
Engaging the Community
Involving the existing community is critical to the long-term 

success of the program. Community members will be in-

vited to serve as Vacant Home Docents, through the 

adopt a vacant home program. Docents will 

select a neighboring vacant house with which they are fa-

miliar, and they will give voice to these homes by hosting a 

stop on the tour.

 

The program will work with Docents to uncover the 

building’s history, discovering the voice of the home. Clues 

and prompts will be prepared based on the unique and rich 

tapestries of each building’s background and story.

Tour Activities

The Tour
The Vacant Home Tour is a program similar to the annual House and Garden Tour that currently takes place in Wilkinsburg. However, instead of showcasing 

renovated houses, historical churches and coffee shops, this tour will showcase vacant houses and buildings. The tour will include profiles of the vacant proper-

ties, sharing the stories behind the land that they rest on, the people who created them, and the families that they sheltered and who have cared for them over 

the years. Tour participants will be inspired to envision the possibilities of these homes and buildings by learning about their rich history. 

the tourVACANT HOME TOUR

The tour will include a variety of activities and prompts that will help participants better understand the history of the community and envision a liveable future. 

Activities will include:

“I used to live in the Pittsburgh area and the crumbling of my old 
hometown is so sad...If only everyone could see the old places 
with heart and memories of the good times.”

Sandy, Pittsburgh Native
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    Finding clues in the neighborhood.

Historic posters and clues that tell the stories of the buildings, 

and of their residents, will be posted on bus stops around the 

neighborhood. 

    Discussion & future visions

The tour is organized to engage participants to begin a dialogue about 

the history of their neighborhood, to create a vision for the future of 

the vacant homes, and to learn about the available tools and resources 

to realize that future. 

    Taking snapshots
Using social media, existing and future residents can connect, both 

physically and virtually, to vacant houses around the neighborhood.  Par-

ticipants will be able to upload pictures of the tour and share their sto-

ries about the houses, creating an interactive platform for the creation of 

a collective history.

    Through the looking glass
Participants will get a set of “looking glasses,” each with an image of a 

tour building, in full vibrancy.  Seeing the existing building through the 

looking glass will represent both “what was” and “what could be.”



Background history search on properties Community Outreach Installations
Example of Vacant Home  Intervention

Dee Briggs | House of Gold

background

Economically, as abandoned and vacant buildings deteriorate, 

the entire neighborhood experiences a decline in property 

values. Direct cost to municipal services is estimated at 

$10,720,302. Indirect costs associated with the loss in property 

value are estimated at between $218 million and $247 million.

Social effects of blight also arise: the population decreases, 

neighbors experience a loss of pride in their community, and po-

tential homeowners are no longer attracted to the area.

Psychologically, residents no longer value the vacant proper-

ties in their neighborhoods and allow them to become recep-

tacles for refuse, breeding grounds for vermin,  and sites for ac-

tivities that are otherwise unacceptable in their homes.

For many residents of the community, blight is not a priority -  

day-to-day needs are all more important. For potential new resi-

dents, existing tools aid in decreasing the economic stress of pur-

chasing an old house, but do little to capture their imaginations 

and make the investment worthwhile. We need to bring the 

social value of these properties to the forefront. To make vacant 

houses desirable, we listened to them and gave them a voice. 

  

Looking Back to Find a Brighter Future
Often when people attempt to revitilize a neighborhood they forget to ask: “What happened?” As homes become vacant, looking at their vibrant history can create 

new perspectives of their future potential. If abandoned homes in Wilkinsburg could talk, would they tell us what they were, and what they could be? 

The vacant home tour helps current residents and potential homeowners view blighted houses and neighborhoods in a new way. By establishing a sense of connec-

tion between the past, present, and future of Wilkinsburg, the tour will not only attract new investment in the area, but also foster a greater sense of community 

and care between newcomers, long-time residents, and their historic surroundings.

Blight affects a community’s Self Image

Seeing vacant properties with new eyes
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Historical research

Using the Allegheny County Office of Real Estate and 

Deeds, we cross-referenced ownership records about 

vacant homes with historical annals from the Public Li-

brary of Wilkinsburg.

