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Introduction 
 

 The Boston area has become one of the most expensive housing markets in the country. The 
dramatic increases in housing costs are far outpacing wage growth. According to The Boston 
Foundation’s 2015 Greater Boston Housing Report Card, “stagnant or falling real incomes, combined 
with rising rents and house prices, have significantly increased the share of households in the Greater 
Boston area facing substantial housing cost burdens.”1 As households are forced to devote a larger 
percentage of their income toward rent, they run the risk of falling behind on rent and potentially being 
evicted. Even tenants with subsidies may struggle to pay their portion of the rent on time each month. 
One likely symptom of these trends is the rise in the number of Massachusetts families seeking 
Emergency Assistance (EA) shelter. From July 2010 to July 2014, the number of families staying in EA 
shelters increased 78 percent, from 2,651 families to 4,710 families.2 
 

In recent years, policymakers and social service providers have developed a variety of programs 
that seek to help individuals and families avoid eviction and remain in their homes. These efforts have 
ranged from statewide programs, such as the Residential Assistance for Families in Transition (RAFT) 
program and the Tenancy Preservation Program (TPP), to smaller, local programs, such as HomeStart’s 
Court Intervention Project and Project Hope’s eviction prevention programming focused on the Dudley 
Street neighborhood in Roxbury and North Dorchester. The City of Boston’s Department of 
Neighborhood Development has been particularly focused on ensuring that tenants of subsidized 
housing do not get evicted, as these households may have the fewest housing options and are generally 
not eligible to enter EA shelter if they are evicted. 
 

Given the dual context of growing housing cost burden and the array of homelessness 
prevention programs in Boston, it is an important time to look at the volume and nature of cases being 
filed in Boston Housing Court. This report provides an overview and analysis of data from all cases filed 
in Boston Housing Court (BHC) during 2014. By comparing this data to similar BHC data from 2006, 2010, 
and 2011, we are able to observe trends, reflect on what factors may be driving these trends, and 
propose recommendations. 
 
 

Background 
 

This project represents the fourth study of Boston Housing Court data that has been conducted 
in the past 9 years. In 2007, Project Hope and One Family Inc., two agencies dedicated to ending family 
homelessness, saw a critical need for additional information in order to better understand the issue of 
family homelessness and to be able to design effective solutions. As a result, they collected and analyzed 
the entire 2006 caseload from Boston Housing Court. 

 

One of the major findings from the 2006 data was that the majority of cases were being brought 
by management companies and the Boston Housing Authority. In response to this finding, several early 
warning eviction prevention initiatives were developed in the city that targeted public and subsidized 
housing developments. For example, HomeStart developed a program in partnership with the Boston 
Housing Authority to help tenants of BHA housing avoid eviction. Meanwhile, Project Hope partnered 

                                                           
1
 The Boston Foundation, “The Greater Boston Housing Report Card 2015,” November 2015, 

https://www.tbf.org/~/media/TBFOrg/Files/Reports/GB%20HousingReportCard%20111315.pdf 
2
 MA Department of Housing & Community Development (DHCD), “Number of Families in EA Shelters and 

Hotels/Motels,” http://www.mass.gov/hed/docs/dhcd/hs/ea/homelessnumberchart.pdf 
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with management companies in the Dudley Street neighborhood (an area found to have a high 
concentration of subsidized evictions) to assist tenants in those properties who were at risk of eviction. 

 

Two subsequent studies of Boston Housing Court data were conducted for the 2010 and 2011 
caseloads, and summary reports were produced. The need for updated court data became apparent 
again in 2014 and 2015 in meetings of the Eviction Prevention Subcommittee, a group organized by the 
City of Boston’s Department of Neighborhood Development (DND) and consisting of several providers 
doing eviction prevention work across the city. Project Hope and HomeStart agreed to work together to 
analyze the 2014 Boston Housing Court caseload, and DND supported the project financially. The Dudley 
Street Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI) was also brought in to help with the research. DSNI is a 
community-based planning and organizing nonprofit agency in the Dudley Street neighborhood and has 
been a longtime partner of Project Hope. They lent their valuable data analysis and mapping skills to the 
project. 
 
 

Methods 
 

During the fall of 2015, a team of six people was hired to collect data on Boston Housing Court 
cases filed in 2014. They were trained by HomeStart and Project Hope staff on the documents typically 
found in the court files and on how to collect the appropriate data. Over the course of six weeks 
(working 21 hours per week), the team collected information about each case, including tenant’s name 
and address, landlord’s name, type of property owner, whether or not the unit was subsidized, reason 
for proceedings, legal representation, amount owed by tenant, any repayment agreement(s), and 
whether or not an execution was issued. 

