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Group Interview Questions 

1. Can you tell me where you came from and how 
long you have lived in Washington County?  

2. Can you tell me about your housing situation?  
3. Can you tell me what happens in a typical day 

or week?  
4. Has the economic downturn affected you in any 

way?   
a. How has your economic situation 

changed in the past year?    
b. Have any of your regular expenses 

changed recently? 
5. What services or help do you have access to 

and utilize?    
6. What kinds of services would help you out?    
7. Are there any areas where you could use extra 

assistance? 
8. Sub-areas to address: 

a. Mobility - how do you get around?  
b. Children's needs - what are they and 

how are they addressed?  
c. School stability - have your children had 

to change schools recently?  How has 
that been? 
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INTRODUCTION

 
 
In developing a long range plan for affordable housing and community development, Washington 
County sought to understand the kinds of challenges its lower-income residents face on a daily basis.  
To aid in the collection of this information, WAMMR, LLC was assigned five residents to interview 
from Group 7 – this subset of residents had either (i) recently moved into a newly built housing 
development, or (ii) been living in the same housing 

development for more than one year.
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Prior to the commencement of interviews, our group 
formulated a list of open-ended questions to guide 
the semi-structured process, ensuring that each of us 
gathered the same type of information.  While the 
primary focus of the interview was to be (i) housing, 
we felt it was also important to solicit information 
related to (ii) mobility & commuting; (iii) children & 
parenting; and (iv) coping strategies.  All interviews lasted 
approximately one hour and were conducted in the 
resident’s home or a public place.   
   
Those interviewed ranged in age from 41 to 52; three 
were female and two were men.  Collectively, 
interviewees and their families struggled with a 
variety of disabilities and challenges – including Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD); diabetes; 
Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD); assorted learning 
disabilities; language and cultural barriers; and partial blindness.  Moreover, one individual was 
recovering from a history of drug addiction.  None of our respondents used mobility devices, but 
100% received some form of public assistance.   
 

 
1. HOUSING

 
 
A strong sense of home can act as an anchor within the individual, the family unit, the housing 
complex, and the greater community. Low-income residents face many distinct challenges in their 
efforts to provide a stable home environment for their families.  We asked about housing in an open-

                                                 
1
 WAMMR, LLC is Spencer Williams, Nadine Appenbrink, Kathryn McGovern, Nathan McNeil, and David Ruelas. 

2 One interviewee was initially assigned to Group 5, but was assigned to our group due to language needs.  Because this 
individual also met the criteria for inclusion in Group 7, they are included in the Group 7 analysis. 
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ended fashion: “tell me about your housing situation?"  Responses and areas of concern on the 
challenges associated with establishing stable home environments were varied among the five 
interviewees.   From this question we learned about: (i) the housing assistance application process; (ii) 
opportunities and pitfalls of affordable housing; (iii) housing quality; and, (iv) benefits associated with particular 
housing situations.   
 
1.1: Section 8 is Vital for Some, but Delays and Barriers Impose Significant Costs  
Two of the interviewees receive Section 8 assistance.  The timetable for receipt of Section 8 housing 
from the start of the application process to move-in date was over a year for both interviewees. For 
one resident from this group, it took three years to receive Section 8 assistance. Ultimately, she pays 
more than the HUD recommended thirty percent of income for housing.  One resident shortened the 
timetable applying for housing assistance in Salem and Washington Counties. The resident, having 
received a voucher from Salem, convinced a manager to transfer the voucher to Washington County 
and to find and locate an affordable housing unit in a new TOD development.  
   
1.2: The Housing Application Process can be Expensive and Difficult to Navigate 
Three of the interviewees live in affordable housing complexes. During the application process, one 
of the respondents was provided a list of housing options to call. Some of the complexes took her 
application and with knowledge of her income.  They then told the respondent that she did not make 
enough money and was not eligible to move in; however, they retained her application fee. This 
repeated application fee could quickly diminish a potential renter's available income and make it 
increasingly difficult to attain housing. Another resident has applied to her current complex three 
times with the assistance of her caseworker/advocate. She had to demonstrate she was a capable 
tenant given criminal activity on her record. She commented on the difficulty of the process but also 
its necessity to provide a safe home-making environment for all residents of the complex.  
 
