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REPORT SUMMARY

Household Characteristics

In 1990 there were 207,000 Massachusetts households headed by a person of color.1 By 2005
this number had doubled to 416,000. From 1990 to 2000, there was a 60 percent increase in the
number of households headed by a person of color, compared with an increase of less than 4
percent in the number of White-headed households. From 2000 to 2005, households headed by
a person of color increased by another 26 percent, while the number of White-headed house-
holds decreased by nearly 4 percent. In 1990 households headed by a person of color accounted
for about one out of eve ry eleven households in the state (9.2 percent); by 2000 this had
increased to more than one out of eight households (13.5 percent), and by 2005 more than one
out of six (17.0 percent).

In 2005 there were 156,000 Latino-headed households in Massachusetts, 6.4 percent of all
households in the state; 131,000 Black-headed households, 5.4 percent of all households; and
98,000 Asian American-headed households, 4 percent of all households. Between 1990 and
2000, the number of Asian American households grew by 111 percent, and from 2000 to 2005
by 25 percent more. Over the decade of the 1990s, the number of Latino households grew by 54
percent, with an additional increase of 29 percent in the following five years. The number of
Black households grew by 31 percent from 1990 to 2000, with a further 10 percent increase by
2005.

In 2000 households of color had a homeownership rate of almost 31 percent, a sizabl e
increase from 26 percent in 1990. Yet over the same period the homeownership rate of White
households rose from nearly 63 percent to close to 67 percent. The diffe rential thus bare l y
diminished and remained enormous.2 The Latino homeownership rate rose from 17.3 percent
in 1990 to 21.8 percent in 2000, while that of Blacks rose from 27.7 percent to 32.4 percent and
that of Asian Americans barely changed from 40.4 percent to 40.6 percent.

Housing Affordability

This report examines the affordability situations of Latino-, Black-, and Asian American-head-
ed households in 1990 and 2000 for the state as a whole. It also examines the situations for such
households in Metro Boston and the non-Boston balance of the state in the year 2000.
Affordability is examined primarily through the lens of the shelter poverty affordability stan-
dard developed by the author (Stone, 1993, 2006), in comparison with the conventional 30 per-
cent of income and 50 percent of income standards. Shelter poverty is more realistic than the
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1 While Latinos may be of any race, in this report all the data on Blacks, Asian Americans, and Whites are for non-
Latinos of these racial categories, so that the four groups are mutually exclusive. Nonetheless, the sum of any set of
figures for Latinos, Blacks and Asian Americans does not add to the total “non-White” (herein referred to as “of
color”) because the figures for the separate groups do not include householders who identified themselves as of
more than one race and because Native American householders are part of the total even though their sample sizes
in 1990 and 2000 were too small for separate analyses. Thus, figures for total households headed by persons of color
have been computed by subtracting the number of White-headed households from total households.
2 Housing data for 2005 are not yet available as of this writing (mid-summer 2005).



conventional ratio approach because it explicitly takes into account household size and the cost
of non-shelter necessities in determining how mu ch households realistically can affo rd fo r
housing.

N e a rly 27 percent of all households in Massachusetts we re shelter poor in 2000. Among
households headed by Latinos the incidence was 55 percent; among Black-headed households it
was 42 percent; and for Asian-headed households it was about 39 percent. Overall, a household
headed by a person of color was nearly twice as likely to be shelter poor as was a White-headed
household. Thus, while households headed by a person of color accounted for just 13.5 percent
of all Massachusetts households in 2000 (about one in eight households), shelter poor house-
holds of color accounted for 23 percent of all shelter poor households—nearly one in four.

Among re n t e r s, the Latino rate of shelter pove rt y, 61 percent (58,000 households), wa s
mu ch higher than that of non-Latino Black (48 percent; 39,000 households) and Asian
American households (45 percent; 21,000). Nonetheless, all three populations of color experi-
enced far higher rates than did White renters (31 percent). These differential rates reflect differ-
ences in household size as well as income. The modal shelter poor renter household headed by
a person of color is a single mother with children, while that of White-headed households is an
elderly woman.

As with renters, homeowner households headed by a person of color experience consider-
ably higher rates of affordability problems and are larger on average than White-headed shelter
poor households. Nearly 33 percent of Latino homeowners in Massachusetts (over 8,600 house-
holds) we re shelter poor in 2000, as we re nearly 31 percent of Black homeowners (11,900
households) and 29 percent of Asian American homeowners (9,100 households). These ra t e s
contrast with the 20 percent incidence among White homeowners. Homeowner shelter poverty
is ove r wh e l m i n gly a pro blem afflicting families with ch i l d ren among all racial/ethnic gro u p s
(although shelter poor White homeowners also include many elderly women). 

