By reforming the Emergency Assistance (EA) program, increasing the supply of affordable housing, and
investing in workforce development, we can achieve the lofty goal of ending family homelessness in the
Commonwealth. Now is the time to reform the current EA program in Massachusetts so that this critical
safety net is more efficient, flexible, and able to serve more families in desperate need of housing assistance.
Homeless service providers and the Department of Housing
and Community Development (DHCD) have both made
significant steps toward improving services for families and
have made many changes to the EA system, but without
legislative change to the EA program, the goal of creating this
more effective safety net cannot be met. There are two reforms
to the EA policy that will make the program better able to
serve more families and achieve better outcomes:
1. Multiple Levels of Eligibility. Creating multiple levels

of eligibility and multiple benefits packages is needed to
expand access to services and resources need to prevent or
rapidly end a family’s housing crisis. The state legislature
should give DHCD the authority to:
a. P
 rovide different levels of services to families based on
their unique needs and preferences.
b. Flexibly define the benefit package (including but not
limited to shelter, prevention, diversion, re-housing, and
stabilization) that is provided for each level of service.
2. Rapid Re-Housing and Stabilization. Strengthen the

focus on reducing the time families need to spend in
emergency shelter by:
a. Requiring the state to provide housing stabilization
services in the form of a shelter exit plan to all families
within a specified period.xiv
b. Implementing more robust home-based stabilization
programs will make rapid re-housing possible even for
families with more intense service needs.

The movement to end homelessness cannot end with EA
reform but must continue to include these goals of the
Commission’s five year plan to end homelessness:
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1. Increase production of and access to affordable
housing

a. Increase supply of housing assistance vouchers and
shallow subsidies
b. Reduce barriers to accessing housing
c. Develop and expand supported housing options and
housing first models
d. Maximize housing units for extremely low income (ELI)
households; create developer incentives for ELI
productionxv
2. Increase the investment in and utilization of
workforce and asset development programs

a. Increase access to public work supports
b. Make income maximization a part of the assessment
process to link supports to housing stabilization
c. Maximize the use of workforce development programs
and target them to families
d. Increase financial literacyxvi
Taken together, these changes could create the flexibility to
reform the emergency service delivery model and focus on
providing housing and the supportive services needed to
maintain a family’s housing rather than defaulting to a
shelter-focused response. These reforms will allow the EA
program to focus on delivering prevention, diversion, re-housing, and stabilization services to more families in need. Finally,
we hope these reforms will provide low-income families the
opportunity to stabilize their housing, grow their incomes,
and prevent homelessness.
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The Good News
Homelessness is a solvable problem and the Commonwealth
of Massachusetts is taking important steps toward reform.
Massachusetts is well positioned to make further changes to its
response to family homelessness, because the people of
Massachusetts have made it clear that efficiently assisting
families in need is a valuable use of public resources. While
the current shelter-based EA program is not achieving the best
outcomes for families, the state is in an excellent position to
transform its shelter system because of three key factors:
• Under the leadership of Governor Patrick and Lt. Governor
Murray, the Commission to End Homelessness developed a
comprehensive plan for ending homelessness in
Massachusetts. The Interagency Council on Housing and
Homelessness (ICHH) was recreated under the leadership
of the Lieutenant Governor to implement the Commission’s
recommendations. The ICHH has aligned key state agencies
under the principle of targeting “the right resources to the
right people at the right time.”

• The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act makes
available in Massachusetts $44.5 million in federal resources,
through the Homelessness Prevention and Rapid Re-Housing Program, which funds homelessness prevention, shelter
diversion and rapid re-housing for Massachusetts families.
These funds are part of a larger federal shift away from
shelter and towards housing-based solutions.

The Human Cost
of Homelessness

• As part of its effort to implement the Commission’s
recommendations for ending homelessness, the ICHH has
supported the development of ten regional networks in the
state to coordinate the delivery of services at the local level.
These networks have piloted innovative solutions to
homelessness and produced positive outcomes for families.
These new solutions and their outcomes should point the
way for permanent systems change.
Despite these gains, without legislative and regulatory reform,
efforts to end homelessness can only go so far. The legislation
and regulations governing the EA program should be reformed
to allow the EA program to fund a variety of innovative
solutions to meet the housing needs of homeless families,
rather than maintaining a narrow focus on shelter.

