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The NeighborWorks® Multifamily Initiative is a national member-driven collaborative 

of nonprofit housing developers that delivers financial resources, technical assistance, 

training and portfolio management reporting tools to its members through an 

integrated delivery model. It provides members with flexible capital, gives them 

access to data about their portfolios and promotes an open culture while elevating 

performance standards to higher levels and raising awareness of the issues at hand.
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Background
Launched in 1999, the NeighborWorks® Multifamily Initiative 

is a national program sponsored by NeighborWorks® America 

in collaboration with NeighborWorks® network organizations 

throughout the United States that are active in multifamily housing. 

NeighborWorks® America is a national nonprofi t organization created 

by Congress to provide fi nancial support, technical assistance, and 

training for community-based revitalization efforts.

The aim of the Multifamily Initiative is to support its members in 

providing high quality rental homes that are physically, fi nancially and 

socially viable for the families and neighborhoods they serve. Working 

in concert with NeighborWorks® America regional district offi ces 

and Neighborhood Capital Corporation, an affi liated community 

development fi nancial institution, the Multifamily Initiative offers 

grants, loans, reporting, training and technical assistance for three 

areas: asset management, resident leadership and services, and real 

estate development and preservation.

The Multifamily Initiative provides a portfolio management program 

for NeighborWorks® organizations whose primary mission is 

development, preservation, ownership or management of affordable 

multifamily housing. Currently, 78 NeighborWorks® organizations 

operating in 34 states belong to the Multifamily Initiative. Together, 

they own or manage more than 40,000 affordable housing units. They 

range in size from Tri-County Housing and Community Development 

in rural Colorado that owns 49 units to Community Housing Partners 

in Virginia that owns 3,500 units. Some serve strictly urban markets 

while others work in rural markets.

The goals of the Multifamily Initiative are driven by the members’ 

vision to provide high-quality affordable rental homes long term, which 

strengthen families and contribute to the health of their communities. 

 At the 2004 annual meeting of the NeighborWorks® Multifamily Initiative, members talked about 

the various issues affecting their organizations. Aging properties, changing market environments, and income 

restrictions that limit their ability to refi nance properties are putting pressure on their organizations. In some 

cases, pressures within their real estate portfolios are draining capital and staff resources away from the parent 

organization. The members are being challenged to become more effi cient managers of the assets they already 

own and to fi nd new sources of revenue other than development fees to support the ongoing operations of 

their organizations.  Rather than relying primarily on development fees as their main source of income, they 

are realizing that effective portfolio management can be another source of income for their organizations. They 

are asking how cash fl ow from their portfolios can provide long-term fi nancial support to their organizations 

rather than having their organizations subsidize the real estate properties in their portfolios.

 Feedback from eight member organizations interviewed for this paper confi rms the 

NeighborWorks® Multifamily Initiative is helping its members meet their missions, improve the lives of 

their residents, and grow as viable long-term owners of affordable housing. The overview of the Initiative 

and the stories that follow demonstrate the accomplishments of the Initiative’s member organizations over 

the last fi ve years. 

“Raising problems and fi nding solutions is  
part of the Multifamily Initiative culture.” 

Amy Lockwood, Executive Director, CATCH

MFI at a glance

Launched in 1999 to support chartered 

NeighborWorks® organizations that 

provide multifamily housing

Started with 18 NeighborWorks® 

network organizations 

As of 2005, the Initiative’s members

include 78 NeighborWorks® 

organizations that own more than 

40,000 rental homes

The Initiative offers a coordinated set 

of grants, loans, training, reporting and 

technical assistance in three areas:

• Asset management

• Learning Centers

• Real estate development 

 and preservation
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Integrated Delivery
The combination and fl exibility of resources available through the entire NeighborWorks® network and the 
integrated delivery of those resources by the regional district offi ces and the Multifamily Initiative is one of the 
features that makes the Initiative such a valuable resource for its members. 