From 1990 to 2000 the increase in renter shelter pove rty in Massachusetts was almost
entirely among households of color. The number of shelter poor renters of color increased by
57 percent, from about 77,000 in 1990 to 120,000 in 2000. By contrast, the number of White
shelter poor renters increased by only 7,000 households, 3 percent. In 1990 about a quarter of
all shelter poor renter households were non-White; by 2000 over a third were non-White.

From 1990 to 2000 there was a tremendous increase in homeownership among all groups—
but also a tremendous increase in shelter poverty, especially among homeowners of color. The
number of shelter poor homeowners of color increased by 245 percent over the decade. By con-
trast, among White homeowners there was a 74 percent increase in shelter poverty. The inci-
dence of shelter poverty among homeowners of color just about doubled over the decade, grow-
ing from about 16 percent in 1990 to about 31 percent in 2000. By contrast, among Whites the
incidence grew from a little under 13 percent in 1990 to 20 percent in 2000, i.e., there has been a
widening gap in the rates of shelter pove rty between households of color and Wh i t e s, rising
from 3 percentage points in 1990 to 11 percentage points in 2000.

In 1990 about 17 percent of Latino homeowners were shelter poor. By 2000 the rate had
increased to nearly 33 percent. Among Black homeowners the incidence increased from almost
16 percent in 1990 to nearly 31 percent in 2000. Among Asian Americans the rate rose from 16
percent in 1990 to almost 29 percent in 2000. That is, all three homeowner populations of color
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were similarly situated in both 1990 and 2000 with respect to their shelter poverty burdens.
A majority of all households in Massachusetts reside within the Boston Primary

Metropolitan Statistical Area (“Metro Boston”).3 Specifically, 58 percent of renters and 52 per-
cent of homeowners resided in Metro Boston as of 2000. However, there are very significant dif-
ferences by race/ethnicity. A slight majority of Latinos—both renters and homeowners—reside
o u t s i d e of Metro Boston. By contrast, nearly thre e - q u a rters of Black and Asian American
renters and over two - t h i rds of Black and Asian American homeowners reside w i t h i n M e t ro
Boston. 

Latino, Black, and Asian American renters outside of Metro Boston have higher rates of
shelter poverty than do their counterparts within the metro area. Among renters of color, both
inside and outside of Metro Boston the re l a t ive severity is greatest for Latinos, fo l l owed by
Blacks and then Asian Americans—but all of whom have much higher rates of shelter poverty
than do White renters.

Outside of Metro Boston, the shelter pove rty diffe rential between Latino re n t e r s, on the
one hand, and Black and Asian American renters, on the other, is far larger than it is within
M e t ro Boston. Fully two - t h i rds of Latino renters outside Metro Boston we re shelter poor in
2000, compared with about half of Black and Asian American renters and a third of Wh i t e
re n t e r s. This is especially striking in view of the fact noted earlier that a majority of Latino
renters reside outside of Metro Boston, while only a little over a quarter of Black and Asian
American renters do. 

Within Metro Boston, Latino renters still have a very high rate of shelter poverty—over 55
percent—but this is fully 11 percentage points lower than that of Latino renters outside. Nearly
48 percent of Black renters in Metro Boston we re shelter poor in 2000, only 2.5 perc e n t age
points lower than their rate outside Metro Boston, in contrast with the large Latino differen-
tial. Slightly over 44 percent of Asian American renters in Metro Boston were shelter poor—
about 4 percentage points lower than the incidence outside. By contrast, fewer than 30 percent
of White renters were shelter poor.

Among homeowner households of color there are not the same distinctions between inside
and outside of Metro Boston that are ap p a rent for re n t e r s. Ove rall, the incidence of shelter
poverty among homeowners of color is about 30 percent in Metro Boston and about 31 percent
outside, compared with about 20 percent of White homeowners in both areas. Thus, for the
most part the findings on homeowner shelter poverty problems within each of the two major
geographical areas pretty closely mimic what is true for the state as a whole. 

Policy Responses

By far the most extensive and serious housing needs of Massachusetts households of color are
among the ve ry low income renter families with ch i l d ren. Statewide, 58,000 Latino, 39,000
B l a ck, and 21,000 Asian American renter households are shelter poor. They have a median
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2000. It excludes the Brockton, Worcester, Fitchburg-Leominster, Lowell, Lawrence, New Bedford and Fall River
Metropolitan Statistical Areas, as well as the Cape and Islands and the western half of the state. The Boston PMSA
lies entirely within Massachusetts, except for the inclusion of Seabrook and South Hampton, New Hampshire.



income of little more than $12,000. Over half are female-headed.
This profile points to the need for ex t e n s ive and compre h e n s ive strategies that combine

income development with housing support, focused primarily in the cities and neighborhoods
with concentrations very low income renters of color. For, on the one hand, unless these house-
holds are able to increase their incomes quite substantially, most will remain shelter poor. Even
under the best of circumstances, it is unlikely that housing subsidies will be sufficient in quanti-
ty and depth to reach all who currently are deeply shelter poor. On the other hand, without
secure tenure and truly affordable housing costs, the daily struggle for survival makes it exceed-
ingly difficult, if not impossible, for many mothers to obtain basic education, skills, and access
to jobs. Expansion, pre s e r vation, and improvement of non-profit and public housing are the
core of what is needed, not only in terms of housing affordability but also as the loci for educa-
tional and social supports.

