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Let us picture this scenario. It is just another normal day at the leasing office. The phone has
been ringing nonstop since early in the morning. A growing stack of resident files waits for your
attention while your printer spits out another lease, and sticky notes cover your monitor. A
resident is waiting for a replacement key while a coworker asks for help locating a file... As you
try to take a sip of your now-cold coffee, the phone rings again.

“Hil This is Mel from apartment 214. My doctor says | need an assistance animal.” Suddenly the
noise around you fades and you realize this is no ordinary phone call. It is a reasonable
accommodation request and how you respond may have significant Fair Housing implications.
Several questions pop up immediately: What documentation can | ask about their disability? Is
that even a reasonable accommodation? What kind of animal are we talking about: a puppy, a
hamster, a miniature horse? One resident. One single conversation. Plenty of opportunities to
unintentionally violate Fair Housing. The great news is that, just like in affordable housing
compliance, most reasonable accommodations mistakes are preventable when there is a clear
decision-making process in place.

Why Reasonable Accommodations Feel Difficult

You may already know that the Fair Housing Act is the federal law that forbids discrimination in
housing based on seven different federal protected classes: race, color, national origin, religion,
sex, disability, and familial status. This means it is illegal to discriminate in the sale or rental of
housing, or in other housing-related activities, based on these characteristics.

You may also be aware that the Fair Housing Act requires owners of housing facilities to provide
reasonable accommodations to individuals with disabilities. Reasonable accommodations in
affordable housing are changes, exceptions, or adjustments to rules, policies, practices, or
services that allow a person with a disability to have an equal opportunity to use and enjoy a
dwelling.

So, if in writing reasonable accommodations seem straightforward, then why do they feel
difficult? Perhaps you fear saying "yes" to a request that should not be approved or saying "no"
to one that should. Or perhaps you want to avoid at all costs asking questions that are not
permitted or delaying the process too long, but at the same time you do not want to make
inconsistent decisions.



If you have already dealt with reasonable accommodations requests, you have probably
struggled between asking for enough medical proof and demanding illegal and/or invasive
medical records; you may have noticed an increase in unverified online Emotional Support
Animal letters or encountered situations in which residents do not clearly demonstrate how their
requested accommodation relates to their disability-related need. You may have also led to
accidental Fair Housing violations due to delays in your responses or may have had
misunderstandings around assistance animals versus standard pet policies.

Four Mistakes That Can Lead to Fair Housing Risk

Unfortunately, reasonable accommodations do not come with a script or a magic recipe to
follow. They often are made during busy moments, like what happened during the call we
opened this article with. While every request is unique, many Fair Housing risks, complaints, and
compliance issues originate from the same common mistakes that could have been prevented.

e Mistake #1: Treating every request exactly the same.
Just like in our daily tasks and responsibilities, consistency is key. However, consistency does not
mean we can use a blanket approach when assessing reasonable accommodation requests, as
each one should be reviewed individually before making decisions about it. We must keep in
mind that although HUD requires subsidized housing providers to have a written policy on this
matter, the law does not require them to have applicants and residents follow any particular
procedure to request a reasonable accommodation, meaning it can be made at any time and
there is no set limit of the number of accommodations a landlord must provide to a particular
individual. Every case will be different, but our goal must be to ensure every decision is fair and
consistent.

e Mistake #2: Making assumptions.
As housing providers, you have the right to verify from a reliable, independent third-party
source, such as a physician, psychiatrist, nurse, healthcare professional, or medical practitioner
that the applicant or resident is in fact disabled and that, because of their disability, they require
the reasonable accommodation to ensure equal opportunity to housing. However, we should
not request this information whenever the need for the accommodation is readily apparent or
already known to the housing provider.

So, what does “readily apparent” look like in real life? Here are some examples: a resident who
uses a wheelchair requests a reserved parking space near the entrance, a blind applicant asks
the leasing agent to read the lease documents and assist with completing their application, or a
resident who uses crutches due to a permanent mobility impairment asks to use an accessible
entrance normally reserved for staff. On the other hand, what happens when the need is not
readily apparent? Let us say a resident requests to keep an assistance animal in a community



with a no-pets policy but does not have an apparent disability. Since the disability-related need
for the animal is not readily apparent, the housing provider must request documentation that
supports their accommodation request.

Instead of assuming a request is not valid because the disability is not visible, our goal should be
to approach every request with curiosity, listening carefully to gather as much information as
possible to evaluate it based on Fair Housing requirements and not relying on assumptions, and
not to determine whether the person “looks” disabled.

e Mistake #3: Forgetting the interactive process.
Because every single accommodation request is different, deciding whether it should be
provided depends on different factors. Sometimes, the initial request may not be a viable
solution, but an interactive process of ongoing dialogue between the housing provider and the
tenant can lead to a better understanding of the request and to identifying alternative
accommodations when the original request is not reasonable. Remember that when
communication stops, misunderstandings increase. In most cases a thoughtful conversation can
resolve questions that paperwork alone cannot.

e Mistake #4: Poor documentation.
Even when right decisions have been made, inadequate documentation can make it difficult to
demonstrate that the request was handled properly. We must never forget that documentation
should tell the complete story: from the initial request and any supporting information received
to the interactive process, through the final determination and follow-up actions taken, when
applicable. Strong documentation protects us all and demonstrates due diligence towards Fair
Housing responsibilities.