1.3: All of the Interviewees were Generally Satisfied with the Quality of their Housing, but see 
Opportunities for Improvement  
One respondent lives with her family in a small complex of town homes that she found through 
friends and public assistance. The unit contains two bedrooms and is believed to be of adequate size 
for herself and her two children. She stated that she will remain there as long as she can and was 
pleased with the housing quality. Another respondent lived in a two-bedroom apartment that was too 
small for himself and his five children. His new apartment has four bedrooms and is a larger, newer 
unit. This resident expressed concern that the development might become overcrowded and 
increasingly loud. The complex is not yet fully occupied and the increasing number of large families is 
changing the dynamic of the community.  
 
The third respondent is a single occupant. She highly rated her building's management and ability to 
deal with maintenance issues in a quick and timely manner. Community Partners for Affordable 
Housing (CPAH) assisted her when her apartment was flooded due to negligence of neighbors. 
CPAH facilitated the repairs and provided her with a hotel during the time of repair. The tenant also 
expressed the need for “life skills basics” courses (e.g., housecleaning 101, being a good tenant, etc.). 
Another respondent has been in the same apartment for four years – when the building opened. He 
rated the quality of housing across the different time periods since he has been there. His initial rating 
was excellent, citing the new building, open space, and quality of tenants as the reasoning behind his 
rating. He then shifted gears to rate his experience as poor in direct response to a perceived lessening 
of management standards for tenants, noise issues from an increasingly single parent/many children 
household base in the neighborhood. He felt that this declining community “place making” was in 
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part due to a lack of strict guidelines for the retention of housing and the lack of coping strategies 
from problematic residents.  
 
1.4 Residents cite Collective Amenities and the Benefits of Community 
Residents were enthusiastic about some aspects of life in affordable housing communities.  One 
woman told us that single mothers within her complex share resources, such as internet access, and 
take turns watching each other's kids.  She stated that, "We're all one big family."  One respondent 
maintains the common areas of her complex for rent reduction.  Another cited a number of valuable 
physical resources within complex such as landscaped areas with native plants, lots of trees, 
community spaces, and 'life skills basics' courses available on site.  At one complex, a respondent's 
children receive two hours of after school care, including help with homework and supervision – 
benefits other respondents stated they would welcome. 
 

 
2. MOBILITY & COMMUTING 

 
 
Transportation issues affect us all in one way or another.  Despite transportation being one of the 
most highly subsidized public services in the country whether it be the roads we drive on or the transit 
we take, it is becoming more expensive in terms of the time and money we spend getting from point 
A to point B.  The question of mobility was posed by the group simply as “how do you get around?” 
and was asked of all five interviewees.  The goal of this question was to ascertain the respondents’ 
respective mobility situations, as well as how these circumstances affect their economic wellbeing and 
relationships.  Responses varied among the five interviewees as to their transportation mode of choice 
and degree of impact, but major themes arose around (i) car ownership and (ii) dependency upon public 
transit.  
   
2.1: Vehicle Ownership Increases Convenience but is a Significant Cost Burden  
Three of the interviewees own vehicles.  One of the three respondents with a vehicle uses it on a daily 
basis to get to and from his place of employment.  His commute to work averages about an hour daily 
and he estimates that he spends approximately $200 in fuel costs a month.  Although he has access to 
transit, he strongly believes that a vehicle gives him the ability to tend to his large family in the event 
that he is needed.  His children do however use buses and he worries about their safety in those 
facilities.  He is eagerly waiting to be transferred to a job location closer to his home and kids.     
 
A second respondent relies on his vehicle for different purposes.  This individual has physical 
restrictions due to a disability and drives himself to receive treatment on a regular basis; he also uses 
the car to run errands.  This gentleman is gravely concerned about escalating gas prices and feels that 
it has negatively affected his financial situation.  He recommended that license registration and traffic 
citations be incrementally tied to a person’s income, as these expenses could be an overwhelming 
burden on a low-income resident.   
   