The Multifamily Initiative leverages the resources of the entire NeighborWorks® network. Capital grants 
and operating grants are available through the regional district offi ces and the Multifamily Initiative, loans 
with fl exible terms are available from Neighborhood Capital Corporation, training is offered from the 
NeighborWorks® Training Institute, and technical assistance is available from NeighborWorks® staff and 
consultants. The delivery of these resources occurs through a coordinated application process between the 
regional district offi ces and the Multifamily Initiative. NeighborWorks® America’s program offi cers, known as 
“Management Consultants,” in the district offi ces work with Multifamily Initiative staff to evaluate and approve 
applications. Through this integrated application process, resources can be allocated more effectively and be 

responsive to an organization’s needs. 

Member-Driven and Member-Focused

From its inception the Multifamily Initiative has been a member-driven program. Representatives from member 
organizations sit on the Initiative’s steering committee. Priorities for programs and resources are discussed and 
vetted by members at annual meetings. Performance standards are proposed and voted upon. Issues of concern, 
such as the high cost of property and liability insurance, are raised and solutions are identifi ed. For example, at 
the 2004 annual meeting a proposal for a group insurance program was presented in response to the concerns 
raised at earlier meetings. Initiative members cite the Multifamily Initiative’s responsiveness to their issues as one 
of its strongest attributes. As members’ issues change, the Initiative responds. 

Sharing Data to 
Measure Performance

One of the members’ fi rst priorities in 1999 was to 
improve the performance of their multifamily rental 
properties. Although very experienced at closing new 
transactions, they were less familiar with managing 
operating properties. Historically, they had focused 
on developing new assets to grow their portfolios 
but were beginning to recognize the importance 
of long-term ownership strategies to sustain the 
properties. Working with the fi rst groups to join the 
Initiative, the Multifamily Initiative staff and external 
consultants developed an asset management reporting 
system with standardized indicators for measuring 
property performance. 

Now NeighborWorks® organizations that join the 
Multifamily Initiative are required to send in data 
quarterly on their multifamily properties. The 
Initiative hired the Compass Group, a Washington 
D.C.-based consulting fi rm that specializes in 
multifamily housing property management, 
asset management, fi nance and public policy. 
The Compass Group worked with the Initiative’s 
members to develop reporting protocols for property 

data and built a data system to compile and 
analyze the data submitted by members. The data 

system consolidates this information and is able to 
provide peer comparative data back to the groups. 
Through the Initiative’s data reporting system, the 
organizations are able to evaluate an individual 
property’s performance against the performance of 
similar properties owned by other members. While 
the reporting process may take up to 30 minutes per 
property each quarter, members acknowledge that 
the peer data they receive back from the Initiative is 
helping them improve property performance. 
This type of information is particularly useful for 
organizations that have smaller portfolios. For 
example, one group with eight properties in its 
portfolio was frustrated by the number of days it 
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Goals of the Multifamily Initiative

The Initiative strives to achieve “sustained 

excellence” of multifamily properties that:

•  Are attractive assets in their communities;

•  Perform fi nancially, yielding cash fl ow to meet 

   long-term costs; and

•  Strengthen families, and contribute to neighborhoods.

The Initiative’s goals for 2004 to 2008 are to:

•  Develop or preserve 15,000 units of affordable housing;

•  Attract $1 billion in investment in these    

   affordable properties;

•  Support portfolio performance and asset management        

   systems of members so that 90% of portfolios are 

   positively performing;

•  Serve 15,000 residents with asset-building services  

   through learning centers; and

•   Increase multifamily resident leadership so that     

   3,500 residents serve in leadership on properties 

   or communities.

took their third-party property manager to turnover 
units for new tenants. Once they had comparable 
data from the Multifamily Initiative’s reporting 
system, they were able to reduce the number of days 
from 14 to 7 to turnover a unit. Units were released 
more quickly, and cash fl ow improved at their 
properties.

The impact of the Multifamily Initiative’s 
information reporting system goes beyond making 
improvements in individual properties. As the 
Multifamily Initiative continues to upgrade and 
refi ne the reporting process, more comprehensive 
information is available to members. And members 
are using this information in more strategic ways. 
Having the ability to look at trends in their own 
portfolios against trends of their peers is proving to 

be a valuable resource for members.
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“I use the Multifamily Initiative 
reporting as a quarterly check 
to think through portfolio 
performance. While I could use 
any funder’s system, the MFI 
data system is broader and 
more fl exible.”

