monthly energy and water bills decreased?  

 

Yes, they decreased a lot  

Yes, they decreased somewhat  

No, I didn’t notice a change   

No, they increased a little  

No, they increased a lot  

 

Ask if they know how much the change was and to share – provide any comments about changes by 

season, etc.  

  

 

Q.C.2.a If yes to QC2, have the decreases in your utility bills reduced your stress about making 

your monthly mortgage, property tax and utility payments?  

 

Yes, very much so  

Yes, it reduced my stress a little  

No, it didn’t reduce my stress  

 

 

 

Q.C.3 Would you be willing to give Austin Energy permission to share your electric bill with us so 

that we can see how much your energy use changed through the repairs?  
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Yes, you may see my energy bill  

No, Austin Energy should keep my bill private  

 

SECTION D. GENERAL QUESTIONS 

Q.D.1 What differences have the home repairs you received made in your life?  

 

 

 

Q.D.2 How could the services you received be improved for others?  

 

 

Q.D.3 Would you be willing to talk more about any of your experiences with housing repair with 

someone from our team in the future?  

 

Yes  

No  
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SECTION E. QUESTIONS TO SUPPORT FUTURE FUNDING REQUESTS 

 

 

Q.C.3  What strategies do you use to keep your household bills low, keep your home healthy, and 

reduce waste? Please check all that apply  

 

 How do you stay warm at home? 

 

 How do you keep your house pest free? 

 

 How do you keep it dry? Is moisture a problem?  

 

 How do you provide fresh air in your home? 

 

 How do you keep your home clean?  

 

 How do you take care of your yard? What do you enjoy about your yard?  

 

 Before repair After repair 

I dust and clean my house every week   

I keep my kitchen clean and dry to keep pests away   

I do not use pesticides on my yard   

I do not allow smoking inside or near doors and windows   

I use my yard to produce food (vegetables, chickens, etc)   

I collect rainwater from my roof to water my yard   

Instead of driving alone, I regularly carpool, use the bus, bike, or walk   

Other:   

  

Q.C.4  Would you be interested in learning more strategies to keep your household bills low, keep 

your home healthy, and reduce waste?  

Yes  

No  
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9.4.3 GO Repair Interview Guide Round 3 (All GO Repair Contractors) 

 

AUSTIN HOUSING REPAIR COALITION + UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS’ ALTERNATIVE REAL ESTATE ACTION—EXPERIENTIAL RESEARCH 

G.O.BOND INITIATIVE SURVEY 
INTRODUCTION: INFORMED CONSENT AGREEMENT  



 Thank you for participating in this research study examining the effectiveness of current home 

repair services available in Austin, Texas. You have been asked to participate because you recently received 

services from ________________. If you have questions about the study or your rights as a participant and 

wish to speak with someone not affiliated with this study, contact the IRB office at (512) 471-8871.  

 

TIME:    This survey should take no more than 40 minutes. 

 

PURPOSE: To help the Austin Housing Repair Coalition and its partnering organizations improve 

the quality of services they provide, request future funding from the city, and expand 

outreach to additional individuals in need of housing repair.  

 

PARTICIPATION: Your participation is completely voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time by 

informing the researcher you no longer wish to participate (no questions will be 

asked). You may skip any questions that you prefer not to answer. The survey should 

be completed and answered by one of the household heads, but please feel free to 

consult with other family members if you require assistance in answering the 

questions.  

 

METHOD: You will answer questions about recent repairs made to your home. You will respond 

to yes or no questions. Open-ended questions in which you will be asked to share 

stories about your experiences are also included. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY:  All information you share is confidential. Survey results will be anonymous, and only 

seen by the Austin Housing Repair Coalition and a select group of University students. 

Only summaries of the findings will be included any publications involving this 

research and none of the information will EVER be linked directly either to your 

home address or family. 

 

AGREEMENT:  The nature and purpose of this research have been sufficiently explained and I agree 

to participate in this study.  
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NAME (PRINTED): __________________________________________________________________ 

ADDRESS: 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

SIGNATURE: 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

DATE:  

 __________________________________________________________________ 

SURVEYOR: 

 __________________________________________________________________ 



 

SECTION 1: BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON YOUR HOME 



 

  

QUESTION 1.1  How long have you owned your home? 

 1-2 years    

 3-5 years   

 6-10 years   

 11-20 years   

 Over 20 years  

 

QUESTION 1.2 How did you come to live here? Are you originally from this neighborhood? 

 

Optional prompt: Has the neighborhood changed while you have been here? 

If so, how do you feel about these changes?  

  

 __________________________________________________________________ 

  

 __________________________________________________________________ 

  

 __________________________________________________________________ 

  

 __________________________________________________________________ 

  

 __________________________________________________________________ 
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 __________________________________________________________________ 

QUESTION 1.3  Did you buy or inherit your property? 

 Bought 

 Inherited 

 



 

SECTION 1: BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON YOUR HOME CONTINUED… 



 

 

QUESTION 1.4  If you bought your home, what was the original purchase price for your home? 

 Less than $50,000 

 $50,000—$74,999 

 $75,000—$99,999 

 $100,000—$124,999 

 $125,000—$149,000 

 $150,000 or more 
 

QUESTION 1.5  Are you still making mortgage payments? 

 Yes 

 No 
 

 

SECTION 2: BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON PEOPLE LIVING IN YOUR HOME 

 

 

QUESTION 2.1 Who spent time in this home on a regular basis before home repair? How about after 

home repair? (Comment probes: How often were/are they there? Did they live there 

with you? Also, make sure they list themselves and their age)  
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QUESTION 2.2  Are there any disabled individuals living in your home? 

 Yes 

 No 
 

QUESTION 2.3 If so, please elaborate on any support this individual requires. For example, 

wheelchair access, a walker, mobile scooter, etc. 

 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

__ 
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SECTION 3: HOME REPAIR EXPERIENCE  

 

 

QUESTION 3.1 Please describe the repairs made to your home. For example, plumbing, roofing, 

flooring, windows/doors, paint, grouting, electrical, mechanical, code repair, etc. 

(We are primarily interested in work done by the referring agency via GO 

Repair!)  

    

 

QUESTION 3.2 Were there any heating/cooling repairs made to your home? 

 Yes  

 No 
    

If yes, how did you heat or cool your home before repairs? 

 Room-by-Room  Total # of window units? _______________________ 

 Central Air 

 Not at all 

 Other method: _________________________________________________ 
 

QUESTION 3.3 Did more than one organization assist with your home repairs? 

 Yes  

 No 

 Not sure 
 

QUESTION 3.4 Do you feel these organizations worked well together to complete repairs? 

 Yes  

 No 

 Not sure 
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SECTION 4A: POST-REPAIR COMPARISONS—YOUR HEALTH 
 

 

QUESTION 4A.1 Before repair, did you feel unsafe in your home due to structural weakness, wear and 

tear, damaged conditions, or other barriers? 

 Yes 

 No 

 

QUESTION 4A.2 After repair, did you feel unsafe in your home due to structural weakness, wear and 

tear, damaged conditions, or other barriers? 

 Yes 

 No 

 

QUESTION 4A.3 We’re interested in finding out if home repairs had any effect on your health. Please 

let me know if you experienced the following symptoms in your home before and after 

home repair.  
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SECTION 4A: POST-REPAIR COMPARISONS—YOUR HEALTH CONTINUED… 

 

QUESTION 4A.4 For any symptoms before home repair—did you or any members of the household 

miss:  

 Days of Work? 

 School? 

 Church? 

 Community Activities? 

 Others: _______________________________________________________ 

 

If yes, how often did you and your family miss these activities before home repair? 
How often have you missed activities after home repair? 

 

   

QUESTION 4A.5 Have you seen the following pests, or signs of pests (feces/droppings, urine stains,  

QUESTION 4A.6 chewed packages, etc.), before repair? After repair? How often?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

QUESTION 4A.7 Was there any appearance of mold or water on walls, ceilings, or floors before 

QUESTION 4A.8  home repair? After home repair? (Note: Mold is a growth of fungi on a surface. In a 

home, it usually appears as a dark patch of fuzzy growth on a surface that has been 

wet for a period of time. Mold is commonly seen where there are damp or humid 

conditions, like basements or bathrooms.) 
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SECTION 4B: POST-REPAIR COMPARISONS—YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD 

 

 

QUESTION 4B.1 Are you friends with the people living in your neighborhood? 

 Yes  

 No 
 

QUESTION 4B.2  Do you and your neighbors help each other out?  

 Yes  

 No 
 

If so, how?  

 

    

    

QUESTION 4B.3  Where do you go in or nearby your neighborhood? Examples below. 

 Church    Restaurant(s)   

 Grocery store   Park or green space 

 Movie theater   Shops 

 Friends’ house 

 Other: 

_________________________________________________________ 
     

QUESTION 4B.4 If you were unable to stay in your current home, what would you miss the most 

about your neighborhood? 
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SECTION 4C: POST-REPAIR COMPARISONS—YOUR HOME 
 
 

QUESTION 4C.1   Do you plan to pass down this home to your children or other family members? 

 Yes 

 No 

 Not sure 
 

QUESTION 4C.2 If so, how have the completed home repairs contributed to your ability to pass down 

your home to children or other family members? 

  

 

QUESTION 4C.3 We’d like to know how you’ve felt about your home, before and after repair. Please 

state how strongly you agree with each of the following statements; 1 being you 

“strongly disagree”, and 5 being you “strongly agree”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

QUESTION 4C.4  Is it important for you to stay in your current home? Why or why not? 
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SECTION 4D: POST-REPAIR COMPARISONS—YOUR FINANCES 
 

 

QUESTION 4D.1  What was your financial situation before repair? Have you ever had to take on  

   financial debt, sell anything, or make other financial  sacrifices to pay your 

bills?  

 Yes 

 No 
 

If yes, please elaborate. Examples include car insurance, cash savings, childcare, 
clothing, electric bill, food, gas bill, groceries, health insurance, home insurance, 
medical expenses, pest control, plumbing repairs, property taxes, or transportation. 

 

    

 __________________________________________________________________ 

      

QUESTION 4D. 2  Was there a change in your financial situation after repair?  

 Yes 

 No 
 

If yes, please elaborate. Examples include car insurance, cash savings, childcare, 
clothing, electric bill, food, gas bill, groceries, health insurance, home insurance, 
medical expenses, pest control, plumbing repairs, property taxes, or transportation. 

   

   

QUESTION 4D. 3  What differences have the repair services made in your life?  

  

 

 

QUESTION 4D. 4 Would you be willing to have a follow up conversation with an AHRC member in the 

future to help us improve our services for others  

 Yes 

 No 
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SECTION 5: AUSTIN ENERGY RELEASE OF INFORMATION AGREEMENT 
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9.4.4 GO Repair Interview Guide Round 4 (Austin Energy and GO Repair Clients) 

 

AUSTIN HOUSING REPAIR COALITION + UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS SCHOOL OF ARCHITECTURE 

WEATHERIZATION & HOME REPAIR SURVEY 
 
INTRODUCTION: INFORMED CONSENT AGREEMENT  
 
Thank you for participating in this research study examining the current and future potential of home 

repair services to improve home and neighborhood conditions in Austin, Texas. You have been asked to 

participate because you received weatherization services from Austin Energy and home repair services 

through ________________. If you have questions about the study or your rights as a participant and 

wish to speak with someone not affiliated with this study, contact the IRB office at (512) 471-8871.  

 

TIME:  This survey should take roughly 60-80 minutes. There are 8 sections. The first 5 

sections focus on your personal experiences in your home directly related to 

home repairs. These questions should go quickly. The last 3 sections include 

some more open ended questions about your neighborhood, including how the 

neighborhood has changed and what you would like to see happen in the 

future. 

 

PURPOSE: To help the Austin Housing Repair Coalition improve the quality of services they 

provide, request future funding from the city, and expand services to additional 

individuals in need of housing repair.  

 

PARTICIPATION: Your participation is completely voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time 

(no questions will be asked). You may skip any questions that you prefer not to 

answer. The survey should be completed and answered by one of the household 

heads, but please feel free to consult with other family members if you require 

assistance in answering the questions.  

 

METHOD: You will answer questions about recent repairs made to your home. There will 

be some open-ended questions in which you are invited to share stories about 

your experiences. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY:  All information you share is confidential. Survey results will be anonymous. Only 

summaries of the findings will be included any publications involving this 

research and the information will NEVER be linked directly either to your home 

address or family. 
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AGREEMENT:  The nature and purpose of this research have been sufficiently explained and I 

agree to participate in this study.  

 
 

 

NAME (PRINTED):____________________________________________________________ 

 

ADDRESS: __________________________________________________________________ 

 

SIGNATURE:________________________________________________________________ 

 

DATE: __________________________________________________________________ 
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SECTION 1: BACKGROUND ON HOME, HOUSEHOLD, AND PLACE 
 
 
QUESTION 1.1 How long have you owned your home? How did you come to live here?  

- When did they purchase the home?  
- Did they inherit it?  
- Did they grow up in the neighborhood first?  
- If they start to talk about how the 

neighborhood has changed, draw from 
other section on change. 

 
QUESTION 1.2 What changes have you observed in the neighborhood?  
  What changes do you like?  

What changes don’t you like?  
If they mention that friends have moved away, probe as to why 

 
 
QUESTION 1.3 Who spends time in this home on a regular basis? How old are they? Has this 

changed over the past several years?  
- Before home repair? How about after home 

repair?  

- Do they live with you?  
- Make sure they list their own age, too?  
- Do you care for grandchildren here?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
QUESTION 1.4  What do you value most about your home?  

- Security 

- Health and comfort 
- Affordability  
- Privacy 
- Location in a neighborhood you love 

 
 
QUESTION 1.5 Before receiving these home repairs, how did you keep up with home repairs 

yourself? Did you ever pay for important home repairs by taking out a home 
equity loan? What about a reverse mortgage?  
Are you still making mortgage payments? Home equity?  
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QUESTION 1.6  Is this home someplace you want to live for a long time? Why or why not? 

Do you ever think about moving? Why or why not?  
 
 
 
QUESTION 1.8 Have the home repairs affected your desire and ability to stay in your home?  

If so, how?  
 
   
QUESTION 1.9 If you were unable to stay in your current home, what would you miss the most 

about your neighborhood? 
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SECTION 2: HOME REPAIR EXPERIENCE - Process 
 
We are very interested in your experiences with the home repair process and the impacts of the repairs 
on your health, quality of life, and utility bills. First, we’ll review the repairs completed on your home, and 
then talk about what worked and didn’t work for you.  
 
 
QUESTION 2.1 How did you find out about these home repair programs?  
 
 When you started working with the 1st organization], did they do a thorough 

assessment of your home and how much it was meeting your needs? Could you 
share anything you remember about the assessment process?  

  
There are only limited funds available for home repairs. Did these organizations 
ask you which home improvements would make the biggest difference for you? 
Did they ask you about how you use your home and what’s important about it?  

 
 Did [the first organization] refer you to [the second organization] to do more 

work? If yes, did they do that after the assessment was complete, or once the 
work was done?  

  
 Did you feel like these two organizations were working together on your home, 

or totally independently? What gives you that impression?  
 
 Did either of these organizations make referrals to you for other programs that 

could help you?  
 
  
QUESTION 2.2 Did either X or Y talk to you about strategies for keeping your utility bills low, or 

for keeping your home environment healthy and safe, especially after 
weatherization?  

 
 
QUESTION 2.3 NOTE TO SURVEYOR: Please share a summary of the repairs completed on the 

home with the homeowner to jog their memory about work completed – both AE 
and GO Bond work, and other work if applicable.  

 
Ask: 
- Were there any other organizations that completed repairs on your home?  
- Were there any repairs that you made during or after these organizations 
worked on your home? 
- Were you more motivated to do work on your house because of the work these 
other organizations were doing?  
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SECTION 3: POST-REPAIR COMPARISONS—YOUR HEALTH 
 
QUESTION 3.1 Before repair, was there any part of your home where you felt unsafe?  

After repair?  
- Structural weaknesses – roof, floor damage 
- Trip hazards 
- Fire risk  
- Security/crime threat 
- Air quality – gas leak?  

 
QUESTION 3.2 We’re interested in finding out if home repairs had any effect on your health. 

Please let me know if you experienced the following symptoms in your home 
before and after home repair. Were they worse inside or outside?  

 
 Breathing difficulties (note if doctor-diagnosed asthma or chronic 
bronchitis) 
 Sinus or ear infections  
 Burning/ watery eyes 
 Frequent headaches or migraines 
 Skin irritation 
 Chronic drowsiness 
 Dizziness 
 Repeated nausea 
 Other: 

 
QUESTION 3.3 For any symptoms did you or any members of the household miss:  

 Days of Work? 
 School? 
 Church or community Activities? 
If yes, how often did you and your family miss these activities before and after 
home repair?  