Isolated. Sick. Terrified. Depressed.
That is how Michelle felt living in a temporary motel room for the homeless, alone with her young son, pregnant with twins and
separated from her husband. It was a two-mile walk from the motel room paid for by the state’s Emergency Assistance program to
the train station — the point of departure for Michelle’s weekly trips into Boston for her medical checkups and to see her husband

The Regional Networks to End Homelessness
have produced positive outcomes for families
by avoiding or minimizing shelter stays:
 iversion: In Worcester a single mom with an eightD
month-old daughter was forced to leave work due to medical
issues and, shortly after, a fire in her apartment building left
the family homeless. Under these circumstances, the family
would routinely be put in emergency shelter or a hotel. Instead, when she applied for emergency shelter at the Worcester
DHCD office, she was referred to the new diversion pilot
program led by the Regional Network. Through the diversion pilot she was connected with flexible financial resources
and community based supports that allowed her to find stable
housing in her own unit. Short term rental assistance, at a
much lower cost than shelter, ensured that her family was
safely housed until this mother could find a new job.
 revention: When a father of three lost his job and his
P
home was foreclosed, he and his family turned to the DHCD
homeless coordinator in Framingham for help. They were
about to lose their home, but the father’s unemployment
benefits and his wife’s social security insurance made them
ineligible for EA. DHCD staff referred the family to the
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Regional Network which helped them find an apartment
that was within the children’s school district. The family had
saved enough for the security deposit on their own, but they
needed help with the first month’s rent. The Network was able
to provide $1,300 in flexible funds for the first month’s rent.
The family moved to the apartment and continues to live in
their home community with no disruption to the children’s
schooling.
 apid Re-Housing: A single mom and her young son
R
could no longer stay “doubled up” with a family member.
The mom approached the Worcester DHCD office and was
determined to be eligible for shelter. The family did enter
shelter, but a diversion worker from a local nonprofit partner
in the Regional Network continued to work with the family to
find stable housing and supports. With a short term subsidy
and a relocation grant from the network the family moved
into a private market unit only 11 days after being deemed
eligible for EA and ultimately spent only two days in shelter, at
a cost of approximately $200. In contrast, the average shelter
stay in Massachusetts is 8.5 months, at a cost of $29,000 per
family. With continued stabilization services this family can
remain permanently housed in her home community at a
much lower cost.

whose job as a gas-station attendant was her only financial support. As months passed living in the motel room, Michelle’s medical
condition deteriorated. She struggled to keep her son and herself healthy on a limited income, but there were rules against cooking in
the room. Her unavoidable walks to the train led to early labor symptoms. The stress of being in the motel, Michelle believes, caused
her to deliver the twins prematurely. Soon after their birth, she and her husband divorced.
Years later, Michelle remains grateful that the EA program provided assistance. At least she and her child had a roof over their heads.
But, she says, “If I could have avoided going to the shelter, maybe things would have been different.”
Things could have been different. A string of bad luck—a high-risk pregnancy, a job loss, and a flea-infested apartment they could
no longer afford—caused their homelessness, but the only assistance EA offered was the shelter. “My husband’s pay wasn’t enough
for us to get a new apartment on our own. What we needed was help until I could get back on my feet. I was told that the quickest
and easiest way to get a housing subsidy was to go into a shelter, so that is what I did.”
“Instead of living in the motel,” Michelle says, “if EA had paid 18 months’ rent or even less than that, by the time the subsidy
ended we would have been able to pay our own rent.” Ironically, these temporary rental subsidies are generally cheaper per
month than a bare-bones motel room.
“Why does it have to be so hard?” Michelle asks. “If they were going to pay that much for me to stay in a motel, why couldn’t they
put me in an apartment?” Today, Michelle has completed her bachelor’s degree and works with low-income and homeless families.
“In my job as a case worker, I’m working with women who have had the exact same experience. I am ‘paying it forward’ so other
families don’t have to go through the same thing.”
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Reform: A Moral and Economic Imperative
Long term stays in emergency shelter not only have an adverse
effect on families’ wellbeing, they are also extremely costly to the
Commonwealth. Figure 1 describes the state’s spending on the
current Emergency Assistance (EA) model. Spending on emergency
shelter is escalating, yet we are still unable to serve all Massachusetts
families in need or achieve the positive outcomes these families
deserve.
In addition to repurposing shelter dollars for more flexible and
family specific interventions we must also examine the impact of
shelter spending on other important housing programs. A lack of
affordable housing is the primary cause of homelessness for families
and the creation of more affordable housing is a key recommendation of the Commission to End Homelessness.ix One important
program for providing affordable housing to families, elders, and
disabled persons is the Massachusetts Rental Voucher Program
(MRVP).
As funding for emergency shelters has grown, funding for
permanent housing subsidies through MRVP has decreased
drastically. Figure 2 illustrates significant growth in appropriations
for the emergency shelter system since 1990 and a reduction in
funding for housing subsidies. MRVP provides low-income
families, elders and people with disabilities with the means to access
truly affordable housing in their local community. One of the key
recommendations of the Commission to End Homelessness is to
create affordable housing that suits the needs of high-needs groups
and facilitates their access to such housing.x By shifting spending
away from emergency shelters, we will create more opportunities to
fund multiyear housing subsidies.