As for homeowners of color, nearly a third all of such households are shelter poor, includ-
ing more than eighty percent of those with incomes of less than $40,000 and about fourteen
percent of those with incomes of $40,000 or more. What might be done to assist those house-
holds of color who are homeowners but are shelter poor, especially those with incomes of less
than $40,000? The most obvious answer is that they need more income, since the squeeze
between their incomes and housing costs is leaving them unable to meet their non-shelter needs
at a minimum level of adequacy. More directly, though, for shelter poor homeowners who can-
not afford to pay their mortgages, there is a need for a public program to provide permanent
mortgage relief. Such a program would complement and go beyond current attempts of advoca-
cy groups and public officials to encourage private lending institutions to exercise forbearance
and refinance on more favorable terms. 

Given the hard reality of shelter poverty among Massachusetts low income and very low
income households of color, it should be apparent that the almost singular focus of national
and state policy - m a kers on expanding conventional homeownership among households of
color is misplaced, and indeed unfair to those with the greatest need. Despite the understand-
able emotional and symbolic significance attached to homeow n e r s h i p, and the mu ch - t o u t e d
potential for housing security and asset accumulation, it is politically and morally essential to
avoid false promises about the possibilities and benefits of conventional homeownership fo r
lower-income households. 

It is important to recognize that adequate and secure income is the necessary foundation
for the dream of homeownership not to become a nightmare. On the housing side, complemen-
tary strategies should promote models of community and resident-controlled non-speculative
ownership—such as limited-equity cooperatives, community land trusts, and mutual housing
associations—which can provide greater security of tenure and affordability than conventional
homeownership, as well as providing experience in resident control and community building.
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INTRODUCTION

Housing is not only a basic necessity of life,
it has pro found and perva s ive impacts on
many aspects of our lives. It is the principal
setting of personal, family, and community
l i fe. Its location determines our access to
schools, jobs, stores, services. Its cost is the
l a rgest element of most families’ bu d ge t s,
influencing not only the kind of housing we
get and where it is, but also how much we
h ave left for other necessities. Our homes
are symbolic and expressive of who we are,
how we perceive ourselves, and how we are
perceived. 

While housing is deeply significant for
all of us, in our society it tends to pose par-
ticular challenges to many, if not most, peo-
ple of color. For one thing, households of
color continue to have considerably lowe r
i n c o m e s, on ave rage, than Wh i t e - h e a d e d
households. This means that households of
color can, on average, afford less and there-
fo re have fewer housing choices ava i l abl e ,
just for economic reasons alone. Yet we are
not in a wo rld wh e re diffe rential housing
choices are determined only by ability to
pay. Residential segregation by race persists
and is not merely a consequence of unac-
ceptable practices of the past; housing dis-
crimination remains disturbingly wide-
s p read even though fo rmally and lega l l y
p roscribed. Restricted housing opport u n i-
ties for people of color have consequences
for educational opportunity and thus, ulti-
mately, for employment opportunity, hence
for income and thus—in a cumu l a t ive
causal cycle—for housing opportunity (see
e.g., Galster and Keeney 1988, Massey and
Denton 1993, Yinger 1995, Denton 2006). 

In Massach u s e t t s, public discussion
and policy debates about opportunity fo r
people of color have tended to focus dispro-
portionately, if understandably, on the edu-

cation system. Less attention has been
g iven to the importance of housing, either
in its own right as an arena of opportunity
and denial or as a causal factor for other
arenas. As Massachusetts households head-
ed by a person of color grow in nu m b e r
and as a share of all households, it becomes
ever more important to document and
understand their housing circ u m s t a n c e s.
S u ch analysis is essential for determ i n i n g
the extent to which deeper and/or different
types of interventions may be necessary
and ap p ropriate to add ress housing pro b-
lems that disparately afflict households of
color. Recent research has revealed facets of
racial discrimination and segre gation in
housing and mort gage markets of
M a s s a chusetts (Campen 2004; Fa i r
Housing Center 2001; Harris and McArdle
2004; Ja ckson 2004; Logan, Oakley, and
S t owell 2003; Massachusetts Commu n i t y
and Banking Council 2004; McArdle 2003).
This paper complements that re s e a rch by
focusing on housing affordability.