 
QUESTION 3.4 Did any member of your household seek medical attention for these symptoms? 

How many visits? Did this change before and after repair?  
 

QUESTION 3.5  How do you keep air fresh in your home? 
 Open windows? Often?  
 Use kitchen fan when you cook?  
 Use bathroom fan to control humidity?  
 Do you allow smoking inside?  
 Do you use scented products? (ask about why?) 
 Do you use air purifiers? If so, what kind? [check for ionizers] 

 

QUESTION 3.6  How do you keep your home clean?  
 What types of cleaning products? Do you make your own?  
 Why? How do you choose cleaning products? Who do you trust for strategies? 

Do you ever talk about strategies with neighbors?  
 



 

612 
 

QUESTION 3.7 Have you seen the following pests, or signs of pests (feces/droppings, urine stains, 
chewed packages, etc.), before repair? After repair? How often? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
QUESTION 3.8 What do you do to keep your home pest free?  

Probes: General cleanliness, traps, chemicals, sprays, inside and outdoor use 
 Do you ever use borax, dichotomous earth or other low-toxic solutions?  
 Use of shading on or insect screens on windows and doors 
 Caulking of cracks and crevices from the inside and the outside of the home 

 
 
QUESTION 3.9 Was there any appearance of mold or water on walls, ceilings, or floors before 
 home repair? After home repair?  

(Note: Mold is a growth of fungi on a surface. In a home, it usually appears as a dark patch of fuzzy 
growth on a surface that has been wet for a period of time. Mold is commonly seen where there 
are damp or humid conditions, like basements or bathrooms.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Rotted wood   Rotted wood 
 
 
QUESTION 3.10  How do you keep your house dry?  

 Dehumidifier?  
 Exhaust fans? 
 Gutters, landscaping 
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SECTION 4: HOUSEHOLD FINANCES AND RESOURCE MANAGEMENT  
 
QUESTION 4.1 Prepare summary of energy use patterns for each household based on the 

energy performance data provided by Austin Energy and the completion dates.  
 

Now that we’ve talked about how your home affects your health and quality of 
life, let’s talk about your home and its utility bills and expenses.  

 Ask about any strange patterns that need to be explained 
 Emphasize where there were savings, if any, and ask what they think caused 

these savings.  
 Ask whether their home is heated with gas or electric…  

 
 

QUESTION 4.2 What strategies do you use to keep your energy bills low? 
- In the summer? In the winter?  

- Did your strategies change after the home 
repair – because you learned new things or 
you had new options?  

- Do you know what your parents or 
grandparents did?  

- What influences these strategies for you? 
Family, friends, neighbors?  

 
QUESTION 4.4 After repair, was there a change in your water bills and water use?  
 
QUESTION 4.5 What strategies do you use to conserve water and keep your water bills low?  

- Lawn watering patterns?  
- Rain water harvesting?  
- Length of showers  
- Do you know what your parents or grandparents 

did?  
- What influences these strategies for you? 

Family, friends, neighbors?  

 
QUESTION 4.6 What size trash can do you use from the city? [HAVE SHEET W/RATES TO SHOW] 

Do you do anything to reduce the waste you send to the landfill?  
 Do you recycle?  
 Do you compost?  
 Do you resell unneeded items or give them to Goodwill?  
 Do you choose to buy food with the least packaging possible, for 

instance buying from the bulk bins?  
 Did your parents or grandparents do anything to minimize waste?  

 
QUESTION 4.7 Have you noticed any other changes on your household expenses after the 

repairs?  
Probe: Pest management? Plumbing work? Home insurance?  

 
QUESTION 4.8 Please tell me about your yard… How do you take care of it? What do you use it 

for?  
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 Do you use your yard to produce food? Gardens or chickens? 
 Do you water your lawn?  
 Do you collect rain water to water your lawn?  
 Do you use pesticides on your lawn?  
 Fertilizers?  
 Do you know what your parents or grandparents did?  
 What influences these strategies for you? Family, friends, neighbors?  

 
 

QUESTION 4.9 Next to housing, transportation is typically the biggest monthly expense for a lot 
of people. What do you do to keep your transportation costs down, e.g. gas?  

 
 
QUESTION 4.10 Do you ever consider the impact of your household on your neighbors or the 

natural environment? 
 
QUESTION 4.10 You’ve shared many strategies you use to manage your home. What are your 

primary motivations behind these behaviors?  
How does the way you care for your home reflect your values?  

 Care of family, concern for health 
 Saving money and investing it wisely 
 Being a good neighbor 
 Being a good steward of the natural environment 

 
 
QUESTION 4.11 You have described a lot of strategies you use to keep your household bills low, 

keep your home healthy, and minimize waste.  
 

Are there particular people or groups you look to for good advice on managing 
your home?  
 
Would you be interested in learning more strategies for keeping your bills low, 
keeping your home healthy, and protecting the environment?  

 Yes 
 No 

IF YES: how would you like to learn about strategies?  

 paper information 
 learn from or with a neighbor or friend 
 attend a presentation or workshop in the neighborhood 
 regular emails with tips,  

 
QUESTION 4.12 Do you think it would be helpful for home repair programs to share those kinds 

of tips and strategies when they visit client homes?  
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SECTION 5: POST-REPAIR COMPARISONS—YOUR QUALITY OF LIFE 
 
QUESTION 5.1  How have the home repairs you received affected your daily life in your home? 
 
 
QUESTION 5.2 Before repair, how often did you invite people over to your house?  

Family, friends, neighbors?  
 
 
QUESTION 5.3 After repair, how often did you invite people over? [if change, ask about why, 

and if they were more comfortable inviting over] 
  

 
QUESTION 5.4 Does neighborhood life feel different after the repairs?  
 Do you feel more valued by the Austin community?   
 
 
QUESTION 5.5 How do you think home repair programs like the one that helped you contribute 

to the wellbeing of your neighborhood?  
Would it make a difference in your life if more people in 
your own neighborhood got these services?  
 
 

QUESTION 5.6 Have you told other people about the repairs and how they have improved your 
comfort, bills, and life? How did they respond? Have other neighbors applied for 
these programs or made similar changes to their home on their own? 

  
QUESTION 5.6 You’ve talked a bit about what you like about your neighborhood and how it’s 

changed over the years. What about the future? If you could wave a magic 
wand, what do you want your neighborhood to be like in five or ten years?  

 
PROBES…. 
What values are at heart of your neighborhood?  
Who would your neighbors be? How are they like you and different?  
How do you and others get around? Where do you go in the neighborhood? 
What is the natural environment like? What does it provide you with?  
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SECTION 8: THOUGHTS ON POTENTIAL OF A NEIGHBORHOOD-BASED HOME REPAIR PROGRAM 
 

In the Holly Neighborhood in East Austin, neighbors had a vision of an neighborhood where 
diverse neighbors care for each other and their neighborhood environment and where homes 
are affordable with low utility bills. Based on that vision, they started a volunteer-based home 
repair program that’s meant to help individual households and the whole neighborhood live 
healthier lives on a tight budget. For each home they serve, skilled experts lead neighborhood 
volunteers in making home improvements to help the household save energy, water, and 
increase their quality of life. They also build low-water vegetable gardens. In doing so, the 
neighbors learn how to do those things in their own homes and connect with neighbors who can 
help them. Some people make commitments about what they’ll do next, such sealing their 
windows and doors, or starting a vegetable garden. The neighbors who’ve participated – both 
the households who received help and the volunteers – have said they’ve really enjoyed getting 
to know one another more and doing something positive together.  

 
QUESTION 8.0 Would you like to see something like this in your neighborhood?  

 
 
QUESTION 8.1 Imagine this program had been an option for you in your neighborhood…  
 

Would you be comfortable having your neighbors help you improve your home?  
(why, why not) 
 
Some programs require home repair volunteers to complete background 
checks. Would you want them to pass a criminal background check before being 
in your home or on your property?  
 
If you received help through this kind of neighborhood-supported home repair 
project, what kind of role would you want to have in the volunteer work day? 
Beyond generously sharing your home, how would you like to contribute to this 
community-building project?  

 
For those who had volunteer-supported home repairs:  
 
QUESTION 8.2  I understand that you had volunteers contribute to your home repairs. 

Did you enjoy having volunteers working on your home? (Why or why not?) 
Were you ever uncomfortable?  
 

QUESTION 8.3  What kinds of interactions did you have with the volunteers?  
 
QUESTION 8.4  Did you know the volunteers before? Do you stay in touch with any of them?  

 
QUESTION 8.5  If you’d had a choice, would you have had a preference for  

 Volunteers you already know 
 Volunteers from your neighborhood, or 
 Volunteers you’ve never met before and are from other places?  
 Any or all of these?  
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For those without volunteers 
QUESTION 8.6 There are many other home repair programs in Austin and throughout the 

country that use volunteers to provide home repairs. I understand your home 
repairs were done by contractors. Would you have been comfortable to have 
volunteers work on your house? (Why or why not?) 

 
QUESTION 8.7 If volunteers worked on your home, would you have had a preference for 

 Volunteers you already know 
 Volunteers from your neighborhood, or 
 Volunteers you’ve never met before and are from other places?  

 
 
 
 
SECTION 6: OTHER THOUGHTS ON IMPROVING THE PROGRAM 
 
 
QUESTION 5.8 Do you have any ideas on how the services you received be improved for 

others?  
 
 
QUESTION 5.7 Do you have any ideas about how the home repair programs could be designed 

to have a bigger impact on your neighborhood as a whole?  
 
 
 
QUESTION 5.9 Do you think that these programs should continue to receive funding from the 

city? If so, why or why not?  
What would you tell a city council member about the value of the services you 
received?  

 
 
SECTION 6: YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD EXPERIENCE – if time permits 
 
 
QUESTION 6.3 Questions about social fabric in general (association aspects of social capital) 

Probe as to how this has changed over time… 
 

How often do you or members of your household stop and chat informally with neighbors? 
(often, sometimes, seldom, or never) 

 
How often do you or members of your household invite neighbors over or have neighbors 
invited you over?  
(often, sometimes, seldom, or never) 

 
How well do you feel you know your neighbors? 
 (very well, fairly well, not very well, or not at all) 
 
Has your familiarity with your neighbors and they ways you interact changed over the years? 
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QUESTION 6.4 Questions about mutual support network 
 
How often do you or members of your household help your neighbors by lending things like 
tools, giving someone a ride, or assisting with household tasks? (often, sometimes, seldom, or 
never) 
 
How much are people in your neighborhood willing to help you and other neighbors? (a lot, 
somewhat, a little, not at all) 

  
How have you supported your neighbors over the years?  
 
Have the ways you and your neighbors supported each other changed over the years? 
 

 
QUESTION 6.5 Questions about social capital / collective action / civic culture 
 

Do you participate in any neighborhood organizations? (now/other times?) 
 
Have you ever noticed a problem in your neighborhood and done something to try to solve it? 
Did you work with your neighbors? Who did you reach out to and work with?  
 
Are there actions you take to support your neighborhood?  
 
Are there actions you take to support wildlife and the natural environment where you live?  

 
Have the ways you and your neighbors take action together changed over the years? 

 
 
 
SECTION 7: CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 
 
 
Thank you so much for sharing your experiences today. I greatly appreciate your time and honesty and 
your responses will help guide future development of home repair programs here in Austin and in other 
cities.  
 
QUESTION 8.8 We’ve talked extensively about the home repair services you’ve received and 

how they affected your health, household finances, and quality of life. We’ve 
also talked about your home and your neighborhood, including how you feel 
about them, what you do to maintain them, and what you’d like to see in the 
future. Is there anything else you’d like to add?  
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9.4.5 Holly Good Neighbor Program Interview Guide 
In each interview, Yolanda Velasquez and I began with casual introductions, with Yolanda leading some 

neighborhood small talk. We then reviewed the letter that had been sent, the purpose of the study, and 

the logistics, asked if they had any further questions, and asked permission to record the interview in 

order for us to recount their stories in their own words with accuracy. We assured them of confidentiality 

unless they specifically asked that their name be shared.  

Holly Good Neighbor Voices Project - Interview Guide  

I. PERSONAL EXPERIENCE OF THE PROGRAM 

General experience 

 We understand that you received [name types of repairs] from the Holly Good Neighbor 
program in [name years].  

o Today we are particularly interested in your experience of these particular home 
repairs. However we are also interested in knowing how these repairs worked with 
and compared to other home repair services you have received.  

o Have you received funds through other programs as well? If so, which ones?  
o Specifically ask if they have received funds through Austin Energy [THIS MAY BE 

CONFUSING – THEY MAY BE STILL REPLYING RELATIVE TO HGN… PROBE ABOUT 
ARRA] 

o Did they receive any Austin Energy work through the Holly Good Neighbor program 
prior to 2002 when it was transferred to the Neighborhood Housing and Community 
Development program? Still trying to find more about that history.  

 What motivated you to sign up for the Holly Good Neighbor program [give dates post 
2002]? Do you remember how you learned about it?  

 What worked well with the program? What did you like about it?  

 Was there anything that you found frustrating about the program? What didn't work about 
it? If you could wave a magic wand, what would you change to make it better for you or 
your neighbors?  

Grant/Forgivable loan perspective  

 I see that you received $X of funds. Was this enough to meet all of your home repair needs? 
If not: I see you were also eligible for up to $50,000 in a zero interest forgivable loan. Why 
did you pass over this opportunity to make additional home repairs you needed?  

 I see that you took advantage of the HGN forgivable loan program. What motivated you to 
take advantage of it? What did you see as the pros and cons? What made you go ahead and 
sign up? Are you glad you did?  

Overall impact of program 

 What difference did the home repairs [you received in X, X] make in your life?  

Health and safety?  

More comfortable place to welcome family, friends?  

Did you notice reductions in utility bills – energy and water – after these home repairs [or 
weatherization work you received from Austin Energy? Do you know your monthly bills? 
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- Would you be willing to share your energy use data with us so that we can see how 
much energy you have saved?  

- Would you be interested in meeting with a home energy and water expert to identify 
further strategies to bring your bills down?  

 Have the repairs influenced your ability and/or desire to stay in this neighborhood? If so, 
how?  

- During the power plant’s operation?  
- After the closure of the power plant?  

 

 The Holly Good Neighbor funds were set up to help households most affected by the power 
plant while it was in operation.  

o How did the power plant affect your life?  
 Tease out if there things they liked or didn’t like – a lot of people from the 

neighborhood worked there, some might have liked that the plant created 
the lake, etc.  

o Did your family live here before the power plant was opened in 1960?  
 If so, did any of you take a public position about the plant being there?  
 Do you know if your family members were notified or involved with the 

process?  
 What did you, your family members or other community members think 

about the power plant when it was being built?  
 Did your thoughts about the power plant change over time? If so, how and 

why?  
o (If after 1960), Did you know about the power plant being in the neighborhood 

before you bought your home?  
 If so, did that affect your decision to buy your house in any way?  
 Did you consider it a problem – did you think it posed any risks? Was the 

level of risk from the power plant you anticipated about the same as what 
you ended up experiencing? Did the power plant create more problems 
than you had thought it would?  

o Has the home repair program adequately compensated you for problems you 
experienced from the power plant? How so? How not? 

 

 

 

II. NEIGHBORHOOD PERCEPTIONS AND BARRIERS TO IMPLEMENTATION 

 Have you recommended this program to family and friends in the neighborhood? Why or 
why not? What have you shared with neighbors about the program?  

 This program has been around for a long time in a lot of different forms. What's the word on 
the street about the program? Do neighbors have mostly positive or negative things to say 
about it? What do they say?  
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III. FUTURE PLANS FOR HOLLY GOOD NEIGHBOR FUNDS 

 There are over a million dollars of unspent funds that were originally allocated by Austin 
Energy for home repair in the area north of the lake up to Willow Street, and from Pleasant 
Valley to Chicon. Public officials will need to decide what to do with these precious 
resources for the public good. How do you think these funds should be spent? 
Are there things that you do not want to see the money used for?  

 Over the past year, there has been a new project in the Holly Neighborhood that brings 
neighborhood volunteers together to provide low-income neighbors with home energy 
efficiency improvement projects. Green building experts oversee the projects and teach 
volunteers how to do the same projects on their own homes. Since energy efficiency 
projects are not currently eligible expenses under the Holly Good Neighbor program, this 
neighborhood-based project usually comes in to do work on homes after HGN's contractors 
have done the big structural work.  

o As you know, there are funds remaining in the Holly Good Neighbor Program. Do 
you think some of these funds should be used to neighborhood volunteer-based 
home repair programs designed to reduce utility bills? Why or why not?  

o If there were funds available for this program, would you like to receive additional 
home repairs through it to lower your utility bills?  