 

While much of this information can be gathered readily from the documents in the court file, 
some of the data points that are most important to this report could not always be clearly determined. 
For example, there is often no clear indication of whether or not the tenant receives any sort of housing 
rental subsidy. Even if that can be determined, the specific type of subsidy is not identifiable. In addition, 
and perhaps more crucially, it is often very difficult to determine whether a case ultimately ended in the 
tenant being evicted. The file may contain paperwork showing that an execution was issued to the 
landlord but there is not always a way to tell whether the execution was levied upon. This made data 
collection challenging and often resulted in the staff making an approximation to the exact outcome or 
writing lengthy qualitative entries for the repayment agreements and executions.  

 

Once the data was collected, DSNI standardized the dataset so that all of the entries in each 
data field were formatted the same way. HomeStart staff reviewed the dataset and made an effort to 
judge whether a case involved a subsidized tenancy in situations where it had been unclear to the 
person who originally collected the information. By looking at data points such as the amount of the 
tenant's monthly rent and researching specific housing developments online, we are confident in the 
determinations that were made.  

 

As mentioned above, the issuance of an execution does not necessarily mean that the tenant 
was ultimately evicted. Some landlords obtain an execution but later decide not to evict the tenant. 
Meanwhile, some tenants vacate their unit earlier in the court process, before a formal execution has 
been issued. Assuming that the number of cases in each of these two categories would roughly balance 
each other out, we decided to count any cases where an execution was issued as cases that resulted in 
eviction. (The same methodology was used in past studies.) We assumed that an execution was issued if 
– and only if – a reason for execution and/or a date of execution was included in the dataset.  
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Finally, in addition to the above-mentioned data collection challenges, there were a number of 
demographic variables that also could not be collected from reviewing court files, including household 
size and household income. Without this demographic information, it is difficult to draw strong 
conclusions about the characteristics of households facing eviction in Boston Housing Court. 
 
 

Findings 
 

Number of Cases 
 

 In 2014, a total of 5,181 cases were brought before Boston Housing Court. Of these, 3,324 cases 
(or 64%) involved tenants of subsidized housing, a 12% increase in the number of subsidized cases from 
2011 to 2014. Meanwhile, the number of market-rate tenants being brought to court decreased by 
almost 17% during that same time period. 
 

Chart 1. Number of Cases, 2006-2014 
 

 
 
 
Rate of Execution 
 

While the total number of cases brought before the court remained virtually the same from 
2011 to 2014, the rate of execution decreased by about 8% during that time frame, from 40% to 32%. In 
other words, although just as many tenants were being brought to court in 2014, fewer of them actually 
ended up being evicted.  

 

There was a slight decrease in the rate of execution for subsidized tenants. About 32% of 
subsidized tenants brought to court in 2014 were evicted, compared with 35% in 2006, 37% in 2010, and 
36% in 2011. The rate of execution for market-rate tenants decreased more significantly between 2011 
and 2014, from 45% to 31%. This continued a downward trend that started after 2006, when the rate of 
execution for market-rate tenants was at a high of 57%. 
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Chart 2. Rates of Execution, 2006-2014 
 

 
 
 

Table 1. Comparisons between Housing Court Cases in 2006, 2010, 2011, and 2014 
 

  2006 2010 2011 2014 

Percent 
Change 

from 2006 
to 2014 

Percent 
Change 

from 2011 
to 2014 

Total number of cases brought 
before Boston Housing Court 

4,597 5,259 5,197 5,181 12.7% -0.3% 

Total number of cases that 
resulted in the execution of 
eviction 

2,009 2,127 2,068 1,635 -18.6% -20.9% 

Overall rate of execution 43.7% 40.4% 39.8% 31.6% -12.1% -8.2% 

 Subsidized Cases 

Number of cases brought before 
Boston Housing Court involving 
subsidized tenancies 

2,855 3,193 2,970 3,324 16.4% 11.9% 

Number of subsidized cases that 
resulted in the execution of 
eviction 

1,009 1,188 1,075 1,056 4.7% -1.8% 

Rate of execution in subsidized 
cases 

35.3% 37.2% 36.2% 31.8% -3.5% -4.4% 
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 2006 2010 2011 2014 

Percent 
Change 

from 2006 
to 2014 

Percent 
Change 

from 2011 
to 2014 

 Market-rate Cases 

Number of cases brought before 
Boston Housing Court involving 
market-rate tenancies 

1,742 2,066 2,227 1,857 6.6% -16.6% 

Number of market-rate cases 
that resulted in the execution of 
eviction 

1,000 939 993 579 -42.1% -41.7% 

Rate of execution in market-rate 
cases 

57.4% 45.5% 44.6% 31.2% -26.2% -13.4% 

 
 
Reason for Proceedings 
 

In 2014, about 79% of the cases brought to Boston Housing Court were for rent arrearages. 
Another 18% of cases were brought for a reason other than rent, and about 2% of cases involved a 
combination of factors (meaning there was a rent arrearage as well as some other lease violation). 
These percentages are very similar to those in past years. 
 

