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Indiana Housing and Community Development Authority 
Entry Name: Portraits of the Human Spirit: A Sense of Place 

Category: Communications – Subcategory: Creative Media 

 Overview 
The Indiana Housing and Community Development Authority’s (IHCDA) mission is to provide housing 
opportunities, promote self-sufficiency and strengthen communities. To accomplish this we: (1) create and 
preserve housing for Indiana’s vulnerable population, (2) enhance self-sufficiency initiatives in existing programs, 
(3) promote a value-driven culture of continuous improvement and (4) promote place-based initiatives that will 
allow Hoosiers opportunities to improve their quality of life. As we strive towards our mission and strategic 
objectives, it is imperative that we communicate these accomplishments. Portraits of the Human Spirit: A Sense of 
Place was an innovative, interactive approach which has been widely successful in telling the true story of 
affordable housing. 
 
Background 
The Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program is the country’s most extensive – and proven – affordable 
housing program. The program, which was added to Section 42 of the Internal Revenue Code in 1986, provides 
private owners and developers with an incentive to create and maintain affordable housing. Like most states, we 
found it imperative to demonstrate the effectiveness the tax credit program has had in over 30 years in Indiana.  
 
As an industry, we do a great job of providing facts and figures related to the tax credit program. We can easily 
recite the number of units the program has created and what type of private investment it creates. However, for 
us to effectively communicate the importance of the tax credit program to a broader audience, it was imperative 
that we tell the story of affordable housing through the eyes of the resident. 
 
So, in celebration of the 30-year anniversary of the LIHTC program, we sought to develop innovative strategies to 
tell these resident stories. From printed publications to audio and video interviews, we had a number of different 
mediums we considered using. However, it wasn’t until our Executive Director Jacob Sipe met with Indiana 
photographer Tom Casalini did the direction of the project become clear to us. 
 
Jacob was intrigued by the powerful black and white photography used by Tom Casalini. Tom has more than 40 
years of experience as a master photographer in Zionsville, Indiana. His work focuses on the individuality of the 
people that he photographs. During his initial conversation with Tom, Jacob discussed the tax credit program but 
felt it was important for Tom to go into the project with only a basic understanding so that he could later form his 
own opinion about the program. 
 
After their initial meeting, it was decided that Tom would travel to 18 affordable housing developments in Indiana 
– two in each of the 9 congressional districts. So in the summer of 2016, Tom traveled the state visiting each of 
these affordable housing developments. During these meetings, Tom felt it was imperative that he talk with the 
individuals and families prior to photographing them. In addition to photographing each individual and family in 
their unit, he used a voice recorder to capture an audio account of their story. 
 
At the 2016 Indiana Housing Conference on August 25-26, Tom Casalini served as the keynote speaker. During his 
keynote speech he talked about the portrait series and the importance of affordable housing to a group of more 
than 500 individuals in the industry. His 18-portait display, titled “Portraits of the Human Spirit: A Sense of Place” 
was on display in the lobby for all to see. 
 
An important component of the portrait series is the Aursma app, which provides viewers with a more interactive 
experience. Once downloaded, users can scan the portrait with their phone and the individual pictured in the 
portrait will begin speaking (see Exhibit D). 
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 Innovative 
Printed publications, infographics and videos have long been a staple of marketing and communications’ 
departments for state housing finance agencies. These mediums, which to some extent can still be innovative, 
provide steady, measureable results for the intended audience(s). They also provide a convenient and efficient 
method to update various stakeholder groups.  
 
However, in order for us to break through the over-proliferation of standard communications mediums, and 
introduce affordable housing to new audiences, we had to do something truly unique and memorable. To do this 
we needed to ensure a high level of interaction. The combination of 18, breathtaking black and white portraits 
that you could touch and see firsthand, and the interactive Aursma app, we struck a perfect balance of “low-tech, 
high-touch” while providing an immersive experience for all to enjoy. 
 