 Given the pressure of rising property taxes, many neighbors throughout East Austin are 
concerned about the ability of long-time residents to maintain their homes and continue 
living here. With the power plant coming down, and with park improvements underway all 
along Lady Bird Lake, property values in Central East Austin neighborhoods will likely 
continue to rise. 

o How have the rising property values in the neighborhood affected you?  
 Tease out good and bad – new ability to use equity? Financial security 

having home equity? Difficulty of paying property taxes…  
o Have the home repairs made it easier for you to continue living here?  

 e.g., might not have been able to afford repairs otherwise, or might not have 
been able to stay.  

o Do you think home repair programs have a role to play in neighborhoods like ours 
where long-time neighbors face rapidly increasing property taxes and utility bills?  
Is this something you think should be available to neighborhoods other than Holly?  

o Recently, the boundary of the HGN service area has been extended west to reach 
more neighbors who are struggling to maintain their homes and to pay their high 
energy and water bills.  

 Where do you think the boundaries should be? Why? 
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IV. NEIGHBORHOOD CONNECTIONS/ SOCIAL CAPITAL/NEIGHBORHOOD CHANGE 
 

We just talked a bit about some changes happening in the neighborhood, and the future you’d like to 
see specifically for the Holly Good Neighbor program. We’d also like to learn more about your 
experience in the neighborhood more generally, and what you would like it to be in the future. Would 
you be willing to answer some more questions?  

 Earlier you mentioned that you learned about the HGN program through [x]. How do you 
generally stay up to date on opportunities and resources in the neighborhood, or 
neighborhood challenges?  

 The Holly Decommissioning Committee and the Holly Neighborhood Coalition are two 
groups that meet monthly. Do you attend either of those monthly meetings? Why or why 
not?  

 Are there people or networks outside of the neighborhood that you trust as advocates for 
the neighborhood?  

 Earlier we talked about how property values and property taxes have been increasing. There 
have also been a lot of demographic changes in the neighborhood over the past decade.  

o How have these changes affected your neighborhood life? Tease out positive and 
negative…  

o How have you and your neighbors responded to these changes?  
 Efforts to keep community together of folks who’ve moved out?  
 Efforts to welcome new people into the neighborhood?  
 Accepted it, stuck mostly to themselves and didn’t actively respond.  

o To what extent have new neighbors moving in become part of the neighborhood’s 
social life? Political life? In what ways is your neighborhood stronger because of new 
neighbors?  

o In what ways have new neighbors moving in disrupted the neighborhoods social 
life? Political life? In what ways do you feel the neighborhood is weaker because of 
new neighbors? In what ways is it stronger?  

 

 Sometimes people talk about a community’s ability to adapt or bounce back in response to changes 
and maintain its core identity.  

o What do you think it means for a community to have a core identity?  
o How would you describe the core identity of this neighborhood?  

 What are this community’s greatest strengths?  
 What’s most important to you about this community?  

 May want to probe about values and places that are important, too. 
o How has the community responded to threats in the past? What are the biggest victories? 
o How have you been involved in responding to these threats?  
o How have you helped make this community strong and flexible? 

 Probe to shift conversation away from the political framework – this could be about 
volunteering at a food pantry, about checking in on the neighbor next door…  

o What are the most important things that have stayed the same over time?  
o Would you say your neighborhood is resilient? What does it mean for a neighborhood to be resilient? 

What would you say makes a neighborhood resilient?  
 

 Who do you consider to be leaders in the neighborhood? Do any of these leaders represent 
your perspectives? If so, who?  
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o How would you describe their leadership style?  
 Do they tend to react to crises or organize around a vision of how the 

neighborhood could be?  
 What do you consider a neighbor leader to be? To do?  
 Do you see people helping each other develop their leadership capacity 

here? If so, how?  

 What are the biggest threats you see facing the neighborhood today?  
 Many people have said that the biggest threat facing this neighborhood is gentrification. What does 

“gentrification” mean to you? What does it mean for a neighborhood to be experiencing gentrification?  
o In what ways would you say this neighborhood is experiencing gentrification?  
o What can be done to make it possible for our kids to stay and work here and seniors to live 

out their days here?  
o It’s possible that the conversation will already have turned to gentrification earlier... If not, 

some of the dimensions of gentrification will have been teased already.  

 You’ve talked about what this neighborhood means to you, and some of the threats you see facing 
it. Now, we’d like to ask you about the future. Could you imagine for a minute that there are no 
threats facing the neighborhood, and no limits to what’s possible? If the neighborhood could be 
exactly as you want it to be in the future, what would it be like??  

o When you look out the window, or step out the door, what would it look like?  
o Who would be living here? What would your relationships be like?  
o Walk down the street – what do you see?  

 What kind of plants? Animals?  
 Who’s there?  
 How are they getting around? 

o What’s your role in this neighborhood? What do people do together? Where do they hang 
out?  

o What does this place feel like?  
let them share their big dream…. Speak it back, let them know you heard it.  

 Some might say that’s a pie-in-the sky dream. But what if it’s possible? What’s the number one thing 
elected leaders at the city could do to make that happen?  

o city staff?  
o Your neighborhood?  
o You? 

 In what ways could the Holly Good Neighbor Home Repair Program be part of making that happen?  
o How could the program design and guidelines best advance this goal?  
o What could city staff do?  
o What could you and our neighbors do?  
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9.4.6 Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors Regenerative Dialogue Assessment Guide 

  

Holly Neighbors Helping Neighbors – Interview Guide 

Interview Set-Up  

 

 Call Home Owner (or preferably meet in person) to invite them to participate in the interview 
[NOTE: It’s important that this occurs as an invitation to the Homeowner, rather than 
something they have to do. Participating in the interview is not a prerequisite for having work 
done on their home. However, explain that the interview will help us identify how we can 
make the biggest difference with our clients).  

o Let her/him know that we’d like to meet with them to talk about the work we’ll do on 
the home and the volunteer event itself.  

o Explain that we have multiple goals for this project: 1) to make home improvements to 
help lower the utility bills, 2) to make improvements that enhance your quality of life in 
your home, 3) to strengthen and build relationships among neighbors in our 
neighborhood, and 4) help neighbors learn how to make home improvements in their 
own homes that save them money on their utility bills. We’d like to talk a little more 
with you about how we might be partners in achieving these goals together.  

o Explain to participant what they should expect during the interview and the ways in 
which they might prepare prior to the interview (ask them to think about what they love 
about their home and what changes would make the biggest different for them in the 
home).  

o When arranging the interview, make sure your participants know in advance how much 
time it will take. (approximately 1 hour)  

o Make sure the contact information you have is accurate and complete. Make necessary 
corrections on participant information sheet.  

 

Conducting the Interview: Grounding Intentions for Interactions 

 Conduct the interview in a casual way:  

o Ask them about their day and how they feel in an interested and relaxed manner.  

o Make sure they know there are no right and wrong answers.  

o It is appropriate to describe the interview as a “game” meant to be interesting and fun.  

o Avoid attaching significance to any of their answers.  

o If they appear concerned or anxious, smile and ask them to relax.  

 

 Establish a collaborative relationship:  
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o Communicate in a way that makes it clear they are your partners in the HNHN project, not 
subjects or beneficiaries.  

o Use the pronoun “we” and refer to “your team” where appropriate.  

o People may see themselves as insufficient or at risk during the interview or in life. They may 
be guarded in their responses or anxious about their participation. Encourage them and 
seek to gain their trust. 

 Speak to them as “sufficient”:  

o Approach each subject as capable, sufficient and whole.  

o Take care not to talk down, be overly responsible or protective, or assume more familiarity 
than you have earned.  

 

When listening to participant responses: Things to note and of which to be mindful 

 Note vocal inflexion and body language:  

o Watch for changes in their body language or vocal inflection during the interview. 

o To be effective you must listen for context. Get in their world, be present and engaged. 
Listen for and note sudden positive or negative emotional expressions or sounds that occur 
as they look at specific images or respond to specific questions. Note ways they suddenly 
become guarded in response to a question. 

 Note their level of emotional response:  

o Look for repeating patterns in their answers and behavior. 

o All strong emotional reactions to questions – either positive or negative – should be noted. 
Note the type of reaction and the question or image that caused it.  

 Don’t discuss observations with the subject:  

o Don’t point out to the person you are interviewing that some of their reactions seem 
irrational. Just note what they say  

o Ask follow up questions about how they feel to each question in which it seems appropriate, 
what happened, what some past home, room or setting looked like etc. – but don’t offer 
your observations about the sources of their behavior. 

 Note concerns about wellbeing issues:  

o Note any issues the participant you interview has about their own wellbeing or the 
wellbeing of co-habitants.  

 

 

Concluding the interview: Concluding remarks, thoughts etc:  
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 Thank them when you are done and let them know what is coming next 

 

 Pattern Recognition after the Interview:  

o Look for patterns of response in their answers and their behavior.  

o When you are finished with an interview – note any observations, intuitions or concerns you 
might have out of the interview. 

 

Interview Questions (Basic questions for informal interview) 

Note: Not all questions are required. Maintaining a natural flow to the conversation and allowing the 
household members to tell the story of their home is important.  

Your Household Life: 

1. Describe what a typical day in your life is like now. 

2. Describe what a typical day in your life would be like if you had no problems and could do 
exactly what you wanted to do. 

3. Name any problems you face in life and would like to solve – but feel you cannot. 

4. Name any problems in your life that can be solved? 

5. Are there family members or neighbors who help you solve problems? Could they help you 
with those problems?  

6. Do you feel you are capable of changing your life for the better? 

7. What single change in your living space would make the most difference in terms of improving 
your life? 

Your Neighborhood/Community: 

1. Describe what you love about this neighborhood, and what you don’t like.  

2. Do you help your neighbor? Have you helped them in the past? How?  

3. Do your neighbors help you? Have they helped you in the past? How?  

4. Do you have any other communities that you are part of? (church, social groups, etc.) Describe 
your participation in those communities. 

5. Imagine that everyone who lives in your neighborhood magically began to treat you exactly as 
you want to be treated. Describe how they would act? 

6. What do you most want to be remembered for / known for by your neighborhood?  

 

 

Your Home: 
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1. Think back to other homes you have occupied in the past – including homes you lived in as a 
child. Describe the homes in which you felt safest and most comfortable. 

2. Who was living with you in those homes? 

3. What do you remember most about the homes you lived in as a child? 

4. Please list the names and ages of everyone who share your home now or will share it in the 
future? 

5. Imagine that everyone who lives in your home magically began to treat you exactly as you 
want to be treated. Describe how they would act? 

6. Describe what you love about this home, and what you don’t like.  

7. Do you ever feel the need for more privacy in your home? If so, please describe what time of 
day – or what circumstances – most frequently cause this feeling. 

8. Describe any furniture, art or décor you own now that are particularly important to you. Tells 
us why those items are important. 

9. Is there anything you want in your new home that you don’t own - and think you cannot 
afford to buy? 

 

Your Family: 

1. If you decide to make improvements to your home, will your family support you in doing that? 

2. If you have children – describe any experiences with them in the home that cause you stress or 
upset. 

3. If you have children – describe the best times you have with your children and how those times 
make you feel. 

4. If you are married or in a relationship – describe any times or circumstances in your home that 
cause you to be angry or irritated with your partner. 

5. If you are married or in a relationship – describe the best times you have at home with your 
partner and how those times make you feel. 

6. Think back to when you were a child. What would your mother say about how you want to 
decorate your apartment? 

7. Again, think back to when you were a child. What would your father say about how you want 
to decorate your apartment? 

 

General Comments and contact details: 

1. Please tell us anything else you want us to know about your home and what you’d like it to be 
in the future. Remember – this is a game. You can have anything you want! 

2. What are the best times to contact you? 

3. Do you or any members of your family have home improvement skills that would help you 
team complete the work on your house? If so, what are they? Are there other ways you would 
like to help out with the work day or share with neighbors?  
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9.5 APPENDIX E: AUSTIN YEARLY TEMPERATURE FLUCTUATIONS  
The nine climate charts presented below show the yearly temperature fluctuations and precipitation patterns recorded at the Austin Bergstrom weather 

station by the National Weather Service of NOAA (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration for 2005 through 2014. The figure presented below 

provides a guide for interpreting the yearly climate summaries. The light colored bands reflect past temperature patterns (record high in red, average high and 

low temperatures, and record low temperatures. The oscillating line running between the bars represents observed daily high and low temperatures through 

each month. When the line moves above the green average high and low temperature band, it appears dark red. When it is within the average green band it is 

dark green, and when it is below the green bad it appears dark blue. Years in which red lines appear frequently are unusually hot. The summers of 2009 and 

2011 were exceptionally hot. 
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9.6 APPENDIX F: AUSTIN ENERGY RESIDENTIAL AVERAGE MONTHLY KWH 
 

 
 
 
 
  



 

631 
 

 
  



 

632 
 

9.7 APPENDIX G: PERSPECTIVES ON HOME REPAIR IN CONTEXTS OF NEIGHBORHOOD CHANGE  
Diverse perspectives on neighborhood change shared by homeowners in Rounds 2 and 4 are 

summarized in Tables 4 and .  Perspectives on the role of home repair in dynamic neighborhood 

environments are reviewed after the tables. Typically, homeowners in slow-growing neighborhoods 

welcomed home repair as a way to help maintain the neighborhood. Homeowner perspectives varied 

about the role of home repair in gentrifying neighborhoods. 
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Appendix Table G.1.  Round 2 Household Perspectives on Neighborhood Change 

 Total Appraised Value /  
Total Taxable Value*  

 
Summary of comments 

 Zip Name 2001 2010 2011 

7
8

7
0

2
 

Johnson ? $167.2K / 

$128.0K 

$167.7K / 

$139.7K 

Ms. Johnson still knows many people in the 
neighborhood who check in on her.  

Rodriguez $78.0K / 

$38.8K 

$91.4K / 

$91.4K 

$178.8K / 

$100.6K 

Ms. Rodriguez remembers rats from the 
recycling facility used to be in the 
neighborhood and welcomes most of the 
recent changes (even if all of the careless 
bicycle riders can be annoying). She likes her 
neighborhood.  

Jones $74.4K / 

$74.4K 

$163.8K / 

$163.8K 

$165.4K / 

$165.4K 

Ms. Jones is proud of her home – the house 
and neighborhood in which she was raised and 
where she’s been raising her own family. She 
appreciates the changes happening and feels 
the neighborhood is friendlier, safer, and nicer 
than ever. She feels part of the changing 
community.  

Brown $56.9K / 

$56.9K 

$176.2K / 

$176.2K 

$168.0K / 

$168K 

Ms. Brown is struggling financially in the face 
of rapidly rising property taxes. She is 
concerned about the intensity of change and 
feels left behind. 

7
8

7
2

1
 

Jackson $38.3K / 

$38.3K 

$96.4K / 

$96.4K 

$103.0K / 

$103.0K 

Ms. Jackson inherited her home from her 
parents and enjoys knowing nearly everyone 
in the blocks around her. She is proud of her 
home. She likes the new neighbors moving in 
and feels safer with them walking around with 
their dogs. 

Taylor $34.1K / 

$27.3K 

$66.6K / 

$66.6K 

$96.5K / 

$73.3K 

Ms. Taylor has wanderlust and deep roots – 
she lives in the home her mother raised her in, 
and her own daughter and granddaughter live 
blocks away. She sees changes and mostly 
likes them, but she and her daughter don’t 
understand why people are moving to Hutto 
and Buda. She would sell the home and travel 
if the price were right. 

7
87

49
 

Smith $113.1K 

/ $106.3K 

$167.6K / 

$167.6K 

$167.6K / 

$167.6K 

Mr. and Ms. Smith like how quiet their 
neighborhood is, although they’ve dealt with 
some loud college students lately. They still go 
back to 78702 for church, having moved to 
this home just over 15 years ago from that 
neighborhood. 

* Property appraisal information derived from online searches of Travis County Appraisal District online 

database in 2011. Information going back to 2001 is no longer (as of 2014) available on TCAD.  
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Appendix Table G.2.  Round 4 Household Perspectives on Neighborhood Change 

  Appraised Value / 
Taxable Value 
[Exemptions*] 

 
Summary of comments 

  2010 2014  

78702 
 

Moore 167,318 / 
$159,962 

240,482 / 
$191,951  
[HS, OV65] 

 

 

Ms. Moore is active in her fast-changing 
neighborhood. She has been there 50 years. She is 
conflicted about enjoying benefits of reinvestment 
and losing the social fabric and affordability of the 
community. She misses people who have passed on 
or left.  

78721 
 

Bell 115,911 / 
$98,252  

119,129 / 
$119,129  
[HS, OV65] 

Ms. Bell is deeply connected to neighbors and has 
lived in the home for well over 20 years. She 
appreciates changes in the neighborhood and 
reciprocity among neighbors. 

78741 
 

Bryant 
 

46,154 / 
$46,154 

66,302 / 
66,302  
[None] 

Mr. Bryant mostly keeps to himself. He appreciates 
knowing people and also being left alone.  