Chart 3. Reason for Proceedings, 2014 
 

 
 
 
Amount of Rent Owed 
 

In 2014, the median amount of rent that tenants owed when they were brought to court was 
$1,440. This represented an 18% increase since 2006, but only a 3% increase since 2011. The median 
number of months tenants were behind was 3 months. There was a more dramatic increase in the 
median arrearage amount for subsidized tenants between 2006 and 2014. During this time frame, the 
median amount of rent owed by subsidized tenants rose from $845 to $1,350. Among subsidized 
tenants whose cases resulted in eviction, the median arrearage amount more than doubled between 
2006 and 2014, from $848 to $1,779. 
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Table 2. Median Amount of Rent Owed, 2006-2014 
 

  

2006 2010 2011 2014 

Percent 
Change 
from 2006 
to 2014 

Percent 
Change 
from 2011 
to 2014 

All cases $1,218 $1,214 $1,392 $1,440 18.1% 3.4% 

Subsidized cases $845 $860 $923 $1,350 59.8% 46.3% 

Subsidized cases that 
resulted in eviction 

$848 $990 $1,032 $1,779 109.8% 72.4% 

 
 

Chart 4. Median Arrearage Amount, 2006-2014 
 

 
 
 

Table 3. Median Arrearage Amounts by Case Type, 2014 
 

  

Median 
Amount of 
Rent Owed 

All cases $1,440 

Subsidized cases $1,350 

Market-rate cases $1,635 

Cases resulting in eviction $1,875 

Cases not resulting in eviction $1,212 

Subsidized cases resulting in eviction $1,779 

Subsidized cases not resulting in eviction $1,170 
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Rates of Execution for Different Landlord Types 
 

 In 2014, cases brought to Boston Housing Court by private landlords had the highest rate of 
execution at 39%, compared with 29% for management companies, 26% for housing authorities, and 
23% for other types of landlords.  
 

Chart 5. Rates of Execution for Different Landlord Types, 2014 
 

 
 

 
Landlord Types Involved in Subsidized Cases 
 

 The percentage of subsidized cases brought by management companies continues to decrease. 
Whereas 76% of the subsidized cases brought in 2006 were from management companies, this number 
decreased to 69% in 2010 and 60% in 2014. There has been a simultaneous increase in the percentage 
of subsidized cases brought by private landlords. Although only 8% of the subsidized cases in 2006 were 
from private landlords, this number increased to 27% in 2014. 

 
Table 4. Landlord Types Involved in Subsidized Cases, 2006-2014 

 

  2006 2010 2011 2014 

Management Company 76% 69% 65% 60% 

Private Landlord 8% 14% 23% 27% 

Housing Authority 15% 16% 12% 12% 

Other/Unknown 1% 1% 0% 1% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 
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Chart 6. Landlord Types Involved in Subsidized Cases, 2006-2014 

 

 
 
 
Property Owners with the Most Cases Filed 
 

 The table on the next page shows the 10 property owners with the largest number of cases filed 
in 2014. Not surprisingly, this list includes the city’s largest management companies, along with the 
Boston Housing Authority, which houses about 9% of the city’s residents.3 Together, these 10 property 
owners represent close to 40% of all the cases filed in 2014 and 30% of the cases that resulted in 
eviction. Interestingly, all but two of these property owners (Equity Residential Management and 
Lorenzo Pitts) had below-average rates of execution despite the large number of cases they filed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
3
 Boston Housing Authority, “What is BHA Housing?,” http://www.bostonhousing.org/en/For-Applicants/What-is-

BHA-Housing.aspx 
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Table 5. Property Owners with the Most Cases Filed, 2014 

 

    

# of cases 

# of cases 
that 

resulted in 
eviction 

% of cases 
that 

resulted in 
eviction 

#1 Winn Management 408 92 22.5% 

#2 Boston Housing Authority 407 106 26.0% 

#3 Trinity Management 286 65 22.7% 

#4 Maloney Properties 242 46 19.0% 

#5 Beacon Residential Management 216 54 25.0% 

#6 Peabody Properties 133 35 26.3% 

#7 United Housing Management 118 26 22.0% 

#8 Cruz Management 80 20 25.0% 

#9 Equity Residential Management 74 26 35.1% 

#10 Lorenzo Pitts 67 24 35.8% 

  
Total for these 10 property 
owners 

2,031 494   

  All cases 5,181 1,635   

  
% of total brought by these 10 
property owners 

39.2% 30.2%   

 
 

Chart 7. Property Owners with the Most Cases Filed, 2014 
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Table 6. Subsidized Eviction Rates for Property Owners with the Most Cases Filed, 2014 

 

Management Company 
# of 

subsidized 
cases 

# of 
subsidized 

cases 
resulting 

in eviction 

Subsidized 
Eviction 

Rate 

Trinity Management, LLC 256 54 21.1% 

Beacon Communities LLC 216 54 25.0% 

Winn Residential Management 159 37 23.3% 

United Housing Mgmt, LLC 118 26 22.0% 

Maloney Properties, Inc. 106 20 18.9% 

Peabody Properties, Inc. 73 17 23.3% 

Cruz Management 62 16 25.8% 

Equity Residential 54 20 37.0% 

Lorenzo Pitts Inc. 47 14 29.8% 

 
 
Legal Representation 
 

 In 2014, only about 7% of the tenants brought to Boston Housing Court received some type of 
legal assistance; 4% had full representation, 2% had limited assistance representation (LAR), and 1% 
received help filing an answer. Not surprisingly, the rate of execution was lowest for those with full 
representation; only 18% of tenants who had full representation ended up being evicted, compared with 
about 28% of tenants who received LAR and 34% of those who had help with their answer.  
 