In 1990 there we re 207,000
Massachusetts households headed by a per-
son of color. By 2005 this number doubled
to 416,000. From 1990 to 2000, there was a
60 percent increase in the number of house-
holds headed by a person of color, com-
p a red with an increase of less than 4 per-
cent in the number of White-headed house-
h o l d s. From 2000 to 2005, households
headed by a person of color increased by
another 26 percent, while the number of
White-headed households d e c re a s e d by
nearly 4 percent. In 1990 households head-
ed by a person of color accounted for about
one out of eve ry eleven households in the
state (9.2 percent); by 2000 this had
i n c reased to more than one out of eight
households (13.5 percent), and by 2005
more than one out of six (17.0 percent).
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In 2000 households of color had a
h o m e ownership rate of almost 31 perc e n t ,
a sizable increase from 26 percent in 1990.
Yet over the same period the homeow n e r-
ship rate of White households rose fro m
n e a rly 63 percent to close to 67 perc e n t .
The differential thus barely diminished and
remained enorm o u s. At the same time,
those households of color that own homes
experience considerably higher rates of
a ffo rd ability pro blems than do homeow n-
ing White households. Furt h e rm o re, wh i l e
all groups of homeowners experienced ris-
ing rates of affordability problems over the
decade from 1990 to 2000, the rates ro s e
mu ch more for homeowners of color. In
2000, more than 30 percent of all home-
owners of color in Massachusetts had
a ffo rd ability pro bl e m s, revealing some of
the danger in promoting conve n t i o n a l
h o m e ownership beyond what is wise and
sustainable.

H o m e ownership is often touted as the
“ a n chor” for middle class status. Th i s
metaphor may have some utility, but only if
accurately understood. An anchor is not a
ship. The “ship” of middle class status is an
adequate level and stability of income. If a
household has such a ship, homeownership
m ay serve as an anchor against some eco-
nomic storms and shoals. If, howeve r, a
household does not have such a ship, bu t
only a small and leaky rowboat of insuffi-
cient and unstable income, then the
“anchor” of homeownership can be a dead
weight, dragging them under the waves and
drowning them even in moderate seas. 

Seven out of ten households of color in
Massachusetts are renters. While some have
moderate incomes, on average they are far
poorer than are homeowners of color. They
also have far, far higher rates of housing
affordability problems than do both home-

owners of color and White re n t e r s.
F u rt h e rm o re, they are dispro p o rt i o n a t e l y
s i n gle-mother families. These households
need deep rental assistance and security of
tenure in safe communities in order to sta-
bilize their housing situations. But they
also need income support and childcare, as
well as education and training, in order to
a ch i eve long-term improvement in their
housing choices and economic circ u m-
stances.

THE NATURE AND SCOPE OF THIS
RESEARCH

This project has sought to extend and
deepen the understanding of housing
a ffo rd ability pro blems experienced by
L a t i n o s, Black s, and Asian Americans in
M a s s a ch u s e t t s. To do so, the study has
addressed the following questions:

• What was the extent of housing
a ffo rd ability pro blems in 2000 among
M a s s a chusetts households headed by
L a t i n o s, Black s, and Asian Americans,
as measured by the conventional per-
cent-of-income standards and the more
realistic shelter poverty standard?

• How do housing affo rd ability pro b-
lems of Massachusetts households
headed by people of color compare
with those of households headed by
White non-Latinos?

• How did the housing affo rd ab i l i t y
problems of Massachusetts households
headed by Black s, Latinos, and Asian
Americans change from 1990 to 2000?

• What is the extent of housing afford-
ability problems in 2000 among house-
holds headed by a person of color
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residing in Metro Boston4 and among
those residing in Massachusetts outside
Metro Boston?

• What are some implications of the
findings for policy and strategy?

The “long fo rm” decennial Census of
Population and Housing (“the Census”)
ge n e rates the most detailed data on hous-
ing costs, incomes, and household ch a ra c-
teristics at all ge ographical scales fo r
Latinos and other groups from the large s t
samples of households. However, published
Census data ava i l able through the Census
website and in hardcopy do not provide the
detail necessary for precise five-dimension-
al analysis of housing affo rd ability by
ra c e / e t h n i c i t y, tenu re, income, household
size, and housing cost. This study has
t h e re fo re utilized data from the 1990 and
2000 Census Public Use Microdata Samples
(PUMS) for Massachusetts. Basic crosstabs
h ave been ge n e rated by the Massach u s e t t s
State Data Center according to my specifi-
cations. The data have then been analyzed
for housing affo rd ability according to the
c o nventional standards (exceeding 30 per-
cent and 50 percent of income) and the
a l t e rn a t ive “shelter pove rty” standard I
have developed. 

THE SHELTER POVERTY CONCEPT
OF AFFORDABILITY

The conventional definition of housing
affordability uses a cutoff of 30 percent of
income as the maximum amount a house-
hold ostensibly can pay for housing with-

out hardship. This standard emerged in the
e a rly 1980s, replacing the traditional 25-
p e rcent-of-income “rule of thumb” that
had been widely used since the nineteenth
c e n t u ry. In recent ye a r s, 50 percent of
income has been used as a measure of
“ worst case housing needs.” In the earl y
1970s, I formulated a more realistic sliding
scale called shelter pove r t y. It re c og n i z e s
that re l a t ively larger and lowe r- i n c o m e
families cannot realistically affo rd 30 per-
cent, or even 25 percent, of their incomes
for housing without compromising their
other needs, and that households of re l a-
t ively smaller size and higher income can
afford more than 30 percent without hard-
s h i p. (See Stone 1993, for detailed discus-
sion; see also Stone 2006a and 2006c, fo r
further discussion of the logic of affordabil-
ity.)