Vega 
 

82,916 / 
82,916  

118,521 / 
$93,227 
[HS, OV65] 

Mr. and Ms. Vega are delighted with neighborhood 
improvements. They raised their family here and 
enjoy their neighbors, memories, walks along the 
trails, and close proximity to many conveniences 
including their church and the rec center for seniors. 

Jenkins 
 

82,016 / 
82,016 

104,971 / 
$90,915 
[HS, OV65] 

Ms. Jenkins likes to be left alone. She does not have 
trust in her neighbors nor does she care much for 
her neighborhood. She has not noticed any changes. 
She lives blocks from the Vega family. 

78723 Carter 
 

131,745 / 
131,745 

161,074 / 
161,074  
[DP, HS] 

Ms. Carter appreciates how integration has 
progressed in her neighborhood. People are much 
kinder than they once were. The neighborhood is 
diverse now. She takes great pride in her home and 
grew up in the neighborhood. 

78724 Sanders 59,931 / 
59,931 

58,497 / 
58,497  
[DP, HS] 

Mr. Sanders loves his neighbors. Everyone looks out 
for each other. It is a safe place for children. He is 
very concerned about gentrification happening.  

78745 
 

Dalton 
 

156,226 / 
156,226 

164,835 / 
$160,804  
[HS, OV65] 

Ms. Dalton likes her neighborhood but sees a great 
deal of turnover. She knows her neighbors, and they 
help each other out. They have had problems with 
crime. They are concerned about traffic on streets.  

Stewart 
 

122,879 / 
122,879 

120,940 / 
120,940 
[DP, HS] 

Mr. Stewart doesn’t think much about 
neighborhood life. He stays inside other than going 
to church outside his neighborhood.  

*Exemptions include:  
General Resident Homestead (HS), Disabled Person (DP), and Age 65 or Older (OV65) 
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Beautification Beyond Blight 

Most homeowners from Rounds 2 and 4 (in-depth interviews) who lived in neighborhoods experiencing 

moderate increases in property values welcomed home repair projects and other efforts to beautify 

their neighborhood. Ms. Bell lives in the 78721 ZIP code in East Austin where property values have been 

relatively stable. Her biggest concern about her neighborhood was frustration with her neighbors for 

failing to maintain their yards and leaving all sorts of junk in them. When asked what she hoped for in 

the future, she said:  

It would be gorgeous because all of the houses would be fixed back up like they used to 

be, and it would be a pretty neighborhood. I mean it’s a quaint neighborhood, but it’s a 

rundown neighborhood. I mean, these people right here, they’ve got so much junk in 

the front and back yard and it just makes it look bad, with that old car out in the front of 

the house. It just looks bad. It used to be a beautiful neighborhood because everybody 

kept their yard up. This man over here, he doesn’t have nothing, no grass or anything, in 

his yard. And I think that makes the place look bad. In the future, it could be the same 

people. Let’s just pick up the pace, care about the place more. Don’t just throw 

mattresses and stuff outside of the house. That looks so terrible. 

Ms. Bell thought the home repair programs could help realize that future. Her neighbors were 

all interested in the help she got, and they could use support. She thought these programs could help 

homeowners make improvements before things got too rundown. She also knew that some neighbors 

had their central air systems break down but could not afford to fix them. She wanted to see home 

repairs extended both so that the neighborhood would look nicer and so that her neighbors could live 

affordably and comfortably. The third most common recommendation for improving the program was 

to expand its availability to other households.  

Home Repair and Its Impact On Gentrification 

Interestingly, not all homeowners in slow-growing neighborhood thought home repair programs were 

important as a strategy for neighborhood beautification and reinvestment, and homeowners had some 

diverse ideas about the role of home repair in neighborhoods experiencing gentrification.  

One homeowner who lived in a neighborhood experiencing the least real estate investment was 

one of the few to recognize potentially negative effects of home repair on gentrification. Mr. Sanders 

lives in Colony Park and experienced a decrease in his property values, yet he was concerned about 

rising living costs and what he saw as the inevitability of gentrification. He expressed hope for a future 

for Austin in which his neighborhood and others are able to protect their integrity, and he sees home 

repair programs as part of the solution to this challenge:  
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I think [home repair programs] help a neighborhood maintain its integrity without 

pricing them out of their home. I mean, true enough, the home repairs add value to the 

home, but it doesn’t price them out to the point they can afford it. I don’t think that’s 

something that people are looking at. Okay, so several people in this little circle have 

had their homes repaired and redone. The neighborhood has held its integrity without 

pricing itself out. But if you go three blocks down the street over here … They’re getting 

priced out of their own neighborhood. I didn’t know the people who moved personally. 

[But the neighbors left behind are concerned] that they’re going to be next. ... If you go 

to the Decker Lane and Hog Eye Road area, all of those new homes, they’re coming in 

with homes up to $300,000, but in order for this area to hold its integrity we’ve got to 

maintain that this is where we live, this is where we’ve lived for 20 years, why should we 

be priced out of our home. I mean, my home, maybe it’s not as luxurious as that 

$300,000 home, but it means just as much to me as that $300,000 home right down the 

road.  

Mr. Sanders included the whole city in his hopeful vision, noting, “I think it’s important that the 

people of Austin hold onto their integrity.” He thought programs like this were essential for the city to 

keep “its identity of being diverse, where everyone can live.” Yet he had seen the tide of economic 

growth and displacement overtake other neighborhoods that had been well established by low-income, 

people of color before, and he could see it coming to Colony Park. He moved there in 1990 when it was 

the only place he could afford for his family of six. He sees new city investments happening near his 

home and anticipates what is to come. “You know,” he said, “we’re being squeezed.” From his 

perspective, home repair programs were powerless to stop the tide of gentrification, but he thought it 

made it easier for homeowners to manage in the face of increasing living costs without accelerating 

property tax increases.  

Interestingly, Mr. Sanders, in a neighborhood that had not been experiencing gentrification 

pressure was greatly concerned about gentrification at the same time Ms. Jones, living in a 

neighborhood experiencing some of the most significant gentrification pressure, did not frame the 

change as a problem. She never used the word “gentrification” but talked about her appreciation of the 

social integration happening among people with diverse backgrounds. Instead of being left behind by 

changes, with Habitat’s help she got to be part of a process of neighborhood-level regeneration.  

Summary of Neighborhood-level Adaptive Management Potential 

The homeowner interviews suggest that the GO Repair Program has not generated any significant 

neighborhood-level outcomes, yet homeowners believe that home repair programs have the potential 

to generate: 1) household-level benefits for homeowners who reside in gentrifying neighborhoods, and 

2) neighborhood-level benefits in both slow-growing and fast-growing neighborhoods. Most who 
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thought that neighborhood-level benefits were possible predicated the outcome on an expanded 

number of home repair projects concentrated in one neighborhood. Mostly, the logic appeared to 

simply be summative. However, it appears that some homeowners may have been considering the 

possibility of catalytic effects after a tipping point. In neighborhoods that were run-down, this would 

help make the neighborhood attractive, and possibly catalyze more upkeep. In rapidly developing 

neighborhoods, this would keep homeowners in their home who were facing increased costs of living, 

which would in turn slow the rate at which homes were being flipped. These possibilities do not, 

however, expand adaptive capacity. Out of 84 interviews, the only home repair case that appears to 

have expanded the adaptive capacity of a neighborhood was that of the Jones family, which was part of 

a larger revitalization effort in the Rosewood Neighborhood. 
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9.8 APPENDIX H: HOLLY GOOD NEIGHBOR HOME REPAIR PROGRAM HISTORY 
Chart compiled by Elizabeth Walsh from various sources. Program history from 2003–2012 came mostly 

from data provided by Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, City of Austin, including 1) 

a summary table of program changes and 2) a listing of all repair work done from 2003–2012. 

 HOLLY GOOD NEIGHBOR HOME REPAIR PROGRAM HISTORY (1960–2013) 

1960–
1970s 

Holly Street Power Plant, Lady Bird Lake, and Hike-and-Bike Trail established: 
- Holly Power Plant opened (units 1, 2, 3, and 4 in years 1960, 1963, 1965, and 1974, 
respectively). 
- By 1960, the surrounding area was fairly well established as a working-class Hispanic 
neighborhood, although it was still in transition. Mexican-Americans starting moving in during 
the late 1950s as long-time white residents were moving out to the suburbs or dying off.  
- There was very little organization among neighborhood residents at the time. 
- City of Austin was interested in the hike and bike trail and the Aqua games in the 
neighborhood. Park planning documents reflect an interest in protecting the value of park 
amenities such as Fiesta Gardens from neighborhood blight (park is a buffer). 

1970s 
– 
1980s 

Holly Street Power Plant Opposition: 
- Brown Berets begin organizing, providing community-based education support, and 
protesting uses and abuses of their neighborhood by others. Boat races were the first big 
event.  
- 1989, Holly Power Plant closing was one of the key issues on the campaign for Sabino Pio 
Renteria for City Council. He lost, but the issue was still a community priority action area. 
(Hallford, 1991). 

1990 Holly Street Power Plant Opposition: 
- May 1990, citizen protests increased when traces of the carcinogen polychlorinated biphenyls 
(PCBs) were found in Town Lake, resulting from plant discharges (problem corrected). United 
East Austin Coalition applied pressure to address the issue (Hallford, 1991).  
- Spills, explosions, and other hazards from 1974–1999 are summarized by the Agency for Toxic 
Substances & Health Consultations (ATSDR, 2009). 
- 1990 Census data shows that there were 3,389 households within a mile of the plant, 70% of 
homes were built before 1960, more than half of the residents had lived there since before 
1979, and approximately 87% of the population was Hispanic (ATSDR, 2009). 

1991  Holly Good Neighbor Program established (Hallford, 1991):  
- Formed (in large part thanks to the leadership of John Moore at AE) with goal of making life 
more comfortable for the community. 
- Noise mitigation wall built, decorated with a series of murals above a 4-foot coat of masonry. 
- Also added a public restroom facility, a picnic area, increased park lighting, benches and 
exercise stations for joggers along the Town Lake hike-and-bike trail.  
 
Holly Street Power Plant Opposition: 
- PODER forms in 1991, organizing against SEMATECH and the tank farms (which resulted in 
1993 removal).  
- PODER becomes part of emerging national environmental justice movement. 

1993–
1994 

Holly Good Neighbor Program includes home repair: 
- Austin Energy implemented a weatherization program in October 1993 to weatherize homes 
within the Holly Good Neighbor Program boundaries. These were all homes situated between 
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Willow St. on the north, Pleasant Valley on the east, Chicon on the west, and Berkman Dr. on 
the south.  
 
Holly Street Power Plant Opposition: 
- 1993–1994, PODER mini-documentary notes the community health surveys they were leading 
and other public health research.  
- 1994, Texas Department of Health visited the site to perform a public health assessment 
impacts of: 1) air pollution generated by the plant; 2) electric and magnetic fields associated 
with the plant; 3) noise levels near the plant; 4) polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) in water near 
the plant; 5) groundwater contamination; and 6) other hazards. They ultimately found no 
public health hazard (ATSDR, 2009). 

1995 Holly Good Neighbor Program funds committed until retirement of plant 
- 1995, formal decree by Austin Energy and City Council that they would shut off two of the 
plant's four units by 1998 and two by 2005 and to "continue programs designed to mitigate the 
impacts of the (plant) on the adjacent neighborhood such as the direct home weatherization 
program and investments in neighborhood and recreational facilities. A five-year (mitigation 
budget) shall be prepared and annually updated for City Council approval until retirement of 
the plant.” Subsequently, funds were released each year, but never with a clear plan, and 
generally went to programs that would support quality of life immediately around the plant. 
(Coppola, 2011). 

2003 HGN program modifications (Coppola, 2011) 
- NHCD comes to oversee the Holly Good Neighbor Program 
- Each eligible household could use up to $10,000 in grants to have city contractors repair 
plumbing, electrical items, roofing, or foundations 
- Owners could apply for bigger sums — up to $100,000 — to rebuild homes in the roughest 
shape.  
Expenditure observations for 17 households served: 
- 7 roofing repairs ($1K - $4K) 
- 3 exterior painting ($3K - $4K) 
- 2 electric repair ($2K - $3K)  
- 2 plumbing ($2K - $4K) 
- 1 ramp ($2K) 
- 1 ceiling fans (<$1K) 
- 1 “front porch ceiling/columns” ($4K) 
The largest expense was $4,124, suggesting that in 2003 the limit may have actually been 
$5,000, and only one repair was allowed.  

2004 Expenditure observations for 13 households served: 
- 3 homes rebuilt ($76K to $83K) 
- 6 roof repairs ($3K - $6K) 
- 1 foundation repair ($20K) 
- 1 bathroom renovation ($7K) 
- 1 fence (<$2K) 
- 1 slab, walls and roof repair ($11K) 

2005 Expenditure observations for 50 households served:  
- Mostly only one repair per home, most repairs under $10K 
- 27 roofing repairs ($2K - $10K) 
- 12 exterior painting ($2K - $5K) 
- 4 foundation repairs of about $20K each  
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- 4 electric repair (under $2K) 
- 2 plumbing repair (under $5K) 
- 1 one window replacement ($3K) 

2006 Expenditure observations for 20 households served: 
 - 9 roofing repair (all under $10K) 
- 4 exterior painting (all under $8K) 
- 4 foundation repair ($14K - $26K) 
- 1 fencing (~$1K) 
- 1 insulation (~3K) 
- 1 plumbing (~3K) 

2007 Expenditure observations for 11 households served:  
- 3 homes rebuilt ($84K - $97K) 
- 7 roofs repaired ($3K - $13K) 
- 1 carpentry and exterior paint ($17K) 
HGN program modifications (NHCD chart):  
- Changed program from a grant program to a deferred, forgivable loan for a 10-year period  
- Increased assistance from $5,000 to $25,000  

2008 Expenditure observations for 8 households served: 
- 1 electric repair ($10K) 
- 1 exterior paint ($8K) 
- 6 foundation repair ($11K - $24K) 

2009 Expenditure observations for 1 household served: 
- 1 roof repair, around $5K 
HGN program modifications (NHCD chart):  
– Provide additional assistance to qualifying families who received previous assistance. 
Originally guidelines permitted one-time assistance and one service only per household. The 
modification gave opportunities to previously assisted clients who needed additional repairs 
based on program guidelines and eligible funding per household.  
- Eligible households may earn no more than 100% MFI. Previously it was 80%.  
- Establish that the applicant owned the home by 2000 to reserve assistance to those who 
experienced the plant while it was in operation.  
- Extend western boundary to Chicon Street (expansion by one block) 

2010 Expenditure observations for 13 households served: 
- 7 mostly listed as “mix” that stayed under $10K 
- 6 mostly listed as “mix” that were under $34K 
HGN program modifications (NHCD chart):  
- Property value: The improvement property’s total value, excluding land, cannot exceed 
$150K. (Change requested because of the increasing property values in neighborhood.) 
- Grant amount increased to $10K and then to $15K.  
- Total amount increased to $30K and then to $50K to complete major repairs such as 
foundation work.  

2011 Expenditure observations for 7 households served: 
- 5 stayed under $15,000 
- 2 went up to $45K 
 
HGN program modifications (NHCD chart):  
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- Eliminate income limits cap upon death of homeowner as long as the subject property 
remains in the name of the family of the deceased, a primary beneficiary/family member is 
recognized as the title holder, and the property is not leased for income or used for business 
purposes. In the case of death, the family can assume the initial loan term without being 
subject to qualifying income limitations.  
- Evidence of home owner’s insurance is not required on properties receiving $15K or less in 
repairs.  

2012 Expenditure observations for 10 households served: 
- All 10 stayed under $15K. 
- Still more than $1.5 million left in fund.  

2013 HGN program modifications: 
- Boundary extended to IH-35 to the west and Cesar Chavez to the north.  
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9.9 APPENDIX I:  HOLLY GOOD NEIGHBOR COMMUNITY PROJECTS FUNDED, 1991–2011 
Chart prepared by Sarah Coppola for Austin American Statesman article, “City program has spent 

millions to improve East Austin neighborhood, but has it helped?” published August 29, 2011. Chart is 

based primarily on information provided by Austin Energy.  
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9.10 APPENDIX J:  HOLLY GOOD NEIGHBOR PROGRAM FLIER  
Two-sided flier, English and Spanish, from the Neighborhood Housing and Community Development, City 

of Austin. In distribution Spring 2014.
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9.11 APPENDIX K:  REGENERATIVE AND DEGENERATIVE SYSTEMS MAPS 

9.11.1 Degenerative Systems Map 

 

This heuristic systems map depicts potential drivers of inaccessibility to healthy and resource-efficiency housing in centrally located 

neighborhoods. 
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9.11.2 Regenerative Systems Map 

 

This heuristic systems map depicts potential drivers of accessibility to healthy and resource-efficiency housing in central neighborhoods. 
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9.12 APPENDIX L: SUMMARY OF VOLUNTEER REFLECTIONS FROM EXIT INTERVIEWS 
The following table summarizes volunteer perspectives derived from five different interviews, each with a different target group of stakeholders: 

1) co-founders, 2) East Cesar Chavez Neighborhood Planning Contact Team supporter (1 volunteer), 3) newer neighbors who consider 

themselves urbanists and appreciate the diversity and density of urban neighborhoods, 4) members of a neighborhood church, 5) neighbors 

within a block of each other on Willow Street who share environmental values, and 6) neighbors with particular skills in home repair.  