The percentage of tenants receiving legal assistance and the rates of execution for each type of 
assistance were almost identical for subsidized tenants as they were for all tenants brought to court in 
2014. 
 

Table 7. Type of Legal Representation and Execution Rates – All Cases, 2014 
 

  # % # Evicted 
Rate of 

Execution 

Full representation 206 4.0% 36 17.5% 

LAR 102 2.0% 28 27.5% 

Help with answer 56 1.1% 19 33.9% 

No legal assistance 4,817 93.0% 1,552 32.2% 

 Total 5,181 100.0% 1,635 N/A 
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Table 8. Type of Legal Representation and Execution Rates – Subsidized Cases, 2014 
 

  # % # Evicted 
Rate of 

Execution 

Full representation 127 3.8% 19 15.0% 

LAR 60 1.8% 15 25.0% 

Help with answer 33 1.0% 11 33.3% 

No legal representation 3,104 93.4% 1,011 32.6% 

Total 3,324 100.0% 1,056 N/A 

 
 
 

Chart 8. Rate of Execution by Type of Legal Assistance, 2014 
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Chart 9. Rate of Execution based on Some vs. No Legal Assistance, 2014 

 

 

 
 
Location of Cases 
 

 As shown in the map on the next page, the neighborhood with the largest number of cases filed 
in Boston Housing Court in 2014 was Roxbury. Over a quarter (27%) of all cases filed in 2014 were for 
apartments located in Roxbury, and Roxbury tenants also represented 26% of the people who were 
evicted. However, the rate of execution for Roxbury tenants was actually just slightly below average. 
The neighborhoods with the highest rates of execution were North Dorchester (40%), Roslindale (39%), 
and South Boston (36%). 
 

In every neighborhood of Boston, subsidized tenants constituted more than 50% of the cases 
resulting in eviction in 2014. In fact, in Charlestown, Fenway/Kenmore, and Jamaica Plain, over 70% of 
the evictions were for subsidized tenants. The neighborhoods with the highest rates of execution for 
subsidized cases were North Dorchester (41%), Charlestown (40%), and Roslindale (38%). For market-
rate cases, South Boston had by far the highest rate of execution at 48%. 
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Table 9. 2014 Cases by Neighborhood 
 

 All Cases Subsidized Cases 

Neighborhood # of Cases 
# of 

Evictions 
Rate of 

Execution 
# of Cases 

# of 
Evictions 

Rate of 
Execution 

Allston-Brighton 292 88 30.1% 175 51 29.1% 

Back Bay - Beacon Hill 70 22 31.4% 42 12 28.6% 

Central 147 49 33.3% 84 26 31.0% 

Charlestown 129 42 32.6% 83 33 39.8% 

East Boston 176 46 26.1% 117 32 27.4% 

Fenway - Kenmore 171 55 32.2% 122 42 34.4% 

Hyde Park 219 62 28.3% 134 43 32.1% 

Jamaica Plain 238 63 26.5% 150 45 30.0% 

Mattapan 610 198 32.5% 388 124 32.0% 

North Dorchester 224 89 39.7% 138 57 41.3% 

Roslindale 139 54 38.8% 93 35 37.6% 

Roxbury 1379 421 30.5% 906 227 25.1% 

South Boston 160 58 36.3% 106 32 30.2% 

South Dorchester 531 160 30.1% 337 101 30.0% 

South End 394 137 34.8% 265 91 34.3% 

West Roxbury 238 64 26.9% 154 42 27.3% 
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 It is also worth noting that, between 2010 and 2014, the number of subsidized evictions in the 
Dudley Village Campus (where Project Hope has focused its eviction prevention efforts) decreased by 
about 42%. 
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Discussion of Key Findings 
 
1. The total number of cases brought to Boston Housing Court stayed about the same between 2011 

and 2014, but the rate of execution decreased overall, as well as for both subsidized and market-rate 
cases. 

  

 There could be several factors driving the decrease in the percentage of cases that result in an 
execution. For example, this could be an indication that the city’s various eviction prevention and court 
intervention programs are not necessarily preventing cases from being brought to court, but they are 
ensuring that fewer cases result in an execution. A more pessimistic interpretation would be that a 
growing number of tenants are vacating their apartments earlier in the court process, before a formal 
execution has been issued. This may be happening more often as rents rise and tenants realize they 
cannot afford to remain in their apartment. Vacating the unit earlier in the court process also ensures 
that the eviction will not appear on the tenant’s record. 
 
2. Between 2011 and 2014, the number of subsidized cases filed increased, while the number of 

market-rate cases decreased.  
   