The third respondent that owns a car only recently obtained it.  She stated that her biggest 
transportation obstacle was getting her kids to after-school sports and activities as transit did not 
accommodate the times and locations she needed.  Now that she has a vehicle she has been able to 
provide more options for her children and attend more of their activities.  
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2.2: Residents are Frustrated by Dependency on the Public Transportation System  
Two of the interviewees rely on public transportation.  One interviewee that relies on public 
transportation expressed her frustration with the bus system and scheduling in her area.  Her 
commute to and from work takes her an hour and a half.  This is time she would prefer to be 
spending with her children.  She acknowledges that by car her daily commute would only be about 
twenty minutes but understands that vehicles are an added fixed cost to her and her family, one they 
cannot incur at the time.   
   
The second respondent relies on public transportation exclusively as she does not drive.  She takes 
both her kids into Portland twice a week to see a therapist, a bus ride that takes two hours.  With two 
small children it can become a difficult task to plan.  Luckily her children’s schools are within walking 
distance.  Her place of employment is in a rural area that does not have a bus stop near it.  To get to 
work she takes a forty-five minute bus ride to the end of the line where she then proceeds to walk 
another forty-five minutes to finally arrive and begin work.  
  

 
3. CHILDREN & PARENTING  

 
 
Children often suffer disproportionately the effects of housing and economic instability.  Four of the 
five residents we spoke with were parents, and of those, all were single parents with sole responsibility 
for the care of their children.  As interviewers, we did not prepare specific questions regarding 
children or parenting.  However, those stories came out readily as the interviews unfolded.  Our 
respondents' concerns as parents were communicated throughout the interviews, and those issues 
particular to their children's needs were woven in to the larger discussion of difficulties and coping 
strategies.  The issues they raised centered on three topics: (i) Education, (ii) Child Care, and (iii) Health 
Care.   
 
3.1: Education 

 English Language Skills are a Barrier for many Families   
 Parents want Support for their Children with Learning Disabilities 

Three of the four families faced barriers as English language learners.  The parents worked hard to 
provide stable schooling and valued opportunities that fostered language-learning skills.  One mother 
felt it was critical to keep her children enrolled in the same school so that they have the best 
opportunity to learn English, despite the possibility of moving frequently due to housing instability.  
Another interviewee spoke limited English, but was fluent in Spanish.  Her toddler attends a "Bright 
Start Care" preschool and loves it.  Her elementary school-aged child is doing well in school and is 
fluent in English.  One resident expressed frustration with the Somalian immigrant support group, 
saying it was not organized or helpful; he saw the organization as a potential provider for educational 
support that would be language and culture-specific, and wished they would provide better services. 
Parents expressed great interest in after-school programs that would provide support both for child-
care and language learning support.  
 
One parent, whose family recently immigrated to the United States, has a child that has been 
identified as having learning disabilities, but he doesn't know the exact nature. He wondered if it 
might just be ill adjustment to the United States. His child was placed in special education, but he feels 
they are not teaching him anything there. He would welcome support for his children in the form of 
tutoring or other assistance.  
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3.2: Child Care 

 Many Parents Rely on Informal Networks and Residential Situations for Child Care 
Access to reliable, affordable child care is of major concern to parents. Several residents were able to 
secure child care through informal networks of neighbors in the housing complex where they lived.  
One mother receives free after school child care at the apartment complex, where there is also a 
weekly parenting program for parents with toddlers.  Her children receive supervision and help with 
homework for two hours daily.  Another single mother has two kids in daycare all day; they are 
watched by a neighbor who is a "godsend."  The other respondent has two kids who are taken care of 
by a neighborhood friend while she is at work. She pays the neighbor around $10 per day.  She was 
not sure if assistance was available for childcare or whether she would qualify for those services.  
 