Appendix Table L.1  Summary of Volunteer Focus Group Exit Interviews 

Group 
description 
(# of 
participants) 

Original Motivations & Intentions Insights: Home Repair as A Leverage 
Point  

Insights: Positive Neighborhood Change  

H
N

H
N

 C
o

-F
o

u
n

d
er

s 
(2

) 

 

 Ted wanted to use his skills in building 
construction to give back to the 
community. He wanted to live in a 
neighborhood with a dynamic 
community life and to be part of that 
change as a newer neighbor.  

 Jorge wanted to inspire other people 
like him who grew up in East Austin to 
take a lead in building up the 
community. 

 Both wanted to increase affordability 
and quality of living conditions in the 
neighborhood.  

 Ted loved the first project – through it, 
neighbors were more connected, people 
were inspired, and a lot of work got done 
without a lot of money or planning.  Other 
projects seemed less successful at 
leveraging resources and momentum and 
lacked its sense of self-organization and 
collective ownership.  

 Instead of inspiring ripple effects, Ted said 
the behavior change workshop on the 
second work day “sucked the life out” of 
the project. 

 Jorge excitedly relayed a story about how 
he’d recently connected a developer who 
wanted to help out with a family in need 
and his team of professionals knocked the 
work out within a week. Volunteers would 
have impeded its success.  

 Both thought that energy-efficiency cost 
savings were small compared to property 
tax increases. 

 

 Jorge’s experience has taught him to meet 
people where they are – go to the bar, 
make a 5 minute presentation, let people 
talk – “they’re smart, they’ll take it places.  
It can take a life of its own.” 

 Ted moved to neighborhood just north of 
Holly and opened a pub that has become 
a community hub where people of diverse 
backgrounds come together.  

 Ted’s neighborhood association focuses 
on action items, which propels 
momentum.  

 Ted thought that if we really wanted to 
make a scalable difference in keeping 
people in their homes, we should focus on 
door-to-door advocacy teams, helping 
people contest appraisal values and 
connect with other resources.  

 Both emphasized that their personal 
clarity of intention and consistency has 
strengthened their leadership, even if 
they’ve made some enemies.  
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Table K continued 
Ea

st
 C

es
ar

 C
h

av
ez

 P
ar

tn
er

 (
1

) 

 Regina originally attended HNC 
meetings as a representative from the 
East Cesar Chavez Neighborhood 
Planning Contact Team (ECCNPCT) to 
help us get started. 

 She was inspired by the action-
oriented, creative tone of the meetings 
and jumped into HNHN because she 
was inspired.  

. 

 Regina had such a powerful, almost 
indescribable, experience on the first work 
day that she left feeling a new strong 
desire to contribute to her neighborhood. 
She then adopted a run-down park near 
her home, secured a grant for a clean-up 
project, and established an annual 
restoration day for it.  

 She questioned the value of volunteer 
home repair projects where professionals 
had to finish or redo work by volunteers.   
 

 Important to take on manageable actions 
that can stimulate others and keep 
momentum going.  

 There’s tremendous power in seeing 
others leading by example – that was the 
seed of her own neighborhood leadership.  

 Dictatorial styles of leadership kill 
momentum and inspiration.  

 Door-to-door advocacy teams could help 
people 1) close the $200-$300 per month 
gap and 2) avoid predatory scams.  

N
ew

 U
rb

an
is

t 
R

es
id

en
ts

 (
2

) 

 As newcomers to the neighborhood, 
both wanted to get to know neighbors 
and contribute to community life.  They 
were both white men around thirty-
years of age. 

 For Kevin, the event was an 
opportunity to volunteer with others 
from his neighborhood church and to 
live out his faith through action.  

 As individuals, they both are 
environmentally conscious and were 
attracted to the neighborhood because 
it allowed them to bike to work and be 
less car-dependent. Affordability was 
also a factor for both.  

 Both appreciated that the HNHN events 
they participated in respected the 
homeowner as a partner and had a 
philosophy of doing the project with the 
homeowners, not for, or to them.  They 
both had negative experience with past 
church mission projects where volunteers 
seemed to be serving their egos’ desire to 
“be good” more than making a lasting 
difference for homeowners.  

 Kevin disliked the top-down approach of 
the first work day and the pressured 
placed on volunteers to make 
commitments. Greg initially had a knee-
jerk reaction to the environmental pitch in 
the last work day but was surprisingly 
moved by Joep Meijer’s personal 
presentation. 

 Both saw opportunities for positive 
neighborhood change by connecting 
diverse people with different resources in 
the same area.  

 For Greg’s business, that meant 
connecting producers of food waste, to 
neighborhood farms. For Kevin, walkable, 
mixed-income neighborhood design made 
it more likely for diverse people to run 
into each other and get to know each 
other.  

 For change to happen, neither 
neighborhood design nor a business 
structure focused on connections would 
have an effect unless individuals 
encountering those structures were open 
to new possibilities.  

N
ei

gh
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

C
h

u
rc

h
 (

3
) 

 They started their neighborhood 
church as an alternative to the “drive 
in, serve, and leave in a hurry” model of 
mission trips they found frustrating. 
They wanted to live out their calling to 
be good neighbors. 

 They liked that HNHN helped meet basic 
needs while also building relationships.  

 In their first encounter with 1 house, they 
thought an outsider’s self-serving agenda 
killed some of the spirit of the project.  

 They would like to see more manageable 
projects on a regular basis to bring 
neighbors together through service.  
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Table K continued 
W

ill
o

w
 S

tr
ee

t 

En
vi

ro
n

m
en

ta
lis

ts
 (

5
) 

 For all five, HNHN reflected some of 
their core values about community and 
environmental well-being.  

 All were excited to participate in a 
constructive project where they could 
meet like-minded neighbors.  

 For three, it was a welcomed relief 
from social tensions experienced in the 
neighborhood.  

 They liked the idea of neighbors learning 
together, exchanging knowledge and gifts, 
and strengthening relationships.  

 Three thought the top-down behavior 
changes undermined that natural learning 
process. Two thought the presentations 
were okay and they took new actions on at 
home because of what they learned 
through doing.   

 It’s all too easy to get burned out and 
cynical from repeated thefts by neighbors 
and angry community meetings. Creating 
more spaces for trusting and creative 
neighborly interactions is important in 
gentrifying neighborhoods.  

 Discovering the gifts and talents of others 
and sharing those resources is energizing 
and builds positive momentum.   

H
an

d
y-

m
en

 (
3

)  HNHN was an easy way for them to 
contribute their skills to neighbors.  

 They appreciated the opportunity to come 
in, complete some meaningful work, and 
meet some neighbors, but did not see 
ripple effects.  

 Action projects are much more enjoyable, 
constructive, and fulfilling than meetings.  

 

 



 

649 
 

10 BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Agyeman, J. (2005). Sustainable Communities and the Challenge of Environmental Justice 
(illustrated edition). New York: NYU Press. 

Alberti, M. (2008). Advances in Urban Ecology: Integrating Humans and Ecological Processes in 
Urban Ecosystems. Springer. 

Alberti, M., & Marzluff, J. M. (2004). Ecological resilience in urban ecosystems: Linking urban 
patterns to human and ecological functions. Urban Ecosystems, 7(3), 241–265. 
http://doi.org/10.1023/B:UECO.0000044038.90173.c6 

Allmendinger, P. (2002). Planning Theory (1st ed.). New York: Palgrave. 

Anderson, M., & Bogdan, G. (2007). Environments, indoor air quality, and children. PEDIATRIC 
CLINICS OF NORTH AMERICA, 54(2), 295–+. http://doi.org/10.1016/j.pcl.2007.01.003 

Angotti, T., & Sze, J. (2009). Environmental Justice Praxis: Implications for Interdisciplinary Urban 
Public Health. In N. Freudenberg, S. Klitzman, & S. Saegert (Eds.), Urban Health and 
Society: Interdisciplinary Approaches to Research and Practice (1st ed). San Francisco, 
CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Arnstein, S. R. (1969). A Ladder of Citizen Participation. Journal of the American Institute of 
Planners, 35(4), 216–244. 

ASC. (2006). Living Independently: Travis County’s older adults speak on their needs & the 
challenges of maintaining their independence. Austin, TX: St. David’s Community Health 
Foundation and Aging Services Council of Austin/Travis County. Retrieved from 
http://www.agingservicescouncil.org/documents/LivingIndependently.pdf 

ATSDR, A. for T. S. and D. R. (2009). ATSDR-PHA-HC-City of-Holly Street Power aka Holly Street 
Power Plant. Agency for Toxic Substances & Health Consultations. Retrieved from 
http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/hac/pha/pha.asp?docid=49&pg=1#bac 

AWE. (2010). Residential Dishwasher Introduction. Alliance for Water Efficiency. 

Babbie, E. R. (2005). The Basics of Social Research (3rd ed.). Belmont, CA: Thomson; Wadsworth. 

Backus, O. (2010). Holly Decommisioning Committee: Historical Overview. Retrieved from 
http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=144574 

Baker, J. L. (Ed.). (2012). Climate Change, Disaster Risk, and the Urban Poor: Cities Building 
Resilience for a Changing World. Washington, D.C: The World Bank. 



 

650 
 

Bandura, A. (1963). Social Learning and Personality Development. New York: Holt, Rinehart, and 
Winston. 

Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy: the exercise of control. New York: W.H. Freeman. 

Banzhaf, H. S., & McCormick, E. (2006). Moving Beyond Cleanup: Identifying the Crucibles of 
Environmental Gentrification. SSRN eLibrary. Retrieved from 
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=990074 

Banzhaf, H. S., & Walsh, R. (2006). Do People Vote with Their Feet? An Empirical Test of 
Environmental Gentrification. Resources For the Future. Retrieved from 
http://ideas.repec.org/p/rff/dpaper/dp-06-10.html 

Barker, S. E. (1906). The Political Thought of Plato and Aristotle. Methuen. 

Barma, J. W. (2002, Spring). The Rise and Fall of Smart Growth in Austin. Cite Magazine, 53. 
Retrieved from http://offcite.org/wp-
content/uploads/sites/3/2010/03/TheRiseAndFallOfSmartGrowthInAustin_Barna_Cite5
3.pdf 

Becker, E. (2012). Social-Ecological Systems as Epistemic Objects. In M. Glaser (Ed.), Human-
nature interactions in the anthropocene: potentials of social-ecological systems analysis. 
New York: Routledge. 

Bendik-Keymer, J. (2006). The Ecological Life: Discovering Citizenship and a Senseof Humanity. 
Lanham, Md: Rowman & Littlefield. 

Bernstein, R. J. (1978). The Restructuring of Social and Political Theory. University of 
Pennsylvania Press. 

Bernstein, R. J. (2010). The Pragmatic Turn. Cambridge: Polity. 

Biehler, D. (2009). Permeable homes: A historical political ecology of insects and pesticides in US 
public housing. GEOFORUM, 40(6), 1014–1023. 
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2009.08.004 

Bijker, W. E., Hughes, T. P., & Pinch, T. J. (Eds.). (1987). The Social construction of technological 
systems: new directions in the sociology and history of technology. Cambridge, Mass: 
MIT Press. 

Blanco, H., Alberti, M., Forsyth, A., Krizek, K., Rodriguez, D., Talen, E., & Ellis, C. (2009). Hot, 
congested, crowded and diverse: Emerging research agendas in planning. PROGRESS IN 
PLANNING, 71, 153–205. http://doi.org/10.1016/j.progress.2009.03.001 



 

651 
 

Bohman, J., & Rehg, W. (2014). Jürgen Habermas. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy (Fall 2014). Retrieved from 
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2014/entries/habermas/ 

Bohm, D. (1996). On dialogue. London ; New York: Routledge. 

Bourdieu, P. (1993). The Field of Cultural Production. (R. Johnson, Ed.) (1st edition). New York: 
Columbia University Press. 

Boyd, M. (2008). Defensive development - The role of racial conflict in gentrification. Urban 
Affairs Review, 43(6), 751–776. http://doi.org/10.1177/1078087407313581 

Brooks, D. (2011a). The social animal: the hidden sources of love, character,and achievement 
(1st ed). New York: Random House. 

Brooks, D. (2011b, March 7). The New Humanism. The New York Times. Retrieved from 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/08/opinion/08brooks.html 

Brooks, D. (2015, April 11). The Moral Bucket List. The New York Times. Retrieved from 
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/12/opinion/sunday/david-brooks-the-moral-bucket-
list.html 

Browning, B. (2012, February). Letting Deep Ecological History Determine Building Performance 
Metrics. University of Texas, Beyond LEED: Regenerative Design Symposium. Retrieved 
from http://www.soa.utexas.edu/beyondleed/PDFs/1.Browning.pdf 

Brown, J. S., Collins, A., & Duguid, P. (1989). Situated cognition and the culture of learning. 
Educational Researcher, 18, 32–42. 

Brown, M. J., Ammon, M., & Grevatt, P. (2010). Federal agency support for healthy homes. 
Journal of Public Health Management and Practice: JPHMP, 16(5 Suppl), S90–93. 
http://doi.org/10.1097/PHH.0b013e3181ddf63d 

Buber, M. (1965). Between Man & Man. MACMILLAN COMPANY. 

Buchanan, R. (1992). Wicked Problems in Design Thinking. Design Issues, 8(2), 5–21. 
http://doi.org/10.2307/1511637 

Buckley, R. P. (2012). Husserl, Heidegger and the Crisis of Philosophical Responsibility. Springer 
Science & Business Media. 

Bullard, R. D. (1990). Dumping in Dixie: Race, class, and environmental quality. Boulder: 
Westview Press. 



 

652 
 

Bullard, R. D. (2007). Growing Smarter: Achieving Livable Communities, Environmental Justice, 
and Regional Equity. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Bullard, R. D., Mohai, P., Saha, R., & Wright, B. (2007). Toxic Wastes and Race at Twenty: 1987—
2007 (p. 175). Cleveland, OH: United Church of Christ Justice & Witness Ministries. 
Retrieved from http://www.ucc.org/assets/pdfs/toxic20.pdf 

Butler, T. (2003). Living in the bubble: Gentrification and its “others” in north London. URBAN 
STUDIES, 40(12), 2469–2486. http://doi.org/10.1080/0042098032000136165 

Camacho, D. (2013, November 11). Interview with Danny Camacho. 

Campbell, H. (2006a). Just planning - The art of situated ethical judgment. JOURNAL OF 
PLANNING EDUCATION AND RESEARCH, 26(1), 92–106. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X06288090 

Campbell, H. (2006b). Just planning - The art of situated ethical judgment. JOURNAL OF 
PLANNING EDUCATION AND RESEARCH, 26(1), 92–106. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X06288090 

Campbell, S. (1996). Green cities, growing cities, just cities? Urban planning and the 
contradictions of sustainable development. JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN PLANNING 
ASSOCIATION, 62(3), 296–312. 

Capra, F. (2005). Speaking Nature’s Language: Principles for Sustainability. In M. K. Stone & Z. 
Barlow (Eds.), Ecological literacy: educating our children for a sustainable world. San 
Francisco; Berkeley: Sierra Club Books ; Produced and distributed by University of 
California Press. 

Carroll, S. (2012, February 15). Baltimore Neighborhood Energy Challenge Dialogue Interview 
[Notes from personal interview]. 

Castillo, J. (2011, April 18). Census data depict sweeping change in East Austin: White 
newcomers have transformed longtime minority enclaves  jcastillo@statesman.com; 
445-3635. Austin American Statesman. Austin, TX. Retrieved from 
http://www.statesman.com/news/news/local/census-data-depict-sweeping-change-in-
east-austi-1/nRZJD/ 

Chase, S. (2007). Narrative Inquiry: Multiple Lenses, Approaches, Voices. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. 
Lincoln (Eds.), The Landscape of Qualitative Research: Theories and Issues (pp. 651–679). 
Sage Publications, Inc. 

Chavez, C. (1970). Farmworker Movement: John Moyer Interviews Cesar Chavez. Retrieved from 
http://www.historyandtheheadlines.abc-
clio.com/ContentPages/ContentPage.aspx?entryId=1665620&currentSection=1665275 



 

653 
 

Christian Rammel, S. S. (2007). Managing complex adaptive systems — A co-evolutionary 
perspective on natural resource management. Ecological Economics, (1), 9–21. 
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2006.12.014 

Christians, C. (2005). Ethics and Politics In Qualitative Research. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln 
(Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research (Third, pp. 139–164). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. 