The shelter pove rty sliding scale arises
from recognition that housing costs are by
far the largest after-tax expense for most
h o u s e h o l d s, and the expense that usually
gets top priority; non-housing expenditures
a re limited by how mu ch income is left
after paying for housing. This means that a
household is shelter poor if it cannot meet
its non-housing needs at some minimu m
level of adequacy after paying for housing.
Since the non-housing expenses of small
households are, on average, less than those
of large households (assuming a compara-
ble basic standard of living), smaller house-
holds can re a s o n ably devote a higher per-
c e n t age of income to housing than can
l a rger households with the same income.
Since low- and higher-income households
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Metropolitan Statistical Areas, as well as the Cape and Islands and the western half of the state. The Boston PMSA
lies entirely within Massachusetts, except for the inclusion of Seabrook and South Hampton, New Hampshire.



of the same size and type require about the
same amount of money to meet their non-
housing needs at a comparable basic stan-
d a rd of living, those with lower incomes
can afford to devote a smaller percentage of
income for housing than otherwise similar,
higher-income households can afford.5

The shelter poverty scale uses a conser-
va t ive minimum standard of adequacy fo r
non-housing necessities, scaled for diffe r-
ences in household size and type, somewhat
l i ke the fe d e ral pove rty standard. Unlike
the official pove rty standard, though, it
takes into account the actual cost of a stan-
d a rdized, basic “market basket” of non-
housing necessities, plus fe d e ral and state
t a xe s, in determining the maximu m
amount of money households can afford to
spend for housing and still have enough left
to pay for this basic market basket of non-
shelter necessities.6 In this way, the shelter
p ove rty scale emerges as a sliding scale of
housing affordability—varying with house-
hold size, type, and income—that is more
realistic than any fixed perc e n t age of
income. 

For example, in Massachusetts in 2000:

• A employed single parent with one
child, working full time at a minimum-
wage job ($6.00 an hour in
M a s s a chusetts at that time) could
a ffo rd $115 a month for housing (11
p e rcent of her income) on the shelter

p ove rty standard—if she also had
health insurance and subsidized ch i l d-
c a re; without these benefits she could
a ffo rd even less. She would need a job
p aying $9.00 an hour (plus healthcare
and ch i l d c a re) to be able to affo rd a
rent of $470 a month (30 percent of her
income), wh i ch was the HUD “fair
m a rket rent” (FMR) for unsubsidized
o n e - b e d room ap a rtments in Berk s h i re
and Wo rcester counties, the least
expensive parts of the state. In order to
be able to affo rd the $750 a month
FMR for one-bedroom ap a rtments in
M e t ropolitan Boston, she would have
need an income of at least $26,000 a
year (plus ch i l d c a re). To be able to
afford the $940 a month FMR for two-
b e d room ap a rtments in Metro Boston
she would have needed an income of at
least $29,500 (plus ch i l d c a re). And fo r
e a ch additional child she would need
about $7,000 a year more in after- t a x
income to be able to affo rd the same
level of housing cost and still meet her
f a m i l y ’s non-shelter needs at a ve ry
basic level. 

• A married couple with two ch i l d re n ,
with both parents working full-time at
m i n i mum wage jobs ($25,000 a ye a r
total) could afford nothing for housing
if they were to pay their taxes and meet
their family’s non-shelter needs at a
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5 Household size is the most decisive element of household composition in distinguishing affordability. Other ele-
ments, particularly ages and relationships, are also significant, though somewhat less so than household size. The
fully-developed sliding scale, as presented in this chapter, has been derived for non-elderly married-couple house-
holds, non-elderly single-adult households, and elderly households in order to take into account elements other than
just household size.
6 To be sure, the official Poverty Level is based not on housing costs, but instead on a food standard. However, the
Poverty Level suffers from a number of conceptual weaknesses as a measure of overall income adequacy (see Stone,
1993, Appendix A), and its food-driven approach is not the only reason why it is especially inappropriate as the
starting point for constructing a housing affordability standard. 



basic level. To be able to affo rd a re n t
of $560 a month, wh i ch was the FMR
for two - b e d room ap a rtments in
Pittsfield in 2000, in the least expensive
part of the state, they would have need-
ed an income of $36,500 a year (and
would be paying 18 percent of their
income, all they could affo rd). To be
able to afford the $940 FMR (in 2000)
for two-bedroom apartments in Metro
Boston, they would have needed an
income of nearly $43,000 (and be pay-
ing 26 percent, all they could afford).

