
Organize event for diverse group of people to help  

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 

develop its research agenda

Represent Terwilliger Center in meetings at American 

Planning Association conference in Los Angeles and  

learn how communities are coping with the aftermath  

of the foreclosure crisis

Meet with potential funders in New York City to  

match the center’s priorities with those of foundations

Organize roundtable discussion on supporting  

mixed-use developments (in partnership with  

Congress for the New Urbanism)

Write introduction and review upcoming book  

on innovative workforce housing developments

Conduct interviews for new housing research  

director position

strengths of the program was that there 
was always a mix of professors with 
practical planning experience. So when 
I graduated, I certainly left with a good 
understanding of planning theory, but 
I also left with some real experiences of 
working with communities,” Ross said.

A voice in the national debate
She’d already established herself as an 
affordable housing advocate when she 
was appointed chief operating officer for 
the National Housing Conference and the 
Center for Housing Policy in Washington, 
D.C., back in 2010.

Ross had been the director of state and 
local initiatives for the NHC and CHP 
since 2007. She previously managed the 
American Planning Association’s Planning 
Advisory Service in Chicago, and began 
her career in research and analysis with 

In middle and high school Ross became 
intrigued by political science, buildings 
and housing, design and social justice 
issues, “but I couldn’t quite put my finger 
on what that would mean in terms of a 
college major,” she said.

“I was extremely fortunate in choosing 
Iowa State because it’s one of the few 
schools with an accredited undergraduate 
planning program.”

Ross graduated from Iowa State with a 
Bachelor of Science in community and 
regional planning in 1999. She received a 
Master of Regional Planning from Cornell 
University, Ithaca, N.Y., in 2001.

“My education at Iowa State really 
provided me with a solid foundation in 
understanding planning, housing and 
community development. One of the 

Lynn Ross remembers the exact moment 
she realized what she wanted to do with 
the rest of her life.

The Joliet, Ill., native was at freshman 
orientation at Iowa State with her father. 
She’d planned to study architecture, but 
when professor Alan Jensen got up to 
explain the community planning program, 
a light bulb went off.

“I leaned over to my dad and said, “That’s 
it! That is what I’m supposed to be doing!”

And she’s succeeded amazingly well. 
Already a leader in the national affordable 
housing debate, Ross, 35, recently was 
named the executive director of the 
Terwilliger Center for Housing—part  
of the highly respected nonprofit Urban 
Land Institute in Washington, D.C.

“She’s made a tremendous impact,” 
said Doug Johnston, chair of the ISU 
Department of Community and Regional 
Planning. “She’s extremely committed 
to the issue of affordable housing in the 
United States.”

An early concern for others
The foundation for that commitment was 
laid when Ross was just 6. The daughter 
of financially comfortable parents in 
suburban Chicago, Ross was taking a train 
into the city to attend a ballgame with her 
father. They passed by a public housing 
project and Ross noticed disturbing  
things, such as chain-link fencing over  
the balconies to keep out intruders.

“And it was situated where there was 
nothing around, in the middle of a 
wasteland,” she recalled.

Her father explained that the government 
provided that housing for people who 
couldn’t afford other places to live. “And 
I just thought, ‘Where is the park? Where 
is the school? How do the parents get to 
work?’” Ross said.

Henry Moore Building 
Communities in 
Savannah, Ga.

But wherever she works, 
Ross sees her job as 
basically the same, 
“helping local decision-
makers do their work 
better,” she said.

“The most attractive 
aspects of working 
nationally are the ability 
to look at an entire 
system, identify trends, 
pool resources and 
connect with some of 
the leading thinkers on 
an issue. That said, the core of my work 
is about helping practitioners at the local 
level by bringing those national resources 
and perspectives to bear.”

She has maintained a laser focus on 
affordable housing, which Johnston 
pointed out is not just housing for the 
impoverished, but also includes housing 
in areas of the country where people who 
have stable, good jobs—such as teachers 
and police officers—can’t find housing to 
buy or rent in the communities in which 
they work.

Ross herself has a passion for mixed-
income, mixed-use communities—that 
is, a living situation where people of all 
income levels can work, shop, educate 
their children and have housing options 
that are affordable in the neighborhood 
of their choice. She’s excited by the 
opportunity her new position offers 
to further the development of such 
communities nationwide.

“The [Terwilliger Center’s] mission was 
expanded at the time of my hire, so it’s 
been fun to come in and begin to shape a 
new program,” she said.

“I’m naturally a systems thinker, but my 
training as a planner helps me to think 
holistically about people, place, systems 
and programs, which is incredibly useful 
in shaping something new.”

A very full plate
Her focus and notable organizational 
skills have helped Ross juggle the multiple 
facets of her work. In a recent two-week 
period, her “to do” list looked like this:

Many of her activities require a significant 
amount of travel, which Ross says is 
critical to maintaining her connection 
with the “real” world.

“When you’re affiliated with a national 
organization, it becomes especially 
important to get out to the communities 
and the broader constituency you are trying 
to serve. Having a national orientation can 
give you great perspective, but it can also 
create a bubble if you don’t have that reality 
check of being out in the field,” she said.

A tech-savvy approach
Ross also has embraced technology to 
gather and spread information about 
housing affordability.

“I’m on all the social media—LinkedIn, 
Twitter. I tweet a lot about housing policy. 
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Planning alumna keeps focus on quality, affordable housing

Top: Capitol Quarter, part of the redevelopment of a 1940s public housing project in Washington, D.C., 
received the 2010 Jack Kemp Workforce Housing Models of Excellence Award from the Urban Land 
Institute. Photo courtesy of EYA. Above: Ross, now the executive director of ULI’s Terwillinger Center 
for Housing, with Henry Cisneros, former Secretary of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, at an event she organized as state and local initiatives director of the National Housing 
Conference and Center for Housing Policy. Photo courtesy of Dave Scavone Photography.

LYNN
       ROSS

By Veronica Lorson Fowler

I post research and articles that I find 
interesting and will add value to the 
conversation for my followers ... Social 
media is an easy way to reach a broader 
audience. It brings more people into the 
conversation,” she said.

Although Ross puts in long hours, she 
says it doesn’t feel like work.

Lynn Ross   @mslynnross              12 May

What Killing the American Community Survey  
Would Actually Mean 
@AtlanticCities theatlanticcities.com/politics/2012/...
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“I’m very passionate 

about this, so it’s easy 

to be focused on it.  

It’s not what I do.  

It’s who I am.” 