City of Austin. (2003). Staff Task Force On Gentrification In East Austin: Findings and 
Recommendations. Austin, TX. Retrieved from 
http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/housing/downloads/gentrificationreport_eastaustin.pdf 

Clarke, R. (1973). Ellen Swallow: The Woman Who Founded Ecology (First Printing, First Edition). 
Follett Publishing Company. 

Clauss, D. (2011, November 16). Key Informant Interview Re: Austin Housing Repair Coalition 
Dynamics. 

Cole, L. W., & Foster, S. R. (2001). From the Ground Up: Environmental Racism and the Rise of 
the Environmental Justice Movement. New York: New York University Press. 

Cole, R. J. (2012a). Regenerative design and development: current theory and practice. Building 
Research and Information, 40(1), 1–6. http://doi.org/10.1080/09613218.2012.617516 

Cole, R. J. (2012b, February). Beyond LEED: Embracing holism, engaging complexity & accepting 
uncertainty. University of Texas, Beyond LEED: Regenerative Design Symposium. 
Retrieved from http://soa.utexas.edu/beyondleed/PDFs/2.Cole.pdf 

Colman, D. (2010, October 27). Marital Issues Buried in the Sofa. The New York Times. Retrieved 
from http://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/28/garden/28couples.html 

Cook, I. (2000). “Nothing Can Ever Be the Case of ”Us” and ”Them” Again”: Exploring the politics 
of difference through border pedagogy and student journal writing. Journal of 
Geography in Higher Education, 24(1), 13–27. http://doi.org/10.1080/03098260085108 

Cooperrider, D. L., & Whitney, D. K. (2005). Appreciative inquiry a positive revolution in change. 
San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler. Retrieved from 
http://www.books24x7.com/marc.asp?bookid=11869 

Coppola, S. (2011, August 29). City program has spent millions to improve East Austin 
neighborho. Retrieved November 26, 2013, from 
http://www.statesman.com/news/news/local/city-program-has-spent-millions-to-
improve-east-au/nRdyz/ 



 

654 
 

Corburn, J. (2005). Street Science: Community Knowledge and Environmental Health Justice. 
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press. 

Corburn, J. (2009). Toward the Healthy City: People, Places, and the Politics of Urban Planning. 
Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press. 

Coyle, M. (2014). Ginsburg On Rulings, Race. The National Law Journal. 

Creighton, J. L. (2005). The Public Participation Handbook: Making Better Decisions Through 
Citizen Involvement (First). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Crutzen, P. (2002). Geology of Mankind. Nature, 415(6867), 23. 

Cutts, B., Darby, K., Boone, C., & Brewis, A. (2009). City structure, obesity, and environmental 
justice: An integrated analysis of physical and social barriers to walkable streets and 
park access. SOCIAL SCIENCE & MEDICINE, 69(9), 1314–1322. 
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2009.08.020 

Davidson, M. (2010). Love thy neighbour? Social mixing in London’s gentrification frontiers. 
ENVIRONMENT AND PLANNING A, 42(3), 524–544. http://doi.org/10.1068/a41379 

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2008). Self-determination theory: A macrotheory of human 
motivation, development, and health. Canadian Psychology/Psychologie Canadienne, 
49(3), 182–185. http://doi.org/10.1037/a0012801 

Delegates to the First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit. (1991, 
October). Principles of Environmental Justice. United Church of Christ Commission for 
Racial Justice. Retrieved from http://www.ejnet.org/ej/principles.html 

de Nazelle, A., Rodríguez, D. A., & Crawford-Brown, D. (2009). The built environment and health: 
Impacts of pedestrian-friendly designs on air pollution exposure. Science of The Total 
Environment, 407(8), 2525–2535. http://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2009.01.006 

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2005). Introduction: The Discipline and Practice of Qualitative 
Research. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative 
Research (Third, pp. 1–32). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Dewey, J. (1934). Art as experience. London: G. Allen & Unwin. 

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. New York: The Macmillan company. 

Dewey, J. (1946). The Public and Its Problems: An Essay in Political Inquiry (Orig. 1927). Chicago: 
Gateway Books. 



 

655 
 

Dewey, J. (1950). Reconstruction on Philosophy (Orig. 1920). New York, NY: The New American 
Library. 

Dewey, J. (1997). The Influence of Darwin on Philosophy and Other Essays. Prometheus Books. 

Diel, J., Bessor, B., & Malone, A. (2012, February 17). Deep Dive Dialogue Interview: Rebuilding 
Together Baltimore. 

Dooling, S. (2009). Ecological Gentrification: A Research Agenda Exploring Justice in the City. 
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 33(3), 621–639. 
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2427.2009.00860.x 

Drew, E. M. (2012). “Listening Through White Ears”: Cross-Racial Dialogues as a Strategy to 
Address the Racial Effects of Gentrification. Journal of Urban Affairs, 34(1), 99–115. 
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9906.2011.00572.x 

Dreyfus, H. L., Dreyfus, S. E., & Athanasiou, T. (1986). Mind over machine: the power of human 
intuition and expertise in the era of the computer. New York: Free Press. 

Dryzek, J. S. (1994). Discursive Democracy: Politics, Policy, and Political Science. Cambridge 
University Press. 

Duncan, R., Hannaford, K., Kochitzky, C., Rogers, V., Roof, K., & Solomon, J. (2006). Integrating 
Planning and Public Health: Tools and Strategies to Create Healthy Places. (M. Morris, 
Ed.) (1st ed.). American Planning Association. 

Durst, A. (2010). Women Educators in the Progressive Era: The Women Behind Dewey’s 
Laboratory School. Palgrave Macmillan. 

EAC, E. A. C., & PODER, P. O. in D. of E. and her R. (2012, April). LAND OF BROKEN DREAMS AND 
LAND OF OPPORTUNITY: A Report on Homeownership Trends in the Chestnut, East 
Cesar Chavez and Holly Neighborhoods & Portions of the Rosewood Neighborhood. 
Retrieved from 
https://austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/City_Manager/Homeownership-
trends.pdf 

East Cesar Chavez Neighborhood. (2010, May). The Tejano Walking Trail. City of Austin Planning 
and Development Review Department. Retrieved from 
https://austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Parks/TejanoWalkingTrail_LO-1.pdf 

Eckerd, A. (2010). Cleaning Up Without Clearing Out? A Spatial Assessment of Environmental 
Gentrification. Urban Affairs Review. http://doi.org/10.1177/1078087410379720 

Eckstein, B., & Throgmorton, J. A. (2003). Story and Sustainability: Planning, Practice, and 
Possibility for American Cities. The MIT Press. 



 

656 
 

economics. (2015, July 4). In Online Etymology Dictionary. Dictionary.com. Retrieved from 
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/economics 

Everly, G. S., & Lating, J. M. (2013). A Clinical Guide to the Treatment of the Human Stress 
Response. New York, NY: Springer Science & Business Media. 

Fainstein, S. S. (2010). The Just City. Cornell University Press. 

Farr, D. (2007). Sustainable Urbanism: Urban Design With Nature (1st ed.). Wiley. 

Fischer, F. (2009). Discursive Planning: Social Justice as Discourse. In P. Marcuse, J. Connolly, J. 
Novy, I. Olivo, C. Potter, & J. Steil (Eds.), Searching for the Just City: Debates in Urban 
Theory and Practice (1st ed.). T & F Books UK. 

Fischer, T. (2015). The Performance of Buildings, Architects, and Critics. In W. F. E. Preiser, A. 
Davis, & A. M. Salama (Eds.), Architecture Beyond Criticism: Toward a Cross-Cultural 
Discourse. Abingdon, UK: Routledge. 

Flyvbjerg, B. (2001). Making Social Science Matter (1st ed.). New York: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Flyvbjerg, B. (2006a). Five misunderstandings about case-study research. QUALITATIVE INQUIRY, 
12(2), 219–245. http://doi.org/10.1177/1077800405284363 

Flyvbjerg, B. (2006b). Making Organization Research Matter: Power, Values, and Phronesis. In P. 
S. R. Clegg, D. C. Hardy, T. Lawrence, & W. R. Nord (Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of 
Organization Studies (2nd ed.). Sage Publications Ltd. 

Folbre, N. (1994). Feminist Theory and Political Economy. In Who Pays for the Kids?: Gender and 
the Structures of Constraint (pp. 15–50). Routledge. 

Folke, C., Carpenter, S., Elmqvist, T., Gunderson, L., Holling, C., & Walker, B. (2002). Resilience 
and Sustainable Development : Building Adaptive Capacity in a World of 
Transformations. Ambio, Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, 31(5). Retrieved from 
http://www.era-mx.org/biblio/Resilience.pdf 

Folke, C., Hahn, T., Olsson, P., & Norberg, J. (2005). Adaptive Governance of Social-Ecological 
Systems. Annual Review of Environment and Resources, 30(1), 441–473. 
http://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.energy.30.050504.144511 

Follett, M. P. (1918). The New State: Group Organization and the Solution of Popular 
Government. New York: Longmans, Green and Co. 

Forester, J. (1988). Planning in the Face of Power. University of California Press. 



 

657 
 

Forester, J. F. (1999). The Deliberative Practitioner: Encouraging Participatory Planning Processes 
(illustrated edition). The MIT Press. 

Forester, J. F. (2013). Planning in the Face of Conflict: The Surprising Possibilities of Facilitative 
Leadership (1 edition). Chicago, IL: APA Planners Press. 

Frank, L. D. (2005). Multiple Impacts of the Built Environment on Public Health: Walkable Places 
and the Exposure to Air Pollution. International Regional Science Review, 28(2), 193–
216. http://doi.org/10.1177/0160017604273853 

Frank, P., & Robinson, R. (2005, August). Single Family Taxable Value, Percent Change: 2000-
2005. Austin, TX: City of Austin. 

Freeman, L. (2006). There Goes the ’hood: Views of Gentrification from the Ground Up. 
Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press. 

Freeman, L., & Cai, T. (2015). White Entry into Black Neighborhoods: Advent of a New Era? 
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 660(1), 302–318. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/0002716215578425 

Freire Institute. (2015). Dialogue. Retrieved from http://www.freire.org/paulo-freire/concepts-
used-by-paulo-freire 

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York: Herder and Herder. 

Friedmann, J. (1987). Planning in the Public Domain: From Knowledge to Action. Princeton Univ 
Pr. 

Friedmann, J. (2002). The Prospect of Cities. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press. 

Frumkin, H. (2006). Cities, Suburbs, and Urban Sprawl: Their Impact on Health. In N. 
Freudenberg, S. Galea, & D. Vlahov (Eds.), Cities and the Health of the Public. Vanderbilt 
University Press. 

Frumkin, H., Frank, L., & Jackson, R. J. (2004). Urban Sprawl and Public Health: Designing, 
Planning, and Building for Healthy Communities (1st ed.). Island Press. 

Gallagher, D. (n.d.). Austin, Texas: Saltillo Redevelopment District. The Specter of Gentrification: 
A Disadvantaged Community Struggles to Protect and Refine its Future. Durham, NC: 
Nicholas School of the Environment, Duke University. Retrieved from 
http://nicholas.duke.edu/brownfields/plazasaltillo.pdf 

GHHI. (2015). Federal Interagency Healthy Homes Work Group. Retrieved June 15, 2015, from 
http://www.greenandhealthyhomes.org/policy-makers/federal-interagency-healthy-
homes-work-group 



 

658 
 

GHHI. (n.d.). Green and Healthy Homes Initiative: A Draft Proposal for an ARRA Inter-Agency 
Collaboration. Green and Healthy Homes Initiative. Retrieved from 
http://www.cof.org/files/Bamboo/programsandservices/pgc/GHHIDraftARRA.pdf 

Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. L. (2007). The discovery of grounded theory: strategies for qualitative 
research. New Brunswick, N.J: Aldine Transaction. Retrieved from 
http://ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/login?url=http://site.ebrary.com/lib/utexas/Doc?id=1036
3289 

Glaser, M. (Ed.). (2012). Human-nature interactions in the anthropocene: potentials of social-
ecological systems analysis. New York: Routledge. 

Goffman, E. (1959). The Presentation of Self In Everyday Life. New York: Doubleday. 

Goffman, E. (1967). The Interaction Ritual. New York: Aldine. 

Goffman, E. (1974). Frame analysis: an essay on the organization of experience. New York: 
Harper & Row. 

Goldstein, B. E., Wessells, A. T., Lejano, R., & Butler, W. (2013). Narrating Resilience: 
Transforming Urban Systems Through Collaborative Storytelling. Urban Studies, 
0042098013505653. http://doi.org/10.1177/0042098013505653 

Goleman, D. (1995). Emotional intelligence. New York: Bantam Books. 

Goleman, D., Bennett, L., & Barlow, Z. (2012a). Ecoliterate How Educators Are Cultivating 
Emotional, Social, and Ecological Intelligence. New York: Wiley. Retrieved from 
http://UTXA.eblib.com/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=861651 

Goleman, D., Bennett, L., & Barlow, Z. (2012b). Ecoliterate : How Educators Are Cultivating 
Emotional, Social, and Ecological Intelligence (1st ed.). Hoboken: Wiley. 

Goodman, M. (2014, July). Keynote Address On Segregation and Poor Health: Harvard School of 
Public Health Summer Program in Quantitative Sciences. Cambridge, MA. Retrieved 
from http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/news/features/zip-code-better-predictor-of-health-
than-genetic-code/ 

Gosling, S. (2009). Snoop: What Your Stuff Says About You (First Trade Paper Edition edition). 
Basic Books. 

Graham, P. (2002). Building Ecology: First Principles for a Sustainable Built Environment. Oxford: 
Blackwell Science. 

Grant, G. B. (2012). Transforming Sustainability. Journal of Corporate Citizenship, 2012(46), 123–
137. http://doi.org/10.9774/GLEAF.4700.2012.su.00008 



 

659 
 

Green For All. (2010). Clean Energy Works Portland: A National Model for Energy-Efficiency 
Retrofits (p. 20). Retrieved from 
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/greenforall/pages/1582/attachments/original/
1412193538/Clean-Energy-Works-Portland-policy-brief-1-20-10.pdf?1412193538 

Green, L., George, M., & Daniel, M. (1995). Study of Participatory Research In Health Promotion: 
Review And Recommendations For The Development Of Participatory Research In Health 
Promotion in Canada. Vancouver, British Columbia: Royal Society of Canada. 

Guy, S., & Shove, E. (2000). A sociology of energy, buildings and the environment: constructing 
knowledge, designing practice. London: Routledge. 

Hallford, J. (1991, October). Arte en el barrio. UT Watch. Retrieved from 
http://www.utwatch.org/archives/tejas/october1991_barrioart.html 

Hamdi, N. (2004). Small change: about the art of practice and the limits of planning in cities. 
London ; Sterling, Va: Earthscan. 

Hamington, M. (2014). Jane Addams. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
(Fall 2014). Retrieved from http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2014/entries/addams-
jane/ 

Haraway, D. (1995). Situated knowledges : the science question in feminism and the privilege of 
partial perspective. In A. Feenberg & A. Hannay (Eds.), Technology and the Politics of 
Knowledge. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 

Harvey, D. (2008). The Right to the City. New Left Review, (53), 23–40. 

Hawken, P. (2007). Blessed Unrest: How the Largest Movement in the World Came into Being 
and Why No One Saw It Coming. New York: Penguin Group (USA). 

Healey, P. (1992). Planning through Debate: The Communicative Turn in Planning Theory. The 
Town Planning Review, 63(2), 143–162. 

Healey, P. (2007). Urban Complexity and Spatial Strategies: Towards a Relational Planning for 
Our Times (1st ed.). Routledge. 

Healey, P. (2009). The Pragmatic Tradition in Planning Thought. JOURNAL OF PLANNING 
EDUCATION AND RESEARCH, 28(3), 277–292. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X08325175 

Hegarty-Steck, P., & Mermin, N. (2008). Boston One Touch: Action Steps for Healthier and 
Greener Homes for Boston Families. Columbia, MD: National Center for Healthy Housing. 
Retrieved from 
http://www.nchh.org/Portals/0/Contents/Boston_One_Touch_Final_022708.pdf 



 

660 
 

Heidegger, M. (1971). Building Dwelling Thinking. In Poetry, language, thought (pp. 143–162). 
New York: Harper & Row. 

Heimsath, B., Garza, S., Lands, S., Paup, K., Flores, S., & Norris, D. (2001, June 14). Gentrification 
Committee Report. City of Austin. Retrieved from 
http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/housing/downloads/gentrification.pdf 

Herman, E. S., & Chomsky, N. (1988). Manufacturing consent: the political economy of the 
massmedia (1st ed). New York: Pantheon Books. 

Hersch, S. (2015, June 25). Reflections On The AHRC [Phone call]. 

Heynen, N., Kaika, M., & Swyngedouw, E. (2006). In the Nature of Cities: Urban Political Ecology 
and the Politics of Urban Metabolism (New edition). New York: Routledge. 