• A senior citizen living alone, and
depending entirely upon Social Security
s u r v ivo r ’s benefits of $500 a month
could have affo rded n o t h i n g for hous-
ing and still meet her other needs. If she
re c e ived Social Security payments of
$900 a month (and no medical costs
beyond Medicare premiums), she could
have afforded just $380 a month, which
is barely ab ove the FMR for studio
apartments in the cheapest parts of the
state, Berk s h i re and Wo rcester coun-
t i e s, in 2000. To be able to affo rd the
n e a rly $670 a month that is the FMR
for studio apartments in Metro Boston,
she would have needed an income of
over $1,200 a month ($14,400 a year). 

This study has examined who is paying
m o re than they can affo rd for housing
based on the shelter pove rty standard, as
well as the 30 percent and 50 percent of
income standards. The focus of this report
presents affordability problems in terms of
the shelter poverty standard, but it includes
some comparisons with the conve n t i o n a l
30 percent and 50 percent standards of
a ffo rd ab i l i t y. For the most part, wh e n

viewed through the shelter poverty lens the
scope of the affordability problem is found
to be c o m p a rabl e to the 30 perc e n t - o f -
income but more extensive than on the 50
p e rcent-of-income standard. Beyond these
aggre gate pattern s, though, the shelter
p ove rty ap p ro a ch reveals significantly dif-
ferent distributions of the problem, proper-
ly focusing attention on those lower-income
and larger households who are ex p e r i e n c-
ing the most painful squeeze between high
housing costs and inadequate incomes—a
squeeze that leaves them unable to meet
their non-housing needs at even a minimal
level of adequacy.

MASSACHUSETTS HOUSEHOLD
CHARACTERISTICS, 1990 TO 2000

In 2000 there were slightly over 2.4 million
households in Massach u s e t t s, a 9 perc e n t
(201,000) increase from 1990. Nearly two -
thirds of this increase (123,000) consisted of
households headed by a person of color.
There was a 54 percent increase (43,000) in
households headed by Latinos, a 31 percent
i n c rease (28,000) in households headed by
Blacks, and a 111 percent (41,000) increase
in households headed by Asian Americans.
By contrast, the number of Wh i t e - h e a d e d
households increased by less than 4 percent
(Table 1).

In 2000, as a result of this striking dis-
crepancy, 13.5 percent of all households in
the state were headed by a person of color,
up from only 9.2 percent in 1990. Over the
decade Latino households increased their
s h a re of all households to 4.9 percent, up
from 3.5 percent in 1990; Black households
i n c reased to 4.9 percent, up from 4.1 per-
cent; Asian American households increased
to 3.2 percent, up from 1.6 percent.
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Renters (Table 1)

In 2000 there we re 936,000 renter house-
holds in Massachusetts, an increase of little
m o re than 2 percent (21,000) since 1990.
H oweve r, this aggre gate ch a n ge masks a
striking diffe rence: the number of re n t e r
households headed by a person of color
i n c reased by about 75,000 while the nu m-
ber of White-headed renter households fell
by 54,000. The number of Latino and Black
renter households grew by 46 perc e n t
(30,000) and 23 percent (15,000), respective-
ly, while Asian American renter households
m o re than doubled (110 percent, 24,000).
In 2000, one out of eve ry four (24.4 per-
cent) renter households was headed by a
person of color, compared to one out of six
(16.7 percent) in 1990. Latinos incre a s e d
their share from 7.1 percent of all re n t e r
households in 1990 to 10.1 percent in 2000,
Blacks from 7.2 percent to 8.6 percent, and
Asian Americans from 2.4 percent to 5.0
percent. 

The median size of all renter house-
holds in 2000 was 1.8 persons. For Latino
renters it was 2.9 persons, for Blacks 2.2,
for Asian Americans 2.3, and for Wh i t e s
1.6. Nearly three-fourths of all White renter
households consisted of a person liv i n g
alone, most of them elderl y. By contra s t ,
the great majority of renter households
headed by a person of color consisted of
non-elderly families with two or more per-
s o n s. This striking demographic diffe re n c e
has, as we shall see, significant implications
for housing affo rd ab i l i t y, housing needs,
and housing policy.

Homeowners (Table 1)

In 2000 there were 1.5 million homeowner
households in Massach u s e t t s, a 13.5 per-
cent (180,000) increase from 1990. Th re e -
q u a rters of this increase (132,000) wa s

among White-headed households.
Although the number of Latino homeown-
ers increased by 95 percent (12,800), Black
h o m e owners by 53 percent (13,500), and
Asian American homeowners by 113 per-
cent (16,800) these large perc e n t age
increases were on very small bases. In 2000,
homeowner households headed by a person
of color accounted for just 6.7 percent of
all homeowners in the state, an incre a s e
from 4 percent in 1990.