Luckily, the above-mentioned mistakes are all preventable and that is when CARE comes in.

Replace Guesswork With CARE

Think back to Mel’s phone call. The office was busy and several decisions demanded your
attention, which could result in feeling uncertain. Memorizing every Fair Housing scenario or
guideline will not reduce that uncertainty, but following a consistent process might do so. That is
the purpose of the CARE framework.

The CARE framework is built on four steps that can be applied to most reasonable
accommodation requests, and it is designed to help housing professionals navigate these types
of requests with confidence and consistency because our applicants and residents deserve more
than just an answer; they deserve CARE.



C — Collect the story, not just the request

A — Assess with curiosity, not assumptions

R —Respond through the interactive process
E — Explain clearly and document thoroughly

Let us break the acronym down:

C — Collect the story, not just the request: Listen intentionally, seeking first to
understand. Do not assume you already know what the person needs and instead use
open-ended questions to understand their circumstances. Remember the tenant might
not even use the term “reasonable accommodation” or any legal language, so use
guestions such as: Can you tell me more about your request? How can we help? Can you
explain what you need?

A — Assess with curiosity, not assumptions: This is where compliance begins, so
remember: not every request need disability verification, but we do need to determine if
the requested accommodation is needed because of a disability. Evaluate the request
individually and ask yourself: Is the disability readily apparent? Is the disability-related
need also readily apparent? Is additional information appropriate?

R — Respond through the interactive process: Working together with the applicant or
resident is not a one-time decision; it is a conversation. Make sure you communicate
promptly, clarifying questions, and exploring alternatives, because this interactive
process is not about finding reasons to deny a request, it is about finding an effective
solution whenever possible.

E — Explain clearly and document thoroughly: Documentation protects both the resident
and the housing provider. Imagine someone opening this file six months from now.
Would they understand not only your decision, but also the reasoning behind it? Good
documentation tells that story. Remember to document every conversation, keep copies
of supporting documentation, record dates, explain your decision, and follow up
accordingly.

Here is a CARE Quick Reference you can use before making a decision:

C - Collect
1 Have | listened to the applicant’s or resident's story?
L1 Have | acknowledged the request?
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A - Assess

[l Is the disability and disability-related need readily apparent?
I If not, is documentation appropriate?

R - Respond

1 Have | started or continued the interactive process?
[ Have | considered reasonable alternatives, if needed?

E — Explain

] Have | communicated the decision clearly?

1 Have | documented the entire process?
Putting CARE Into Practice
Let us see how CARE can help navigate three common reasonable accommodation requests:

CARE Step

Scenario 1 — Assistance
Animal

Scenario 2 — Reserved
parking space

Scenario 3 — First-floor unit
transfer

Resident’s
Request

Mel — Apartment 214:
"Hi, my doctor
recommended that |
have an assistance
animal. | know the
community has a no-pets
policy, but | wanted to
see what my options

"

are.

Mr. Johnson: "Walking
from the visitor parking
lot has become very
difficult because of my
medical condition. Would
it be possible to have a
parking space closer to
my apartment?"

Mrs. Chen: "Because of my
medical condition, climbing
the stairs has become
increasingly difficult. |
would like to request a
transfer to a first-floor
apartment when one
becomes available."

C—Collect the
story, not just
the request

Thank Mel for reaching
out and ask open-ended
guestions to understand
the request before
discussing the pet policy
or requesting
documentation.

Listen carefully to
understand Mr. Johnson's
challenges rather than
immediately explaining
the property's parking
policy.

Listen carefully to
understand how Mrs.
Chen's condition affects
her ability to access her
home and what she hopes
to achieve through the
transfer.

A — Assess
with curiosity,
not
assumptions

Because the disability
and disability-related
need are not readily
apparent, determine
whether reliable

Consider whether the
disability and disability-
related need are readily

apparent. If not,
determine what

If the disability or
disability-related need is
not readily apparent,
determine what reliable
documentation is
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CARE Ste Scenario 1 — Assistance | Scenario 2 —Reserved | Scenario 3 — First-floor unit
P Animal parking space transfer
documentation is additional information is appropriate before
appropriate. appropriate. evaluating the request.
Explore viable solutions, . . -
. ) . Discuss unit availability,
Explain the next steps, including a reserved .
R — Respond . . explain the transfer
answer questions, and | parking space or another
through the . . process, and work
) . work with Mel reasonable alternative, ) .
interactive . . . collaboratively with Mrs.
throughout the review while keeping Mr. . .
process . Chen to identify a
process. Johnson informed :
reasonable solution.
throughout the process.
Document the request, || Document the request, all
E— Exolain Document all supporting communications, and the
clearl pand conversations, documentation, final determination. If no
y supporting evaluation, unit is immediately
document . : o . .
thoroughly documentation, and the implementation (if available, explain the next
final determination. approved), and final steps and document the
determination. follow-up plan.

Notice that CARE never changes; only the facts do.

Consistency Is the Best Protection

Every reasonable accommodation request is more than a compliance responsibility; it is an
opportunity for us to remove barriers and help ensure that every resident has an equal
opportunity to call their community home. When we replace uncertainty with a consistent
process, we not only reduce risk; we build trust and confidence among those we serve.
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