Len Tatem
Asset Management Consultant

     LATEST BENEFIT!  Combining premium strength and the low loss record of 

Initiative members, Neighborhood Risk Management Corporation has been launched delivering savings up to 

60 percent on property, casualty and liability insurance along with loss prevention training.
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Access to Flexible Capital

Access to fl exible capital, particularly the capital grants1 available through funds set aside by the regional district 
offi ces and the Initiative, clearly sets the NeighborWorks® Multifamily Initiative apart from other industry 
associations. These fi nancial resources are a key benefi t for members.  

These grants are highly valuable to the member organizations. Members use the grant proceeds for 
predevelopment expenses on new projects and to fi ll critical fi nancing gaps in projects that would not otherwise 
happen without these grants. Once the initial use of the grant is completed, the organization is able to retain 
and reuse these proceeds for other projects. AHC Inc. in Arlington, Virginia, is a case in point. 
(See case study on page 8.)

A model of fl exibility, the Portfolio Strengthening Program, is one of the Initiative’s most innovative and 

effective programs. Initiated in 2003, the program encourages member organizations to analyze the performance 
of their portfolios as a whole, rather than as individual projects. Initiative members are selected to participate 
in the program and then work with the Initiative’s staff and an outside consultant in a process to formulate a 
fi nal grant proposal. Using the Initiative’s reporting data to identify problems within an organization’s portfolio, 
grants are targeted to help solve fi nancial or marketing issues or to reposition properties to become more 
competitive. While the solution may be project-specifi c, the overall result is enhanced portfolio performance.

Predevelopment and interim development loans through Neighborhood Capital Corporation are another fl exible 
source of capital for NeighborWorks® Multifamily Initiative members. Neighborhood Capital Corporation’s 
primary goal is to offer fi nancing to Initiative members that is not typically available in their markets.

1$4,500,000 is available annually through the Multifamily Initiative for capital grants. There is no maximum amount on grants from the Initiative although 
there is a $3,000 limit per unit. In addition, member organizations can apply for the lesser of $300,000 or $5,000 per unit in capital grants through the 
regional district offi ces.

Resident Leadership and Services

Another way the Multifamily Initiative is helping members improve the effectiveness of their rental property 
portfolios is through the Initiative’s Learning Center Consortium. Started in 2001 by nine founding 
organizations, the Learning Center Consortium promotes an “outcome-based” approach for the delivery of 
resident services. By sharing best practices, standardizing programs and establishing benchmarks for outcomes, 
the Learning Center Consortium is able to measure the impact learning centers can have on property 
performance while also strengthening the families that live in the properties. The resident services offered by 
Consortium members are designed to help residents achieve their personal goals and build personal wealth. As 
residents become more stable and confi dent at home, they become more invested in their rental home and more 
interested in taking on leadership roles in their communities.

Leadership on Policy Issues

Members value the Multifamily Initiative’s leadership on important policy issues affecting the affordable 
housing industry. By combining forces with other nonprofi t affordable housing developers, members are able 
to raise awareness about the importance of multifamily rental housing as a critical piece in the spectrum of 
housing choices at a time when government policymakers are focusing on homeownership. 

The Multifamily Initiative has taken this leadership on policy issues one step further by sponsoring annual 
symposiums. Every year these meetings bring together experienced practitioners and key policymakers to engage 
in dialogue on key issues impacting the affordable housing fi eld. The daylong symposium is preceded by the 
preparation of research papers by noted scholars that form the framework for discussions at the meeting. These 

annual symposiums trace the challenges and frontiers of affordable housing:

2001: Strengthening Neighborhoods by Creating Long-Term Multifamily Assets, addressed the need 

for “sustained excellence” and the limitations our typical fi nancing practices present in allowing 

for adequate long-term capital planning and highly accountable ownership that receives 

adequate compensation.