Replicable 
One of the best elements of this portrait series is that it can be used both by other states and for other programs 
to demonstrate the true impact and success. This strategy truly puts a “face” or “faces” to the program which is a 
great supplement to facts, figures and return on investment. While we were fortunate enough to partner with a 
world-renowned photographer who both took the photos and produced high quality framed-portraits, this project 
can be done by partnering with a local photographer, state/local arts commission and others in the art field. 
 
Reach Targeted Audiences 
In addition to these portraits being on display at the 2016 Indiana Housing Conference, and being viewed by 
hundreds in the affordable housing industry in Indiana, they have each traveled throughout the state to various 
events hosted by developers. Additionally, in partnership with the Indiana Arts Commission, the portrait series 
has become a traveling art exhibit at several art studios throughout Indiana.  
 
By traveling to art studios, we are attracting a broader audience not typical of the affordable housing industry. By 
using art effectively we have been able to tell the story of affordable housing through the eyes of the tenant. The 
hope is that when individuals see these portraits they don’t see the residents but themselves, or a family 
member. They also see the true meaning of affordable housing and how (with stable housing and support 
services) allows individuals to get on or return to a path of self-sufficiency. 
 
Achieve Measureable Results 
The portrait series has been out for almost a year and it continues to gain momentum. In addition to it being 
featured at the 2016 Indiana Housing Conference, at affordable housing developments and as part of a growing 
number of art shows throughout Indiana, it has received state and national attention. At the state level, as part 
Indiana’s Bicentennial Celebration in 2016, Portraits of the Human: A Sense of Place was named a Bicentennial 
Legacy Project by the Bicentennial Commission. 
 
The portrait series was featured on the cover of the March 2017 Tax Credit Advisor magazine (see Exhibit E). 
 
When the portraits are not traveling as part of an exhibit, they are displayed at the IHCDA office in Indianapolis. 
This allows for both staff and visitors to our office to experience the exhibit and be proud of the work our agency 
is doing to provide affordable housing. 
 
 
 

http://www.in.gov/ibc/2351.htm
http://www.in.gov/ibc/2351.htm
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 Provide Benefits that Outweigh Costs 
As stated previously, while as an industry we do a great job of sharing facts, figures and return on investment, we 
have struggled to find a way to communicate the effectiveness and importance of our programs to a broader 
audience (outside of legislators, partners and sub-grantees). So for us to have a world-renowned photographer 
visit 18 affordable housing developments in Indiana and speak to current residents that have benefited from the 
LIHTC program, it was a true win for us. Having his unique vantage point and artistic ability used to capture the 
experience and life-changing testimonials will benefit us for many years to come. While they were created for the 
30-year anniversary of the LIHTC program, the black and white medium used allow them to be timeless. 
 
Demonstrate Effective Use of Resources 
The total production cost of the 18 portraits was $50,000. These portraits measure 34” by 34” and feature high 
quality frames and matting done by Tom Caslini. This investment also included Tom to attend and serve as the 
keynote speaker at the 2016 Indiana Housing Conference. A majority of this money came from sponsorship 
proceeds of the 2016 Indiana Housing Conference. Therefore, when you consider the relatively inexpensive cost 
to produce – and the source of the funding for the portrait series – you would be hard pressed to find a better 
way to demonstrate the effectiveness of the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit program. 
 
Achieve Strategic Objectives 
Our agency mission is, “To provide housing opportunities, promote self-sufficiency and strengthen communities.” 
What these 18 testimonials provide is a clear example of how – through the LIHTC program – we are providing 
housing opportunities and promoting self-sufficiency. The portrait series also has served as an excellent way to 
address the broad misconception about individuals living in subsidized housing. Ultimately, these portraits are 
exposing more and more people to what affordable housing looks like.  
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 Appendix A 
Portraits of the Human Spirit: A Sense of Place poster 
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 Appendix B 
Portraits of the Human Spirit: A Sense of Place video 
 
Click here to access the video. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=efJUdZoS4cI
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 Appendix C 
Photos of the Portraits of the Human Spirit: A Sense of Place 
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 Appendix D 
Aursma App 
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 Appendix E 
“Our Renters’ Stories” – cover story – March 2017 edition of Tax Credit Advisor magazine (subscription req.) 
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