Figure 1: State Emergency Assistance Expenditures
EA Budget and Expenditures (Millions)
FY 2001-2009 Actual; FY 2010 Projectedviii
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Figure 2: Massachusetts EA Appropriations
Compared To Massachusetts Rental Voucher
Program Appropriations from FY1990-2010
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Table 1: Hypothetical 12 Month Cost Comparisonxii
Cost Factor

Traditional
Shelter Focus

Prevention &
Diversion Focus

Time in Shelter (Months)

8 months

2 months

Shelter Cost Per Month

$3,500

$3,500

Time in Rental Housing

4 months

10 months

Rental Housing & Services Cost Per Month

$1,200

$1,200

Total Cost Per Family Per Year

$32,800

$19,000

0%

40%

Cost to Serve 5,000 Families for One Year

$164 million

$95 million

Number of Families Served With $164 MM

5,000

8,600

One Year Cost Reduction
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Annual Costs to EA program

Repurposing EA shelter dollars into more flexible resources would allow DHCD to prevent a family’s
homelessness, divert a family from shelter, rapidly re-house a homeless family, or stabilize a recently housed
family. This flexibility would offer families greater choice, provide a more family specific intervention, and
assist more families in need.
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By moving to a model that relies more on prevention,
diversion and short-term rental assistance, Massachusetts
can support more families with the services they need, with
no additional cost to the Commonwealth. The table below
compares the per-family cost of one year of assistance focusing primarily on a shelter (the traditional model) versus a
scenario where a family only spends two months in shelter
and the remaining portion of the year in housing with a
short term subsidy. Shifting resources and services from a
shelter setting to a housing setting across the system could
free up millions of dollars to use toward housing subsidies
and thereby assist a greater number of families in need.xi
Without a change to the EA program, the cost of sheltering
families will continue to rise and will limit the resources
available for alternative interventions that have been proven
effective at reducing family homelessness.

One Family’s Vision:
Emergency Assistance Reform and Beyond
Ten years of research, practice, education, and advocacy have
taught us that three major changes must take place in order to
reach the goal of an EA program that focuses on housing stabilization rather than emergency shelter provision. These reforms
include:
1. Craft policies that allow flexibility - Flexibility
within the EA system will ensure that families do not have
to go to shelter to receive help. With a flexible system,
families can receive the prevention, diversion and re-housing
services they need without ever having to step into a shelter.
2. Customize services - By moving away from a onesize-fit-all model, families would be eligible for varying levels
of service based on their unique needs.
3. Integrate services into the community - The
EA system must be integrated with community based
service providers through local communities and Regional
Networks.xiii These positive outcomes from the Regional
Network pilots should become the norm within EA rather
than the exception.
These reforms represent a paradigm shift from a shelter-centric
service model to a housing-centric approach that recognizes
that supportive services are best received at home and through
access to mainstream services. They are necessary to strengthening the EA program so that it keeps families housed in their
local communities, provides families choice in the services
they receive, and helps families to stabilize so that they do not
become homeless again.

EA reform is an important step in ending family homelessness,
but EA reform alone will not get us to our ultimate goal. We
must also build up a system that will support at risk families in
reaching housing stabilization and economic self-sufficiency.
One Family strongly supports the Commonwealth in its effort
to implement the recommendations of the Commission to
End Homelessness and calls for an increased focus, energy and
resources toward:
• Production of and access to affordable housing that suits the
needs of various subpopulations. Including but not limited
to increase funding for MRVP and the development of
permanent supportive housing for those families who will
always need additional support.
• The development and expansion of workforce and asset
development programs that will provide the tools to
ensure economic stability and mobility for families. There
are currently interagency collaborations taking place to
match families receiving short term rental assistance from
DHCD to education and employment programs offered
by DTA. Efforts like these should be expanded to provide
the needed workforce development programming to all
families in housing crisis.
When these reforms are in place, we believe families will no
longer need to be housed in the shelter system for months at a
time, if at all, but be quickly assisted to prevent homelessness
or rapidly re-housed. With access to affordable housing and
employment services, families will not only avoid homelessness
but will have the opportunity to thrive in the Commonwealth.
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