2002: Strengthening America’s Neighborhoods while Reaching our Lowest Income Families, focused on 

the use of “mixed-income” housing in different communities and strategies for successful 

“mixed-income” developments, with a special focus on properties where the income mix 

includes extremely low-income families. 

2003: The Vitality of America’s Working Neighborhoods: Meeting the Local Challenges to Multifamily 

Housing, focused on the local support that is essential to the development of multifamily housing. 

2004: Changing Minds, Building Communities: Advancing Affordable Housing through Communications 

Campaigns, brought together experienced development practitioners, successful advocates, 

marketing professionals, and policymakers to discuss how to improve public communication 

about affordable housing. 

2005: The Balancing Act: Blending Housing and Commercial Development to Build Thriving 

Communities, focused on mixed-use development as more nonprofi ts seek to broaden their 

impact on neighborhoods, while exploring the challenges of diversifying business lines. 

Multifamily Initiative Annual Symposium
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“The Multifamily Initiative focused our attention on the importance of portfolio 
management and provided critical resources to expand our market at the same time.” 

Bill Hale, Executive Director
Neighborhood Development Services



FLEXIBLE CAPITAL:
AHC Inc., Arlington, Virginia
AHC Inc. has received more than $3 million in 

recoverable grants and permanently restricted 

loans through their local NeighborWorks® regional 

district offi ce and the Multifamily Initiative. The 

funds that AHC Inc. has used for gap fi nancing will 

remain either invested or refi nanced. However, 

in several instances the funds AHC Inc. originally 

used for predevelopment expenses on a specifi c 

project have been reimbursed to AHC Inc. from the 

project’s permanent fi nancing. This allows access to 

immediately available capital and gives AHC Inc. the 

leverage it needs to act quickly on new transactions. 

MEMBER FOCUS: STRENGTHENING PORTFOLIOS

• CATCH captured restricted cash flow by using MFI funds to pay 

 off a restrictive state loan to support weaker properties and reserves.

• DHIC created an asset management system to make their

 portfolio more productive.

• Chicago NHS restructured four small properties into one more

 unit that saved $65,000.

INTEGRATED DELIVERY OF RESOURCES: 
Neighborhood Development Services 
Northwest Ohio
NDS had an opportunity to double in size through 

the acquisition of 14 properties and a property 

management firm from an aging developer.  Through 

a combination of more than $1,250,000 in financial 

resources from the NeighborWorks® system, NDS 

was able to successfully complete the acquisition. 

Through capital grants, loans, and business coaching 

from outside consultants, NDS was able to close 

on the transaction while developing credibility 

with other lenders to attract additional financing. 

According to Bill Hale, the NDS Executive Director, 

“this acquisition wouldn’t have happened without 

the Multifamily Initiative.”

RESIDENT SERVICES: 
Alamo Area Mutual Housing Association 
San Antonio, Texas
Alamo Area Mutual Housing Association in San 

Antonio, Texas, is one of the nine founding members 

of the Learning Center Consortium.  

Anecdotally, AAMHA knew its programs were 

benefiting residents and improving the property’s 

financial results because residents stayed longer 

and provided them with positive feedback. 

Before joining the Learning Center Consortium, 

AAMHA typically used number of enrollments as 

a key indicator of impact. Now with 12 outcomes 

measures established by the Consortium it has a 

concrete way of talking about its results. 

“The Initiative is there 
for us every step of 
the way. They showed 
us that strong asset 
management helps us 
meet our mission.” 

Debbie Dixon
Director of Multifamily Development 
NHS of Chicago

MFI at Work: The NeighborWorks® Multifamily Initiative at 5 years

“We knew we couldn’t live off developer fees forever. 
That’s why we joined NeighborWorks® Multifamily Initiative.” 
Gregg Warren, Executive Director, DHIC Inc.