Stakeholder research

We visited and interviewed community members at the 

Hosanna House, new residents of Wilkinsburg, mem-

bers of the CDC, and organizations working with blight 

in Pittsburgh, such as GTECH and evolveEA.

Community research

We posted boards on four vacant buildings asking the 

community to contribute what they knew about the 

building history and the potential they saw in them.

VACANT HOME TOUR

“I believe we leave echoes of ourselves behind, 
in those rooms where our lives were first defined.” 

Duane Michals, Photographer
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The Broken Window theory suggests that a broken window left unrepaired leads to others being broken. 

This creates the feeling that no one cares about the community and further lowers moral and commu-

nity value. Places shouldering the biggest burden of vacant and abandoned properties are usually the 

most economically fragile. High vacancy rates correlate to high crime rates. 



The Vacant House Tour engages both residents and potential house buyers and 

starts to change the dialogue around vacant buildings. This “historic tour” is a way 

to highlight the possibilities for the future of Wilkinsburg through history and design. 

We want to connect people with the histories of their neighborhood in order to nour-

ish a sense of community pride and to encourage them to envision a neighborhood 

that will move forward. 

Ultimately, we want for people to redefine the blight in their community in terms of 

how these vacant buildings have served the neighborhood in the past, and with the 

hopes and potential of what they can yet do for the future of the community.

Stakeholder and Community Research gave us great insight on the issue of blight in Wilkinsburg. Our 

solution fills two long-term gaps:

1. Residents and community members have a new way to positively interact with vacant buildings that 

are negatively perceived in the neighborhood. 

2. Potential buyers and homeowners are engaged to be a part of a narrative that sees opportunity in  

the policies, tools, and resources to acquire a vacant house in Wilkinsburg. 

As the Tour is adopted and docents share the histories of their neighborhoods, helping people to reimag-

ine the possible future lives of vacant homes,  our solution supports important long-term changes: com-

munity engagement and future potential. The materials for the tour are designed with sustainability in 

mind so that any community organization could utilize them as a framework to create their own Vacant 

Home Tour, highlighting the vacant houses in their own neighborhoods. For example, house narratives 

and translucencies can be replaced in the re-usable frames, and as the discussion of blight in Wilkinsburg 

develops in the community, new information could be added to the Tour.

Blight in Pittsburgh is seen as the end result of what happened after the Steel Industry collapsed rather 

than as a part of a larger political and social urban process. By making storytelling a key component of 

fighting blight, the policies, tools, and resources to acquire and renovate vacant homes become logical 

and natural “Next Step” action items in the continuation of the story. The Tour includes a Toolkit and Re-

sources card and House History cards that inspire participants to reimagine a new vision for Wilkinsburg. 

progressVACANT HOME TOUR

The tour as a solution for long-term goals.

"Houses like this are not just about
the garbage strewn on the lawn.

There are lives in there." - Dee Briggs, House of Gold
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existing community mem-
bers feel personal responsi-
bility to actively engage 
vacant properties to show-
case them as what makes 
these neighborhoods desir-
able

real estate agents actively 
seek out to market and sell 
vacant properties

people looking to become 
homeowners start with 
looking at vacant properties

people value vacant proper-
ties and see them for their 
historical richness and value 
them as potential resources 
to enrich community

history of buildings is shared 
with people both in the 
community and outside of 
the community

the creation of an online 
presence that focuses on 
bridging and connecting 
communities that are 
showcasing vacant buildings 
as part of their vibrant 
communities to communi-
ties of potential homeown-
ers

community members take 
pride in taking part in 
vacant ptoperty tours that 
showcase buildings in their 
communities

Community organizations 
organize annual vacant 
property tours

information sessions and 
workshops are created to 
introduce community 
members and potential 
homeowners to the tools 
and programs available to 
them to help reclaim vacant 
properties

THE VACANT 
H O M E TOUR

the creation of an online 
presence that focuses on 
bridging and connecting 
communities that are 
showcasing vacant buildings 
as part of their vibrant 
communities to communi-
ties of potential homeown-
ers