Hiles, D. R. (2008). The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods. In Axiology (pp. 53–
57). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. Retrieved from 
http://knowledge.sagepub.com/view/research/n31.xml 

Hoch, C. (1984). Doing Good and Being Right: The Pragmatic Connection in Planning Theory. 
JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN PLANNING ASSOCIATION, 50(3), 335–345. 

Hoch, C. (2007). Pragmatic communicative action theory. JOURNAL OF PLANNING EDUCATION 
AND RESEARCH, 26(3), 272–283. http://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X06295029 

Holden, M. (2008). Social learning in planning: Seattle’s sustainable development codebooks. 
PROGRESS IN PLANNING, 69, 1–40. http://doi.org/10.1016/j.progress.2007.12.001 

Holling, C. (1998). Two Cultures of Ecology. Conservation Ecology [online], 2(2). Retrieved from 
http://www.consecol.org/vol2/iss2/art4/ 

Honneth, A. (2003). Redistribution as Recognition: A Response to Nancy Fraser. In Redistribution 
Or Recognition?: A Political-philosophical Exchange (pp. 110–197). London: Verso. 

Honneth, Axel. (1995). The Struggle for Recognition: The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Hood, E. (2005). Dwelling disparities: How poor housing leads to poor health. Environmental 
Health Perspectives, 113(5), A310–A317. http://doi.org/10.1289/ehp.113-a310 

Howell, A. J., & Timberlake, J. M. (2014). Racial and Ethnic Trends in the Suburbanization of 
Poverty in U.s. Metropolitan Areas, 1980–2010. Journal of Urban Affairs, 36(1), 79–98. 
http://doi.org/10.1111/juaf.12030 



 

661 
 

Hoxie, C., Berkebile, R., & Todd, J. A. (2012). Stimulating regenerative development through 
community dialogue. Building Research and Information, 40(1), 65–80. 
http://doi.org/10.1080/09613218.2011.628546 

Hoy, S. (1980). “Municipal Housekeeping”: The Role of Women in Improving Urban Sanitation 
Practices, 1880-1917. In M. V. Melosi (Ed.), Pollution and Reform in American Cities, 
1870-1930 (pp. 173–178). Austin: University of Texas Press. 

Hunt, C. L. (1912). The Life of Ellen H. Richards. Boston: Whitcomb and Barrows. 

IDEO. (2015). What is Human-Centered Design? Retrieved June 18, 2015, from 
http://www.designkit.org/human-centered-design 

Innes, J. E., & Booher, D. E. (2010). Planning with Complexity: An Introduction to Collaborative 
Rationality for Public Policy. Hoboken: Taylor & Francis. 

Israel, B. A., Eng, E., Schulz, A. J., & Parker, E. A. (Eds.). (2005). Methods in Community-Based 
Participatory Research for Health (1st ed). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

James, W. (1880, October). Great Men and Their Environment. Atlantic Monthly, 46(276), 441–
459. 

Janesick, V. (2007). Chapter 2. The Dance of Qualitative Research Design: Metaphor, 
Methodolatry, and Meaning. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Strategies of 
Qualitative Inquiry (pp. 35–55). Sage Publications, Inc. 

Jenlink, P. M., & Banathy, B. H. (2007). Dialogue as a Collective Means of Design Conversation. 
Springer. 

Jones, V. (2008). The Green Collar Economy: How One Solution Can Fix Our Two Biggest 
Problems (First Edition). New York: HarperCollins Publishers. 

Kaika, M. (2004). Interrogating the geographies of the familiar: domesticating nature and 
constructing the autonomy of the modern home. International Journal of Urban and 
Regional Research, 28(2), 265–286. 

Kania, J., & Kramer, M. (2011). Collective Impact. Stanford Social Innovation Review. Retrieved 
from 
http://www.ssireview.org/blog/entry/embracing_emergence_how_collective_impact_a
ddresses_complexity 

Kania, J., & Kramer, M. (2013). Embracing Emergence: How Collective Impact Addresses 
Complexity. Stanford Social Innovation Review. Retrieved from 
http://www.ssireview.org/blog/entry/embracing_emergence_how_collective_impact_a
ddresses_complexity 



 

662 
 

Kates, R. W., Clark, W. C., Corell, R., Hall, J. M., Jaeger, C. C., Lowe, I., … Svedin, U. (2001). 
Environment and development - Sustainability science. Science, 292(5517), 641–642. 
http://doi.org/10.1126/science.1059386 

Katz, B., & Lang, R. E. (2003). Redefining Urban and Suburban America: Evidence from Census 
2000, Volume One. Brookings Institution Press. 

Kauffman, D. L. (1980). Systems 1: An Introduction to Systems Thinking. St. Paul, MN: Future 
Systems, Inc./TLH Associates, Inc. Retrieved from 
https://engineering.purdue.edu/~engr116/ENGR19500H_spr/General_Course_Informat
ion/Common/ReadingMaterial/Kauffman_Systems_One_1980.pdf 

Kaufman, D. (1980). Systems One:  An Introduction to Systems Thinking. Future Systems, Inc. 

Kawachi, I., & Berkman, L. F. (2003). Neighborhoods and Health (1st ed.). Oxford University 
Press, USA. 

Kemmis, S., & McTaggert, R. (2005). Participatory Action Research: Communicative Action and 
the Public Sphere. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of 
Qualitative Research (Third, pp. 559–603). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. 

King, M. (2009, June 5). Holly Street Hoopla. Austin Chronicle. Austin, TX. Retrieved from 
http://www.austinchronicle.com/news/2009-06-05/790063/ 

Kitchen, R. (1999). Creating an Awareness of Others: Highlighting the Role of Space and Place. 
Geography, 84(1), 45–54. 

Kretzmann, J. P., & McKnight, J. (1993). Building communities from the inside out: a path toward 
finding and mobilizing a community’s assets. Evanston, Ill.; Chicago, IL: The Asset-Based 
Community Development Institute, Institute for Policy Research, Northwestern 
University ; Distributed by ACTA Publications. 

Krieger, J., Takaro, T., Song, L., & Weaver, M. (2005). The Seattle-King County Healthy Homes 
Project: A randomized, controlled trial of a community health worker intervention to 
decrease exposure to indoor asthma triggers. AMERICAN JOURNAL OF PUBLIC HEALTH, 
95(4), 652–659. http://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2004.042994 

Kuholski, K., Tohn, E., & Morley, R. (2010). Healthy Energy-Efficient Housing: Using a One-Touch 
Approach to Maximize Public Health, Energy, and Housing Programs and Policies. 
JOURNAL OF PUBLIC HEALTH MANAGEMENT AND PRACTICE, 16(5), S68–S74. 
http://doi.org/10.1097/PHH.0b013e3181ef4aca 

Kuypers, J. A. (2009). Chapter 12: Framing Analysis. In J. A. Kuypers (Ed.), Rhetorical Criticism: 
Perspectives in Action. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books. 



 

663 
 

Kvanvig, J. L. (1998). Why should Inquiring Minds Want to Know?: Meno Problems and 
Epistemological Axiology. The Monist, 81(3), 426–451. 
http://doi.org/10.5840/monist199881318 

Landrigan, P. J., Rauh, V. A., & Galvez, M. P. (2010). Environmental Justice and the Health of 
Children. Mount Sinai Journal of Medicine, 77(2), 178–187. 
http://doi.org/10.1002/msj.20173 

Larsen, L., Harlen, S., Bolin, B., Hackett, E., Hope, D., Kirby, A., … Wolf, S. (2004). Bonding and 
Bridging Understanding the Relationship between Social Capital and Civic Action. Journal 
of Planning Education and Research, 24(1), 64–77. 

Larson, K. L., Casagrande, D., Harlan, S. L., & Yabiku, S. T. (2009). Residents’ Yard Choices and 
Rationales in a Desert City: Social Priorities, Ecological Impacts, and Decision Tradeoffs. 
Environmental Management, 44(5), 921–937. http://doi.org/10.1007/s00267-009-9353-
1 

Latour, B. (2005). Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, UK. Retrieved from 
http://www.UTXA.eblib.com/EBLWeb/patron?target=patron&extendedid=P 422646 0& 

Lawson, T. (2003). Ontology and Feminist Theorizing. Feminist Economics, 9(1), 119–150. 

Leach, M., Scoones, I., & Stirling, A. (2010). Dynamic Sustainabilities: Technology, Environment, 
Social Justice. Routledge. 

Leatherbarrow. (2004). Architecture’s Unscripted Performance. In B. Kolarevic & A. Malkawi 
(Eds.), Performative Architecture: Beyond Instrumentality. Hoboken: Spon Press. 
Retrieved from 
http://www.UTXA.eblib.com/EBLWeb/patron?target=patron&extendedid=P 235309 0& 

Leech, J. A., Nelson, W. C., Burnett, R. T., Aaron, S., & Raizenne, M. E. (2002). It’s about time: a 
comparison of Canadian and American time-activity patterns. Journal of Exposure 
Analysis and Environmental Epidemiology, 12(6), 427–432. 
http://doi.org/10.1038/sj.jea.7500244 

Lees, L. (2008). Gentrification and Social Mixing: Towards an Inclusive Urban Renaissance? 
Urban Studies, 45(12), 2449–2470. http://doi.org/10.1177/0042098008097099 

Lees, L., Slater, T., & Wyly, E. (2013). Gentrification. Hoboken: Taylor and Francis. Retrieved from 
http://UTXA.eblib.com/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=1486849 

Lejano, R. P., & Wessells, A. T. (2006). Community and Economic Development: Seeking 
Common Ground in Discourse and in Practice. Urban Studies, 43(9), 1469–1489. 
http://doi.org/10.1080/00420980600831684 



 

664 
 

Lewin, K. (1951). Field theory in social science; selected theoretical papers (1st ed.). New York: 
Harper. 

Logan, D., King, J. P., & Fischer-Wright, H. (2008). Tribal leadership: leveraging natural groups to 
build a thriving organization (1st ed). New York: Collins. 

Lyle, J. T. (1994). Regenerative Design for Sustainable Development: New York, NY: John Wiley & 
Sons, Inc. 

Maller, C., Horne, R., & Dalton, T. (2012). Green Renovations: Intersections of Daily Routines, 
Housing Aspirations and Narratives of Environmental Sustainability. Housing, Theory and 
Society, 29(3), 255–275. http://doi.org/10.1080/14036096.2011.606332 

M. Almeida-Silva, H. T. W. (2014). Elderly exposure to indoor air pollutants. Atmospheric 
Environment, 85, 54–63. http://doi.org/10.1016/j.atmosenv.2013.11.061 

Mang, N. S. (2009). Towards a Regenerative Psychology of Urban Planning (Dissertation). 
Saybrook Graduate School and Research Center, San Francisco, CA. 

Mang, P., & Reed, B. (2012). Designing from place: a regenerative framework and methodology. 
Building Research and Information, 40(1), 23–38. 
http://doi.org/10.1080/09613218.2012.621341 

Manuel, J. (2011). Avoiding Health Pitfalls of Home Energy-Efficiency Retrofits. Environmental 
Health Perspectives, 119(2), a76–a79. http://doi.org/10.1289/ehp.119-a76 

Marcus, C. C. (2006). House As a Mirror of Self: Exploring the Deeper Meaning of Home (2nd 
Revised edition edition). Berwick, Me.: Nicolas-Hays, Inc. 

McCold, L., Goeltz, R., Ternes, M., & Berry, L. (2008). Texas Field Experiment: Performance of the 
Weatherization Assistance Program in Hot-Climate, Low-Income Houses (No. 
ORNL/CON-499) (p. 75). Oak Ridge National Laboratory, Department of Energy. 
Retrieved from http://weatherization.ornl.gov/pdfs/ORNL_CON-499.pdf 

McDonough, W., & Braungart, M. (2002). Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way We Make Things 
(1st ed.). North Point Press. 

McIntosh, P. (1989). White Privilege:  Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack. Peace and Freedom 
Magazine, Women’s International  League for Peace and Freedom, (July/August), 10–12. 

McKenzie-Mohr, D. (1999). Fostering Sustainable Behavior: An Introduction to Community-Based 
Social Marketing. Gabriola Island, BC: New Society Publishers. 



 

665 
 

McKnight, J., Block, P., & American Planning Association. (2010). The abundant community: 
awakening the power of families and neighborhoods. [Chicago]; San Francisco: American 
Planning Association ; Berrett-Koehler Publishers. 

Meadows, D. (1994, October). ENVISIONING A SUSTAINABLE WORLD. written for the Third 
Biennial Meeting of the International Society for Ecological Economics. 

Meadows, D. H. (1997, Winter). Places to Intervene in a System. Whole Earth. Retrieved from 
http://www.wholeearth.com/issue/2091/article/27/places.to.intervene.in.a.system 

Meadows, D. H. (2002, March). Dancing With Systems. The Systems Thinker, 13(2). 

Medoff, P. (1994). Streets of Hope: The Fall and Rise of an Urban Neighborhood. Boston, Mass: 
South End Press. 

Melosi, M. V. (1980). Environmental Crisis in the City: The Relationship between Industrialization 
and Urban Pollution. In M. V. Melosi (Ed.), Pollution and Reform in American Cities, 
1870-1930 (pp. 3–31). Austin: University of Texas Press. 

Menand, L. (2001). The Metaphysical Club (1st ed). New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 

Menand, L. (2010). The Marketplace of Ideas (1st ed). New York, NY: W.W. Norton. 

Minkler, M. (2010). Linking Science and Policy Through Community-Based Participatory 
Research to Study and Address Health Disparities. American Journal of Public Health, 
100, S81–S87. http://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2009.165720 

Moore, S. A., & Engstrom, N. (2005). The Social Construction of “Green” Building Codes: 
Competing models by industry, government and NGOs. In S. Guy & S. A. Moore (Eds.), 
Sustainable Architectures: Natures and cultures in Europe and North America. London: 
Routledge/Spon. 

Moore, S. A., Gelfand, S., & Whitsett, D. (2015). Epistemological conflict: modern and non-
modern frameworks for sustainability. Building Research & Information, 0(0), 1–16. 
http://doi.org/10.1080/09613218.2015.1016379 

Moore, S. A., & Walsh, E. A. (2012). Beyond LEED. Platform, Fall 2012. Retrieved from 
http://soa.utexas.edu/files/publications/platform_fall2012.pdf 

Moore, S. A., & Wilson, B. B. (2013). Questioning Architectural Judgment: The Problem of Codes 
in the United States. New York: Routledge. 

Mumford, L. (1938). The Culture of Cities. New York: Harcourt, Brace and company. 



 

666 
 

NCDD. (2105). The National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation. Retrieved from 
http://ncdd.org/ 

NESRI. (2015). What is the Human Right to Housing? Retrieved June 15, 2015, from 
https://www.nesri.org/programs/what-is-the-human-right-to-housing 

Newman, P. (2009). Resilient Cities: Responding to Peak Oil and Climate Change. Washington, 
DC: Island Press. 

Nussbaum, M. C. (2000). Women and human development: the capabilities approach. 
Cambridge, U.K. ; New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Nussbaum, M. C., Sen, A., & World Institute for Development Economics Research (Eds.). (1993). 
The Quality of life. Oxford : New York: Clarendon Press ; Oxford UniversityPress. 

Oden, M. (2010). Equity: The Forgotten E in Sustainable Development. In S. A. Moore (Ed.), 
Pragmatic Sustainability: Theoretical and Practical Tools. London: Routledge. 

Odum, H. (1971). Environment, Power and Society. New York, NY: Wiley. 

Odum, H. (1983). Systems Ecology. New York, NY: Wiley. 

Odum, H., & Odum, E. (2000). Modeling for all scales: An introduction to system simulation. San 
Diego, CA: Academic Press. 

Ogden, C. L., Carroll, M. D., Curtin, L. R., McDowell, M. A., Tabak, C. J., & Flegal, K. M. (2006). 
Prevalence of overweight and obesity in the United States, 1999-2004. JAMA: The 
Journal of the American Medical Association, 295(13), 1549–1555. 
http://doi.org/10.1001/jama.295.13.1549 

Olsson, P., Folke, C., & Berkes, F. (2004). Adaptive comanagement for building resilience in 
social-ecological systems. Environmental Management, 34(1), 75–90. 
http://doi.org/10.1007/s00267-003-0101-7 

Orr, D. W. (2006). Design on the edge the making of a high-performance building. Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press. Retrieved from http://site.ebrary.com/id/10173672 

OSTERKAMP, L., & CHAPIN, R. (1995). Community-based volunteer home-repair and home-
maintenance programs for elders - an effective service paradigm. JOURNAL OF 
GERONTOLOGICAL SOCIAL WORK, 24(1-2), 55–75. 