The median size of all homeow n e r
households was 2.4 persons in 2000. Th e
median for Latino homeowners was 3.5
p e r s o n s, for Blacks 2.9, for Asian
Americans 3.4, and for Whites 2.4. Ove r
t wo - t h i rds of Latino and Asian American
h o m e owner households had three or more
persons; fewer than 10 percent contained
just one person. By contrast, 17 percent of
Black and 20 percent of White homeowner
households consisted of a single person,
typically elderly. 

Homeownership Rates (Table 1)

In 2000 the ove rall homeownership rate in
M a s s a chusetts was nearly 62 percent, an
i n c rease of 2.5 perc e n t age points fro m
1990. Among Latinos, the homeow n e r s h i p
rate in 2000 was less than 22 percent, by far
the lowest rate among the four gro u p s ;
nonetheless, this was 4.5 percentage points
higher than it had been in 1990 as the num-
ber of Latino homeowners nearly doubl e d
over the decade. The Black homeownership
rate was 32 percent in 2000, an increase of
4.7 perc e n t age points from 1990. Th e
White homeownership rate was 66.5 per-
cent in 2000, 3.9 perc e n t age points higher
than in 1990.

The Asian American homeow n e r s h i p
rate showed only a marginal increase ove r
the decade, to just under 41 percent. Their
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homeownership rate barely changed despite
the more than doubling of the number of
Asian American homeowners because the
number of Asian- American renters also
m o re than doubled. This situation points
to a danger in considering homeownership
rates alone without consideration of other
data.7

Renter Median Incomes (Table 2)

In 2000 the median income of renter house-
holds was $30,000, a nominal increase of 25
p e rcent from 1990; howeve r, adjusted fo r
inflation, renter median income declined by
6 percent. 

Latino renters had the lowest median
income, $21,000, in 2000, a 17 perc e n t
nominal increase but a 12 percent decline in
real terms. As a result, the median income
of Latino renters, which was 75 percent of
the median of all renters in 1990, declined
to just 70 percent of the median of all
renters in 2000. 

Black renters are on average a little bet-
ter off than Latinos. Their median income
was $25,000 in 2000, with the same nomi-
nal and real perc e n t age ch a n ge as Latinos
over the decade. Their median income was
89 percent of the median of all renters in
1990, but declined to 83 percent in 2000.

Asian American renters had the highest
median income, $32,200. This was an

i n c rease in nominal dollars of 36 perc e n t ,
and a real increase of 3 percent, making
them the only group of renters to ex p e r i-
ence an inflation-adjusted incre a s e .
However, it is important to remember that
the number of Asian American re n t e r s
m o re than doubled over the decade, and
that some of those who we re renters in
1990 had become homeowners by 2000, so
that in many respects Asian American
renters in 2000 we re a rather diffe re n t
group of people than those in 1990.

White renters had a median income of
$32,000 in 2000, a 25 percent increase in
nominal dollars and a 5 percent decrease in
real dollars. Given the decline in the num-
ber of White renters and increase in White
homeowners over the decade, it is conceiv-
able that the decline in real dollars is in
p a rt due to some re l a t ively better- o ff
renters having become homeowners.

Taking into account diffe rences in
household size in relation to median
incomes provides further indication of
potential affo rd ability diffe rentials among
groups of re n t e r s. For all re n t e r s, median
household income divided by median size
was $16,700 in 2000. For Latinos, it wa s
$7,200; for Blacks $11,400; for Asian
Americans $14,000; and for Wh i t e s
$20,000.8 As we shall see, these differentials
a re ve ry stro n gly correlated not only with
the re l a t ive severity of shelter pove rt y
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7 At one extreme, hypothetically the entire increase in Asian homeowners over the decade could have been among
those who had been renters in1990, in which case three-quarters of Asian American renters in 1990 would have
become homeowners by 1990. At the other extreme, the entire increase in homeowners could have been among
those who moved into the state during the decade. However, it is plausible to suppose that those Asian Americans
who moved into the state during the 1990s were at least somewhat less likely to become homeowners than those
who were already here in 1990 and thus that a substantial fraction of Asian Americans who had been renters in 1990
did become homeowners. This conclusion is supported anecdotally, but decennial Census data are not longitudinal
so that it is not possible to track household trajectories and make a quantitative determination.
8 These ratios are approximations to per capita incomes, but are not in fact per capita incomes. Per capita income
for a group is computed by dividing aggregate income for the entire group by the total population of the group.



among the groups, but with the differences
in the actual incidence of shelter poverty.

Homeowner Median Incomes (Table 2)

The median income of all Massach u s e t t s
h o m e owners was $64,300 in 2000—more
than double that of re n t e r s. Homeow n e r
median income increased in nominal dol-
lars by 37 percent from 1990 to 2000, which
is an inflation-adjusted increase of a little
under 4 percent. 