Tenants residing in subsidized housing continue to face eviction in Boston Housing Court at 
disproportionately high rates. Tenants with some type of affordable housing subsidy represent about 

Residential Assistance for Families in Transition (RAFT) 
 

The Metropolitan Boston Housing Partnership (MBHP) compared the list of tenants who were brought 
to Boston Housing Court in 2014 with the list of people to whom they provided an eviction prevention 
payment through the RAFT program between January 1, 2014 and February 28, 2015.1 There were 124 
people who appeared on both lists, and, of these 124 tenants, 93 (or 75%) appear to have avoided 
being evicted. This data serves as an example of the effectiveness of eviction prevention programs. 
However, it also demonstrates the limited capacity of programs like RAFT to serve the large number of 
tenants being brought to court each year. We may see RAFT having an even greater impact in FY2017, 
as eligibility for the program has been expanded to include households of all sizes and configurations, 
not just families with children. 
  
Note: 

 This data leaves out people who may have received RAFT between 1/1/14 and 2/28/15, but whose cases were 
filed prior to 1/1/14, as well as people whose cases were filed during 2014 but who did not access RAFT until 
after 2/28/15. 

 It is likely that some people did not come up when the court data was compared with the RAFT data due to 
differences in spelling or a different household member being listed as the head of household or primary 
tenant. 

 
1 

This date range was selected in an effort to capture people who were summoned to court at the end of 
December 2014 but did not receive an actual RAFT payment until a month or two later. 
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20% of all tenancies in Boston4 and 64% of defendants in Boston Housing Court. To put that discrepancy 
in perspective, approximately 9 out of every 1,000 market-rate tenants residing in Boston were brought 
to Boston Housing Court in 2014. In contrast, approximately 63 out of every 1,000 subsidized tenants 
were brought to court. Despite the fact that subsidized tenancies are designed to be affordable, 
subsidized tenants are seven times more likely to face eviction proceedings than market-rate tenants. 

 

The number of subsidized cases filed has been disproportionately high since this study began in 
2006. However, 2014 represents an all-time high and a 12% increase from 2011. One reason for this 
increase may be more refined data collection methods. As discussed earlier in this report, one of the 
most significant barriers to collecting accurate housing court data is that there is no clear way to 
determine if a tenancy is subsidized. During the most recent round of data collection, staff collected and 
reviewed additional data points with the hope of more accurately counting the number of subsidized 
tenancies, which may have contributed to the overall increase in subsidized tenancies counted.  

 

One other factor to consider is that many of the eviction prevention programs in the city target 
their assistance to subsidized tenants but require that tenants have a court summons in order to be 
eligible for the program. Some property owners might initiate the court process in the hopes of helping 
their tenants qualify for financial assistance.  
 
3. The median amount of rent owed in subsidized cases increased significantly between 2011 and 2014. 
 

Since a subsidized tenant’s monthly rent share is based on his or her income, this increase in the 
median amount of rent owed cannot be attributed to rising rents in the Greater Boston area. Given the 
stagnant growth in wages, it also doesn’t seem likely that the change is being driven by major increases 
in subsidized tenants’ incomes. Instead, one possible explanation for this trend is that property owners 
of subsidized tenants may be waiting longer before initiating the court process. By the time tenants are 
brought court, their arrearage is substantial. This is seemingly at odds with the observation that 
landlords may be initiating the court process in order to make their tenant eligible for financial 
assistance. However, it is possible that while more landlords are ultimately bringing cases to court, they 
may also be waiting longer to do so. 
 
4. There has been a steady decrease in the percentage of subsidized cases filed by management 

companies and a simultaneous increase in the percentage of cases filed by private landlords. 
 

Over the last several years, there have been substantial efforts by the City of Boston and 
nonprofits like Project Hope and HomeStart to partner with large property owners and property 
management entities to prevent eviction among subsidized tenants. For more on the effect of these 
efforts, please see the Discussion of Eviction Prevention Strategies section below.  

 

 Meanwhile, the increase in the percentage of subsidized cases filed by private landlords may be 
a side effect of rising rents. Private landlords may be evicting subsidized tenants so that they can charge 
higher rents than housing subsidy programs will allow. Most affordable housing subsidy programs 
restrict the property owner from charging more than the HUD Fair Market Rent (FMR) for that region. In 

                                                           
4
 City of Boston, “Housing a Changing City: Boston 2030,” 2014, 

https://www.boston.gov/sites/default/files/housing_a_changing_city-boston_2030_full_plan.pdf 
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2014, FMR for a two-bedroom apartment in Metro Boston was just $1,4545 while the actual average 
monthly rent was nearly twice that amount at $2,465.6 
 
5. Only a fraction (4%) of tenants brought to court in 2014 received full legal representation, compared 

to 82% of property owners. 
 

Less than one in 10 tenants facing eviction in Boston Housing Court had full legal representation, 
compared to eight out of every 10 landlords. Even including other types of legal assistance (limited 
assistance representation and assistance with filing court answer and discovery forms), only 7% of 
tenants received some form of legal advocacy.  