3.3 Health Care  

 Access to Children's Health Care is Generally Good  
 Parents have Limited Access to Affordable Health Care  

In balancing needs against economic realities, health care was an area in which our respondents were 
forced to cut back. Children of all interviewees received health care coverage, but many of the adults 
did not. One parent expressed that the public program providing her children's health care was great, 
but that the adult program was not.  She only receives health care coverage sporadically, and at any 
one time, she is not sure whether she has coverage or not. Consequently, she had not been to the 
doctor in several years. Another parent who works as a seasonal farm worker has no health care and 
none is provided by her employer. She understands that if she were to get ill, she would have to pay 
her medical costs out of pocket.  She was happy with the state-provided health care (Medicaid) her 
children are receiving.  One respondent stated that he cannot afford health care for himself through 
his work.  Basic health care for his children is publicly covered, and they are all healthy so there is no 
financial burden at this time.  One of the respondents was able to receive pro bono dental care. She 
expressed need, and her family advocate put her in touch with a local dentist willing to do the work 
for free. As a full time student, she receives basic health care.  
 

 
4. COPING STRATEGIES 

 
 
4.1 Respondents have Adopted Coping Strategies Specific to their Economic Situations  
There was a lack of confidence among the interviewees when asked about the current economic 
market; all felt that they were either worse off or the same as they were a year ago.  This feeling has an 
overarching affect on each individual and their families as they have changed their behaviors in order 
to cut back on costs.  Most have cut spending in one form or another - no longer having meat in their 
diet; discontinuing eating out; forgoing the purchase of new back-to-school clothes; and canceling 
health insurance coverage.  Some respondents, along with neighbors also feeling the economic 
crunch, formed informal alliances to share childcare responsibilities to cut down on expenses.  Others 
took up second jobs or helped the management of their apartment complex by cleaning public spaces 
in order to gain a slight reduction in rent.   Perhaps most troublesome, some respondents indicated 
having accumulated credit card debt in order to purchase the necessities their families require.   
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POLICY & PLANNING IMPLEMENTATION RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
 
Washington County should:  
   

 Explore ways to strengthen community-based organizations in their provision of after-school 
and language education programs;  

 Explore methods of enabling networking and information sharing amongst needy 
residents;  

 Work with affordable housing providers to offer life skills education in housing complexes; 
and,  

 Engage in an ongoing assessment of community mobility needs and seek creative solutions.  
   
Language/After School Programs: Recent immigrants may not speak English well, making daily 
personal and professional activities very difficult.  Children of these immigrants suffer because their 
parents are unable to, or struggle to, monitor and assist their children’s educational activities.  There is 
currently an unmet need to supplement available public and private offerings.  Community-based 
organizations, such as those centered on specific neighborhoods or ethnic groups, are trusted by and 
have knowledge about local communities, but may not be financially or organizationally capable of 
providing these specific services.  Washington County should assess the capabilities and needs of 
these organizations and devise a program to utilize them to deliver these important services (as well as 
social and community building activities).   Such programs could address issues of language barriers, 
access to educational resources, and as a bonus, reduce childcare expenses (when children are in the 
programs).  
   
Information Sharing:  A theme running through all of the individuals we interviewed was that lack 
of access to information was a significant barrier.  Knowledge about available programs, procedures, 
and opportunities is vital to improving one’s situation.  Interviewees expressed frustration getting 
simple questions answered through county agencies, and did not know where to turn for answers.  
Washington County should explore systems of creating formal and informal information sharing 
networks that residents can utilize to inform one another about coping strategies, helpful services, 
complementary skills and resources, and other important information.  A successful system might also 
be a useful tool for Washington County in assessing programs and needs.  
   
Life Skills Education:  We consistently heard concerns from the individuals living in affordable 
housing situations that fellow residents could benefit from life skills classes. Suggestions included 
nutrition classes to help families cook balanced meals on a budget, basic business skills (including 
landlord/tenant interactions), technology skills, money management courses, and parenting courses. 
They pointed out that these housing complexes often have shared spaces where classes could be held.  
   
Mobility:  Those without cars were frustrated by dependency upon the transit system.  Some felt that 
they were disadvantaging their children by being unable to transport them to and from activities.  
Others with cars incurred high financial and time costs while commuting.  As single parents, they felt 
the need to have a car nearby in case of an emergency involving a child.  In these one-off or 
emergency situations, a taxi vouchering or Zipcar-type system may be a reasonable option. However, 
mobility barriers and needs change over time, and Washington County should regularly reassess the 
issue.   