AHC - Virginia Gardens

Alamo Area Mutual Housing Association - Babcock North

Neighborhood Development Services
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Higher Standards Bring Credibility

Statements such as “they push us to excel,” or “they demand excellence,” and “as a result we are a better 
organization today,” were typical of the comments heard from members about their participation in the 
Multifamily Initiative. Through a culture of shared accountability, these organizations are striving for sustained 
excellence. The Initiative members challenge each other to focus on the long-term health of their portfolios 
rather than looking at each property as a separate transaction. These higher standards help the member 
organizations see how a positively performing portfolio can benefi t the entire organization and ultimately 
create more opportunities for the organization to meet its mission. The Initiative backs up these challenges 
with fl exible resources, technical assistance from staff and consultants and comprehensive training. Training is 
an integral part of the Multifamily Initiative program. It starts with an intensive four-day asset management 
training program for board and staff representatives of new member organizations when they join the Initiative. 
It continues with scholarships for staff members to the NeighborWorks® Training Institute, a highly regarded 
continuing education program sponsored by NeighborWorks® America. 

NeighborWorks® America is also one of the founding sponsors of the Consortium for Housing and Asset 
Management (CHAM). CHAM is a collaboration of The Enterprise Foundation, the Local Initiatives Support 
Corporation (LISC) and NeighborWorks® America. Its mission is to enable nonprofi t housing organizations 
to responsibly own and professionally manage affordable housing. To support responsible ownership and 
management of affordable housing, CHAM has created a certifi cation program called Nonprofi t Housing 
Management Specialist. This program is also certifi ed by the Institute for Real Estate Management (IREM) and 
is highly regarded among Multifamily Initiative organizations. Since its inception three years ago, the certifi cate 
program has 500 graduates.

Accountability for performance – at the portfolio level and individually – has other benefi ts as well. The 

organizations report increased credibility internally with their boards and externally with funders. Staff 

members who accomplish the asset management certifi cation program gain more respect from their co-workers, 

and staff development is a higher priority for Multifamily Initiative members. 
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AN OPEN CULTURE

Organizations that join the Multifamily Initiative are encouraged to openly discuss their concerns at Initiative 

meetings. Case studies used in the asset management training sessions are based on real life examples that 

start with a problem and end with a solution. They are also invited to establish an ongoing dialogue with the 

Multifamily Initiative staff and district program officers about issues affecting their organizations. When applying 

for grants, NeighborWorks® organizations are encouraged to submit cutting edge proposals that address 

concerns facing their organizations.

These opportunities to share knowledge and information with their peers are highly valued by the Initiative’s 

members. One member described the experience of joining the Multifamily Initiative as “a wake-up call on 

asset management.” The members challenge each other to look at tough issues in a supportive but frank 

environment. The members and staff like to say, “they think together.” These interactions create a sense of 

camaraderie and build a level of trust that promotes openness and sharing.

“The Multifamily Initiative 
promotes excellence –

they raise the bar.
Bill Hale, Executive Director

Neighborhood Development Services

MFI at Work: The NeighborWorks® Multifamily Initiative at 5 years
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“What we are getting from the Multifamily     
Initiative has far exceeded our expectations.”

Amy Lockwood, Executive Director, CATCH

Conclusion

The NeighborWorks® Multifamily Initiative started fi ve years ago with a goal of 
improving the performance of its members’ portfolios.  That goal is still one of its 
top priorities.  However, what the Multifamily Initiative has learned in its fi rst fi ve 
years is that portfolios and organizations are interdependent.  What is now clear is 
that having healthy portfolios is only a fi rst step.  For nonprofi t housing developers 
to become stable long-term owners of affordable housing, they will also need to be 

healthy organizations.

As the members of the Initiative seek the right balance between new production 
and the preservation of their existing portfolios, the Multifamily Initiative is also 
evolving.  During its second fi ve years, the Multifamily Initiative, in concert 
with the entire NeighborWorks® network of resources, is shifting its focus and 
resources to helping its members become stronger organizations.  The Initiative 
and its members recognize that a combination of healthy portfolios and healthy 
organizations will benefi t their residents and their communities. 

Finding the right mix of resources will be an ongoing process for the Initiative 
as markets change and as its member organizations grow and evolve.  However, 
what will remain the same is the collaborative nature of the Initiative and its 
commitment to achieving sustained excellence.

MFI at Work: The NeighborWorks® Multifamily Initiative at 5 years
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