 

Nearly half (88 out of 206) of all tenants who received full legal representation were 
represented by attorneys working for just two legal service providers, Greater Boston Legal Services and 
Harvard Legal Aid Bureau. With limited capacity among pro bono legal service organizations and with 
the cost of representation out of reach for most tenants (especially those residing in subsidized 
housing), it is unsurprising that the disparity in representation between tenants and landlords is so 
great. For more on the effect of legal assistance, please see the Discussion of Eviction Prevention 
Strategies section below.  
 
 
Discussion of Eviction Prevention Strategies 
 

Between 2006 and 2014, there was an overall increase in the number of cases filed at Boston 
Housing Court. During this same time period, the number of cases that resulted in execution of eviction 
and the overall rate of execution both showed a steady decrease. If the rate of execution had remained 
static after 2006, there would have been more than 600 additional evictions executed in 2014. One 
possible reason for these results may be the increased availability of eviction prevention services for 
low-income tenants facing non-payment eviction in Boston Housing Court.  
 

Generally, the goal of eviction prevention services is to intervene and work one-on-one with the 
tenant to stop the eviction and preserve their tenancy. Some of the eviction prevention strategies 
utilized by housing service providers that may have contributed to the overall decrease in executions of 
eviction are the provision of financial assistance, partnerships with property owners and management 
companies, advocating for longer and more affordable rent repayment agreements, and the provision of 
legal services for tenants.  
 
1. Access to Financial Assistance  
 

Most successful eviction prevention services include a component of accessing financial 
assistance to help the tenant with payment of the back rent owed. Housing service providers draw on a 
wide range of resources for the provision of financial assistance, including their own privately fundraised 
dollars, funding made available by other charitable organizations and federal, state and municipal public 
funding. Between 2010 and 2014, two major sources of public funding for financial assistance with back 
rent became available in Boston: 
 

                                                           
5
 HUD, “FY2014 Final Fair Market Rents,” 

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/fmr/fmr2014f/FY2014F_Schedule_B.pdf 
6
 The Boston Foundation, “The Greater Boston Housing Report Card 2015,” November 2015, 

https://www.tbf.org/~/media/TBFOrg/Files/Reports/GB%20HousingReportCard%20111315.pdf 
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Homelessness Prevention and Rapid Re-Housing Program (HPRP): A HUD federal stimulus 
program administered in Boston by the City of Boston Department of Neighborhood 
Development. Between 2009 and 2011, HPRP provided more than $1.7 million in rental 
arrearage assistance payments to 548 Boston households.  
 

Residential Assistance for Families in Transition (RAFT): A state-funded program administered in 
the metro Boston region by Metropolitan Boston Housing Partnership (MBHP). Starting in 
FY2013, RAFT funding was significantly increased and expanded. Between FY2013 and FY2014, 
MBHP received close to $5 million in RAFT funding and assisted a total of 1,905 households.7 
 

These two programs have had a significant positive effect, preventing homelessness for hundreds of 
families and potentially contributing to the overall decrease in execution of evictions in Boston Housing 
Court. However, there may be unanticipated additional effects due to the high concentration of financial 
assistance resources that are only available to households in court-based eviction proceedings. In 
Massachusetts, the non-payment eviction process begins with a 14-Day Notice to Quit. However, most 
large-scale homelessness prevention programs in Boston – including HPRP at its conclusion, the 
Emergency Solutions Grant program (a HUD-funded program modeled after HPRP on a smaller scale), 
and the RAFT Program – use a court summons and complaint as the minimum threshold for eligibility.  
 

On a very anecdotal level, housing service providers report that some property owners may 
initiate a court-based eviction proceeding in order to make their tenant eligible for access to rental 
arrearage assistance. Once assistance is provided, the court case is resolved. This might explain why the 
number of subsidized cases increased between 2011 and 2014 while the percentage of cases resulting in 
execution of eviction decreased. 
 
2. Partnerships with Property Owners and Management Companies 
 

 Between 2010 and 2014, both HomeStart and Project Hope developed partnerships with large 
property owners to provide targeted services to tenants. HomeStart partners with Boston Housing 
Authority (BHA) to provide court-based eviction prevention services to public housing tenants, and 
Project Hope works in partnership with Winn Residential and Maloney Properties to provide financial 
assistance and case management services to subsidized tenants behind on their rent.  
 

Table 10. 2011 and 2014 Execution Rates for Large Property Owners 
 

 2011 Execution Rate 2014 Execution Rate Percent Change 

BHA 37% 26% -11% 

Winn Residential 38% 23% -15% 

Maloney Properties 31% 19% -12% 

All Property Owners 40% 32% -8% 

 

                                                           
7
 Metropolitan Boston Housing Partnership, “RAFT in Review: An Overview and Analysis of MBHP’s Residential 

Assistance for Families in Transition Program,” September 2014, http://mbhp.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/09/RAFT-Report-2014-FINAL_PRINT.pdf 
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While the rate of execution decreased among all property owners between 2011 and 2014, each of 
these three property owners showed greater-than-average decreases and below-average rates of 
execution. In addition to a reduction in the rate of execution, Project Hope’s pre-court intervention may 
have also contributed to an overall reduction in the number of cases filed by Winn Residential (20% 
fewer cases) and Maloney Properties (26% fewer cases) between 2011 and 2014.  
 