Parker, E., Israel, B., Robins, T., Mentz, G., Lin, X., Brakefield-Caldwell, W., … Lewis, T. (2008). 
Evaluation of community action against asthma: A community health worker 
intervention to improve children’s asthma-related health by reducing household 



 

667 
 

environmental triggers for asthma. HEALTH EDUCATION & BEHAVIOR, 35(3), 376–395. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/1090198106290622 

Pattillo-McCoy, M. E. (1999). Black picket fences: privilege and peril among the Blackmiddle 
class. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Plaut, J. M., Dunbar, B., Wackerman, A., & Hodgin, S. (2012). Regenerative design: the LENSES 
Framework for buildings and communities. Building Research and Information, 40(1), 
112–122. http://doi.org/10.1080/09613218.2012.619685 

Plevin, A. (2006). “The World Is Our Home”: Environmental Justice, Feminisms, and Student 
Ideology. Feminist Teacher, 16(2), 110–123. 

Porter, J. (2011, October 20). Key Informant Interview Re: Austin Housing Repair Coalition 
Dynamics. 

Preservation Green Lab. (2011). The Greenest Building: Quantifying the Environmental Value of 
Building Reuse. National Trust for Historic Preservation. Retrieved from 
http://www.preservationnation.org/information-center/sustainable-
communities/green-lab/lca/The_Greenest_Building_lowres.pdf 

Prince, S. R. (2002). Changing Places: Race, Class, And Belonging In The “New” Harlem. Urban 
Anthropology and Studies of Cultural Systems and World Economic Development, 31(1), 
5–35. 

Rauh, V., Landrigan, P., & Claudio, L. (2008). Housing and health - Intersection of poverty and 
environmental exposures. REDUCING THE IMPACT OF POVERTY ON HEALTH AND 
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT:, 1136, 276–288. http://doi.org/10.1196/annals.1425.032 

Rawls, J. (1999). A Theory of Justice (Rev. ed). Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press. 

Rawls, J. (2001). Part I: Fundamental Ideas. In E. Kelly (Ed.), Justice as fairness: a restatement. 
Harvard University Press. 

RBC. (2009, March). Texas Adopts Legislation to Mitigate Gentrification. Regulatory Barriers 
Clearinghouse: Solutions That Support Affordable Housing, 8(2). Retrieved from 
http://archives.huduser.org/rbc/archives/newsletter/vol8iss2_1.html 

Reason, P., & Bradbury, H. (2007). The SAGE Handbook of Action Research: Participative Inquiry 
and Practice (2nd ed.). Sage Publications Ltd. 

Rein, M., & Schön, D. (1996). Frame-critical policy analysis and frame-reflective policy practice. 
Knowledge and Policy, 9(1), 85–104. http://doi.org/10.1007/BF02832235 



 

668 
 

Richardson, B. (2002). Ellen Swallow Richards: “Humanistic Oekologist,” “Applied Sociologist,” 
and the Founding of Sociology. The American Sociologist, 33(3), 21–57. 

Rittel, H. W. J., & Webber, M. M. (1973). Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning. Policy 
Sciences, 4(2), 155–169. http://doi.org/Article 

Roa, R., & Limon, J. (2015, March 11). Austin Housing Repair Coalition - Early History. 

Robbins, P., & Sharp, J. T. (2003). Producing and Consuming Chemicals: The Moral Economy of 
the American Lawn. Economic Geography, 79(4), 425–451. 
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1944-8287.2003.tb00222.x 

Robinson, R. (2005, August). Low-Income Home Owners. Austin, TX: Department of Planning, 
City of Austin. 

Robinson, R. (2010, July 10). Top Ten Demographic Trends in Austin, Texas. Retrieved November 
20, 2014, from http://www.austintexas.gov/page/top-ten-demographic-trends-austin-
texas 

Rothstein, R. (2014). The Making of Ferguson: Public Policies at the Root of its Troubles (p. 41). 
Washington, D.C.: Economic Policy Institute. Retrieved from 
http://s3.epi.org/files/2014/making-of-ferguson-final.pdf 

Rotter, J. (1954). Social Learning and Clinical Psychology. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice 
Hall. 

Rubin, H. J., & Rubin, R. S. (1995). Qualitative Interviewing: The Art of Hearing Data. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Rubin, H. J., & Rubin, R. S. (2005). Qualitative Interviewing: The Art of Hearing Data (Second 
Edition). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Rutledge, P., Barnes, A. J., Benavides, T., Howes, J., Mora, D., Murley, J., & Murray, S. (2003). 
Addressing Community Concerns: How environmental justice relates to land use planning 
and zoning (No. Academy Project Number 1969). Prepared for the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency. Retrieved from 
http://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice/resources/reports/annual-project-
reports/napa-land-use-zoning-63003.pdf 

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic 
motivation, social development, and well-being. American Psychologist, 55(1), 68–78. 
http://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.68 



 

669 
 

Ryan, R. M., Huta, V., & Deci, E. L. (2006). Living well: a self-determination theory perspective on 
eudaimonia. Journal of Happiness Studies, 9(1), 139–170. 
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-006-9023-4 

Sandercock, L. (1998). Making the invisible visible : a multicultural planning history. Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 

Sandercock, L. (2003). Out of the Closet: The Importance of Stories and Storytelling in Planning 
Practice. Planning Theory & Practice, 4(1), 11–28. 
http://doi.org/10.1080/1464935032000057209 

Schank, R., & Morson, G. S. (1995). Tell Me a Story: Narrative and Intelligence. Evanston, Ill: 
Northwestern University Press. 

Scharmer, C. O. (2009). Theory U: Learning from the Future as It Emerges. San Francisco: Berrett-
Koehler Publishers, Ebooks Corporation Limited. 

Scharmer, C. O. (2010, September 19). The Blind Spot of Institutional Leadership: How to create 
deep innovation through moving from egosystem to ecosystem awareness. Pepared for 
World Economic Forum, Annual Meeting of the New Champions 2010. 

Scharmer, O. (2009). Theory U: Learning from the Future as It Emerges. San Francisco: Berrett-
Koehler Publishers, Ebooks Corporation Limited. 

Scharmer, O. (2015, February 17). U.Lab: Seven Principles for Revolutionizing Higher Ed. 
Retrieved June 21, 2015, from http://www.huffingtonpost.com/otto-scharmer/ulab-
seven-principles-for_b_6697584.html 

Scharmer, O., & Kaufer, K. (2013). Leading from the Emerging Future: From Ego-System to Eco-
System Economies (1 edition). San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers. 

Schein, E. (1995, July). Kurt Lewin’s Change Theory in the Field and in the Classroom: Notes 
Toward a Model of Managed Learning. MIT Sloan School of Management. 

Schlosberg, D. (2009). Distribution and Beyond: Conceptions of Justice in Contemporary Theory 
and Practice. In Defining Environmental Justice: Theories, Movements, and Nature. New 
York: Oxford University Press, USA. 

Schön, D. A. (1983). The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action. New York: 
Basic Books. 

Schön, D. A. (1987). Educating the Reflective Practitioner (1st ed). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Schwarz, P., & Taylor, T. (1995). Cold Hands, Warm Hearth - Climate, Net Takeback, and 
Household Comfort. Energy Journal, 16(1), 41–54. 



 

670 
 

Schweitzer, L., & Zhou, J. (2010). Neighborhood Air Quality, Respiratory Health, and Vulnerable 
Populations in Compact and Sprawled Regions. JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN PLANNING 
ASSOCIATION, 76(3), 363–371. http://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2010.486623 

Sen, A. (1999). Development as freedom (1st. ed). New York: Knopf. 

Shove, E. (2003). Comfort, Cleanliness and Convenience The Social Organization of Normality. 
New York, NY: Berg. 

Silver, C. (1997). The Racial Origins of Zoning in American Cities. In Urban Planning and the 
African American Community: In the Shadows. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Sletto, B. (2010). Educating Reflective Practitioners: Learning to Embrace the Unexpected 
through Service Learning. JOURNAL OF PLANNING EDUCATION AND RESEARCH, 29(4), 
403–415. http://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X10362771 

Smith, N. (1996). The New Urban Frontier: Gentrification and the Revanchist City. Routledge. 

Smithson, C. (2009, April 27). Changes in the ’Hood: East Austin Gentrifies. ABC News. Retrieved 
from http://abcnews.go.com/OnCampus/story?id=7399717&page=1 

Snow, D. A., Rochford, E. B., Jr., Worden, S. K., & Benford, R. D. (1986). Frame Alignment 
Processes, Micromobilization, and Movement Participation. American Sociological 
Review, 51(4), 464–481. http://doi.org/10.2307/2095581 

Sobel, E. (2008). Austin, Texas: The East Austin neighborhood. In The Enduring Challenge of 
Concentrated Poverty in America: Case Studies from Communities Across the U.S. 
Federal Reserve System & the Metropolitan Policy Program at the Brookings Institution. 
Retrieved from http://www.frbsf.org/community-development/files/cp_fullreport.pdf 

Solnit, R. (2005). A field guide to getting lost. New York: Viking. 

Spencer, T. (2011, November 4). Key Informant Interview Re: Austin Housing Repair Coalition 
Dynamics. 

Spivey, A. (2005a). On closer inspection: Learning to look at the whole home environment. 
ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH PERSPECTIVES, 113(5), A320–A323. 

Spivey, A. (2005b). On closer inspection: Learning to look at the whole home environment. 
ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH PERSPECTIVES, 113(5), A320–A323. 

Squires, G. D., & Kubrin, C. E. (2005). Privileged Places: Race, Uneven Development and the 
Geography of Opportunity in Urban America. Urban Studies, 42(1), 47–68. 
http://doi.org/10.1080/0042098042000309694 



 

671 
 

Stake, D. R. E. (1995). The Art Of Case Study Research (1st ed.). Sage Publications, Inc. 

Stein, S. M., & Harper, T. L. (2005). Rawls’s “Justice as Fairness”: A Moral Basis for Contemporary 
Planning Theory. Planning Theory, 4(2), 147 –172. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/1473095205054603 

Stringer, E. T. (1999). Action Research (2nd ed). Thousand Oaks, Calif: Sage Publications. 

Swiatecki, C. (2013, November 7). Cover Story: The incredible shrinking dollar in Austin. 
Retrieved November 20, 2014, from http://www.bizjournals.com/austin/print-
edition/2013/11/08/austin-cant-afford-this-home.html 

Sykes, B. (2011, November 4). Key Informant Interview Re: Austin Housing Repair Coalition 
Dynamics. 

Takaro, T., Krieger, J., & Song, L. (2004). Effect of environmental interventions to reduce 
exposure to asthma triggers in homes of low-income children in Seattle. JOURNAL OF 
EXPOSURE ANALYSIS AND ENVIRONMENTAL EPIDEMIOLOGY, 14, S133–S143. 
http://doi.org/10.1038/sj.jea.7500367 

Taylor, C., Appiah, K. A., Habermas, J., Rockefeller, S. C., Walzer, M., & Wolf, S. (1994). 
Multiculturalism: Examining the Politics of Recognition. (A. Gutmann, Ed.) (Expanded 
Paperback edition). Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press. 

Tohn Environmental Strategies. (2010). Creating Healthy and Energy Efficient Housing Through 
One Touch Delivery in New Hampshire: Project Outcomes and Policy Innovations. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development Office of Healthy Housing and Lead 
Hazard Control. Retrieved from 
http://www.dhhs.state.nh.us/dphs/bchs/clpp/documents/onetouchreport.pdf 

Torbert, W., & Taylor, S. (2007). Action Inquiry: Interweaving Multiple Qualities of Attention for 
Timely Action. In P. Reason & H. Bradbury (Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of Action 
Research: Participative Inquiry and Practice (2nd ed.). Sage Publications Ltd. 

UCC. (1987). Toxic Wastes and Race In The United States: A National Report on the Racial and 
Socio-Economic Characteristics of Communities with Hazardous Waste Sites. New York: 
Commission For Racial Justice, United Church of Christ. Retrieved from 
http://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/unitedchurchofchrist/legacy_url/13567/toxwra
ce87.pdf?1418439935 

Urry, J. (2005). The Complexity Turn. Theory, Culture & Society, 22(5), 1–14. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/0263276405057188 

U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission, American Lung Association, & American Medical 
Association. (n.d.). Indoor Air Pollution: Introduction for Health Professionals. Retrieved 



 

672 
 

from http://www.cpsc.gov/en/Safety-Education/Safety-Guides/Home/Indoor-Air-
Pollution-Introduction-for-Health-Professionals/ 

USDOE. (2015a). American Recovery & Reinvestment Act. Retrieved June 15, 2015, from 
http://www1.eere.energy.gov/recovery/ 

USDOE. (2015b). Weatherization Assistance Program. Retrieved June 15, 2015, from 
http://energy.gov/eere/wipo/weatherization-assistance-program 

US Fire Administration. (1979). Report to the Congress Arson the Federal Role in Arson 
Prevention and Control. Federal Emergency Management Association (FEMA). 

VanWynsberghe, R., & Khan, S. (2007). Redefining Case Study. International Journal of 
Qualitative Methods, 6(2). 

Waldrop, M. M. (1992). Complexity: The Emerging Science at the Edge of Chaos. New York: 
Simon and Schuster. 

Walsh, E. (2007). East Austin Environmental Justice History. Austin, TX: East Austin 
Environmental Justice Project, University of Texas at Austin. Retrieved from 
http://soa.utexas.edu/work/eaejp/Papers/East%20Austin%20Environmental%20Justice
%20History.pdf 

Walsh, E. A., & Moore, S. A. (2015). Regenerative Design: Redefining the Limits of Architectural 
Judgment. In W. F. E. Preiser, A. Davis, & A. M. Salama (Eds.), Architecture Beyond 
Criticism: Expert judgment and performance evaluation. Abingdon, UK: Routledge. 

Watson, T. (2009, March 24). Consumers can sabotage energy-saving efforts. USA Today. 
Retrieved from http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/money/industries/energy/2009-03-22-
energysavings_N.htm 

WCED, W. C. on E. and D. (1987). Our Common Future. Oxford University Press, USA. 

Weinhaus, S. (2015). Burning Greed. Retrieved from www.LiveLobsterGroup.com/BurningGreed 

Weissert, W., & Pluschnick-Masti, R. (2011, September 12). Texas fire destroys 1,554 homes, 17 
people missing | The Seattle Times. Associated Press via Seattle Times. Retrieved from 
http://www.seattletimes.com/nation-world/texas-fire-destroys-1554-homes-17-people-
missing/ 

Weiss, K. (2005). The Community Land Trust Report: Creating Permanent Affordable 
Homeownership Opportunities in Austin, Texas (No. 20050526-021). Austin, TX: The City 
of Austin, Neighborhood Housing & Community Development – Austin Housing Finance 
Corporation. Retrieved from http://community-wealth.org/content/community-land-
trust-report-creating-permanent-affordable-homeownership-opportunities-austin 



 

673 
 

Weschler, C. (2004). Chemical reactions among indoor pollutants: what we’ve learned in the 
new millennium. INDOOR AIR, 14, 184–194. 

Weschler, C. (2006). Ozone’s impact on public health: Contributions from indoor exposures to 
ozone and products of ozone-initiated chemistry. ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH 
PERSPECTIVES, 114(10), 1489–1496. http://doi.org/10.1289/ehp.9256 

Whalley, D. (1988). Neighborhood variations in moderate housing-rehabilitation program 
impacts - an accounting model of housing quality change. Economic Geography, 64(1), 
45–61. 

Wheeler, M. (2014). Martin Heidegger. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy (Fall 2014). Retrieved from 
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2014/entries/heidegger/ 

Wiland, H., & Bell, D. (2006). Edens Lost & Found: How Ordinary Citizens Are Restoring Our Great 
American Cities. Chelsea Green. 

Wilson, C., & Dowlatabadi, H. (2007). Models of decision making and residential energy use. 
ANNUAL REVIEW OF ENVIRONMENT AND RESOURCES, 32, 169–203. 
http://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.energy.32.053006.141137 

Wilson, D. S. (2011). The Neighborhood Project: Using Evolution to Improve My City, One Block 
at a Time (1 edition). New York: Little, Brown and Company. 

Wilson, J., & Tohn, E. (2011). Healthy Housing Opportunities During Weatherization Work (No. 
NREL/SR-7A20-49947) (p. 68). Golden, CO: National Renewable Energy Lab. Retrieved 
from 
http://www.tohnenvironmental.com/images/pdf/WeatherizationWork_Feb2011.pdf 

Wright, R., & Subramanian, S. (2007). Advancing a multilevel framework for epidemiologic 
research on asthma disparities. CHEST, 132(5), 757S–769S. 
http://doi.org/10.1378/chest.07-1904 

Wright, S. C. (2009). Cross-group contact effects. In S. Otten, T. Kessler, & K. Sassenberg (Eds.), 
Intergroup relations: The role of emotion and motivation (pp. 262–283). New York, NY: 
Psychology Press. 

Young, I. M. (1990). Justice and the politics of difference. Princeton, N.J: Princeton University 
Press. 

 

 