As a point of comparison, two other management companies – Equity Residential Management 
and Lorenzo Pitts – have started bringing more cases to court and have a higher-than-average rate of 
execution. Equity and Lorenzo Pitts were #9 and #10, respectively, in terms of largest number of cases 
filed in 2014, and they were the only management companies in the top ten list with rates of execution 
higher than 30%. Equity Residential Management only brought 15 cases to court in 2011, but filed 74 
cases in 2014; their rate of execution in 2014 was 35%. Lorenzo Pitts also brought more cases in 2014 
than 2011, and their rate of execution was 36%. To our knowledge, these management companies are 
not participating in any formal partnerships with nonprofit service providers, reinforcing the theory that 
partnerships between management companies and providers are effective in reducing the number of 
tenants faced with eviction. 
 
3. Length of Repayment Agreement 
 

The most common way for a tenant and landlord to agree to settle a case with an outcome that 
allows the tenant to remain in the apartment is for both sides to sign an agreement for judgment. When 
the tenant owes back rent, the agreement for judgment will generally include the terms of a payment 
plan, spread out over a specified number of months at an agreed-upon rate per month. When a tenant 
signs an agreement for judgment, they are agreeing to repay a portion of their rental arrears each 
month in addition to their monthly rent. For low-income tenants and those who are significantly rent-
burdened, this can be a substantial financial challenge.  
 

Housing service providers working in Boston Housing Court have several widely-held 
observations about agreements for judgment. One is that an agreement is more likely to be successful 
and beneficial to the tenant if the terms include the longest possible length of time and the smallest 
possible monthly repayment amount. A second observation is that tenants in housing court may be 
facing imminent homelessness, are most likely without legal representation, and are therefore often 
willing to sign highly aggressive repayment agreements that are likely to fail and end in execution of 
eviction. 
 

The 2014 data seems to support these observations. Entering into a repayment agreement of 
any length decreases the overall likelihood of execution, and longer agreements generally correspond 
with lower rates of execution, with the optimal length for a successful agreement falling between 13 
and 18 months. 
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Table 11. 2014 Execution Rates by Length of Repayment Agreements 
 

 
Rate of 

Execution 

All cases 31.6% 

All non-payment cases with 
repayment agreements 

26.3% 

2 - 6 month agreements  27.9% 

7 - 12 month agreements 26.9% 

13 - 18 month agreements 23.8% 

>18 month agreements 25.5% 

 
Note: One-month agreements were excluded from this analysis because they represented a single lump-sum 
payment and were not agreements to repay over a period of time. 
 
 

Lower monthly repayment terms also corresponded with lower rates of execution, and rates of 
execution remained below average among repayment agreements with terms up to $200 per month. 
 
 

Table 12. 2014 Execution Rates by Monthly Repayment Amount 
 

 
Rate of 

Execution 

All cases 31.6% 

<$51/month repayment 
agreement 

14.3% 

$51 - $100/month 24.4% 

$101 - $200/month 28.0% 

$201 - $300/month 31.9% 

$301 - $500/month 33.0% 

>$500/month 55.8% 

 
 
4. Access to Legal Assistance 
 

 Massachusetts is widely believed to be extremely tenant-friendly in its eviction laws. However, 
with such low rates of access to legal representation, it is unlikely that tenants facing eviction in Boston 
Housing Court are fully exercising their legal rights. With such a small percentage of tenants receiving 
any legal assistance at all, it may be difficult to draw reliable conclusions. However, legal involvement 
does seem to decrease rate of execution. 
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Table 13. Execution Rates by Type of Legal Assistance 
 

  # % # Evicted 
Rate of 

Execution 

Received full legal 
representation 

206 4.0% 36 17.5% 

Received some form of 
legal assistance 

364 7.0% 83 22.8% 

Received no legal 
assistance 

4,817 93.0% 1,552 32.2% 

 
As expected, full legal representation translates into more positive outcomes for tenants facing eviction. 
Full legal representation decreases the rate of eviction among all tenants by nearly half and receiving 
any type of legal assistance (including limited assistance representation and help with filing answer and 
discovery forms) decreases the rate of execution by nearly 10 percent.  
 

The value of full legal representation for tenants and the glaring disparity in representation 
between tenants and landlords is particularly highlighted among subsidized tenants facing non-payment 
eviction. Subsidized tenants facing non-payment eviction who received full representation were evicted 
just 10.7% of the time, the lowest rate of execution among all tenancy types and reasons for eviction 
proceedings. This suggests that these are the types of cases where full legal representation can make 
the greatest impact. However, subsidized tenants facing non-payment eviction also face the greatest 
disparity of legal representation: 3.1% of these tenants received full legal representation in 2014, 
compared to 93.5% of their landlords.  

 

If all tenants who faced eviction in Boston Housing Court in 2014 experienced execution of 
eviction at the same rate as tenants who received full legal representation, there would have been 728 
fewer evictions executed. However, it should be noted that there is a significant element of selection 
bias among cases that do receive legal representation that makes it unlikely that the same rate of 
execution would hold across the entire population. Due to current limited capacity, legal service 
providers are generally only providing full representation to tenants who have substantial legal claims 
that they would not be able to exert on their own. As a result, the 4% of cases that received full legal 
representation are ones that legal service providers thought were more likely to be “winnable,” but it is 
also possible that tenants with complex legal issues would have faced execution of eviction at an above 
average rate without legal intervention.  
 
 
Recommendations 
 

1. Improve Housing Court data collection and accessibility. 
 

Data from the state’s Housing Court system is available online, but is very limited. In order to get 
more detailed information, one must go to the courthouse and sift through each individual file. Even 
then, it can be difficult to determine key data points, such as whether the tenant lives in a subsidized or 
market-rate unit and whether or not the tenant was ultimately evicted. Furthermore, the court does not 
collect any demographic data about the tenants, such as household composition (individual vs. family) 
or household income.  
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Without a clear picture of who is getting evicted, policymakers and providers may not be 
prioritizing the neediest tenants or funding the most effective interventions. We recommend that 
Housing Court data be made more accessible to researchers and lawyers and that additional tenant data 
be collected from property owners when they file a summons and complaint. We defer to the legal 
services community on the specifics of how Housing Court data collection should be improved. 
 
2. Preserve and expand funding for eviction prevention and legal assistance programs. 
  

Despite the housing affordability crisis the city of Boston has been facing in recent years, the 
total number of cases brought in Boston Housing Court stayed roughly the same between 2011 and 
2014, and the rate of execution actually decreased. This suggests that the various eviction prevention 
programs being implemented in the city may be having a positive impact. Furthermore, even though the 
average amount of rent tenants are being brought to court for has increased in recent years, the 
amount is still much lower than what it often costs a property owner to evict a tenant and what it costs 
the state to house a family in shelter. The median arrearage amount in 2014 was $1,440. In comparison, 
it can cost a property owner upwards of $10,000 to evict a tenant,8 and it costs the state over $3,500 
per month to house a family in an Emergency Assistance shelter (with the average length of stay being 
10-11 months).9 

 

Given the evident effectiveness of a prevention approach (not to mention the huge costs to 
families, property owners, and the state when families are evicted), we recommend that policymakers 
preserve and, if possible, increase funding for eviction prevention programs. Our findings also confirm 
that receiving legal assistance reduces the likelihood of a tenant being evicted. However, the fact that 
only 7% of tenants received legal assistance in 2014 highlights the need for more funding for legal 
assistance programs. 
 
3. Invest in upstream prevention 

 

The findings from this study also highlight the importance of assisting tenants further 
“upstream,” before their case goes to court. As discussed earlier, we may be seeing an increase in the 
number of subsidized cases because many eviction prevention programs (including RAFT) require that 
the tenant have a court summons before they become eligible for assistance. However, once a tenant’s 
case is brought to court, his/her name will appear in a database that property owners can search. Even if 
the case does not ultimately result in an eviction, the tenant’s name appearing in the database may be 
enough for future property owners to choose to rent to someone else. 

 

We recommend that policymakers and providers invest in innovative prevention strategies that 
identify families who are at risk of eviction but whose landlords have not yet initiated the eviction 
process. By intervening earlier, we may be able to help more landlords and tenants avoid the costly and 
stressful court process. 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
8
 HomeStart, “An Ounce of Cure: Preventing Homelessness by Intervening in Forced Evictions from Subsidized 

Housing,” 2014, http://homestart.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/An-Ounce-of-Cure-FINAL.pdf 
9
 MA Department of Housing & Community Development (DHCD), “Emergency Assistance Program: Fiscal Year 

2016, Fourth Quarterly Report,” August 4, 2016, http://www.mass.gov/hed/docs/dhcd/hs/ea/fy16q4eareport.pdf 
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4. Expand landlord outreach 
 

Our final recommendation has to do with landlord outreach. As discussed earlier, there is 
evidence that the partnerships between nonprofit service providers (like HomeStart and Project Hope) 
and large property owners (like the Boston Housing Authority, Winn Residential, and Maloney 
Properties) have been effective in reducing the number of cases filed by and the rate of execution for 
those particular owners. Since management companies continue to bring the largest number of cases 
and some companies appear to be becoming more aggressive, there are clearly opportunities for both 
new and deepened partnerships. We also see a need for more outreach to private landlords, as they had 
the highest rate of execution of all landlord types in 2014 and there has been a steady increase in recent 
years in the percentage of subsidized cases filed by private landlords. 
 