Latino homeowners had a median
income in 2000 of $57,000, nearly triple
that of Latino re n t e r s. Their median had
i n c reased by 29 percent in nominal term s,
but decreased by close to 3 percent in re a l
terms. In 1990 the median income of Latino
homeowners was equal to 95 percent of all
h o m e ow n e r s, but by 2000 this had
d e c reased to 89 percent. The absolute and
re l a t ive decline of Latino homeow n e r
incomes over the decade does not necessari-
ly mean that individual homeowners expe-
rienced such decreases. It is more likely due
to the promotion of homeownership fo r
lower-income households of color that was
taking place.

A similar but slightly more modest pat-
t e rn is seen for Black homeow n e r s. Th e i r
median income in 2000 was $55,900, more
than double that of Black re n t e r s. Th e
median increased 31 percent in nominal
terms from 1990, but decreased by one per-
cent when adjusted for inflation. The medi-
an income of Black homeowners decl i n e d
from 91 percent of that of all homeowners
in 1990 to 87 percent in 2000.

The median income Asian American
homeowners was the highest of all groups:
$76,800 in 2000, two and a half times that
of Asian American re n t e r s. Their median
income rose 32 percent in nominal term s,
wh i ch amounted to no ch a n ge in re a l

terms, over the decade. In 1990 the median
income of Asian American homeow n e r s
was 124 percent of that of all renters, but it
declined to 119 percent in 2000.

White homeowners had a median
income in 2000 of $64,650. While this is
c o n s i d e rably lower than that of Asian
American homeowners, it is attributable to
the large number of elderly White home-
owners; among households of three or
m o re persons the diffe rential betwe e n
Whites and Asian Americans is very small.

Looking at the ratio of median income
to median household size, for all home-
owners the figure was $26,800 in 2000. For
Latinos the ratio was $16,300; for Black s
$19,300; for Asian Americans $22,600; and
for Whites $26,900. As with re n t e r s, these
differences are strongly predictive of differ-
ences in the incidence of shelter poverty.

Renter Median Housing Costs (Table 3)

From 1990 to 2000 median gross re n t e r
costs rose from $555 to $662, a 20 percent
increase in nominal terms but a 10 percent
decline when adjusted for inflation. In 1990
median annual renter cost was equal to
27.6 percent of median annual re n t e r
incomes; in 2000 the ratio was slightly
lower, 26.5 percent. 

In 1990 Latinos, Black s, and Wh i t e s
had ve ry little diffe rence in median re n t e r
c o s t s, while the Asian American median
was about one hundred dollars higher. By
2000 wide dispersion had developed, rang-
ing from $577 for Latinos to $818 for Asian
A m e r i c a n s, with Blacks and Whites in the
mid $600 ra n ge. For eve ry ra c i a l / e t h n i c
gro u p, median renter cost rose less than
median income over the decade, although
the differential was least for Black renters.

Latino renters experienced a median
i n c rease in housing costs of 4.3 perc e n t
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from 1990 to 2000, a 21 percent decline in
real dollars. This does not mean that indi-
vidual households experienced a decre a s e
on ave rage; rather it re flects the influx of
Latino immigrants primarily into lowe r-
cost areas outside of Metro Boston.

Other groups experienced larger nomi-
nal increases in renter costs and hence
smaller inflation-adjusted costs, large l y
because they did not experience the same
regional shift away from Metro Boston.
Median costs in nominal terms rose about
15 percent for Black renters, about 22 per-
cent for Asian Americans, and about 16
p e rcent for Whites (declines of 13 perc e n t ,
7.5 percent, and 12 percent, respectively, in
real terms).

Homeowner Median Housing Costs
(Table 3)

Among homeowners the story is quite dif-
ferent. All groups, except Asian Americans,
experienced very large nominal increases in
median costs from 1990 to 2000, and hence
substantial increases even when adjusted
for inflation. Among all homeowners the
median monthly housing cost was $585 in
1990 and $1,075 in 2000, a nominal
increase of 84 percent and a real increase of
39 percent. In contrast with re n t e r s, fo r
whom, on average, incomes rose more than
housing costs, homeowners’ costs ro s e
much more than their incomes. In 1990 the
ratio of median annual housing cost to
median income was 15 percent for home-
owners; in 2000 it was 20 percent. 

In 1990 there was substantial variation
in median homeowner costs, ranging from
$495 for Black homeowners to $1,051 fo r
Asian American homeow n e r s. By 2000
t h e re was only modest variation, ra n g i n g
from $1,064 for Whites to $1,331 for Asian
A m e r i c a n s. The increases in median costs

and narrowing of variation are a reflection
of the huge run-up in house prices and in
d eb t - e n c u m b e red purchases and re f i n a n c-
i n g s, primarily in Metro Boston, over the
decade.

Because the groups started at such dif-
ferent levels yet ended the decade with only
modest diffe rences in median homeow n e r
c o s t s, their increases va ry considerabl y.
Latino homeowners had a median housing
cost in 2000 that was 76 percent higher in
nominal terms than it had been in 1990;
B l a ck homeowners had costs 147 perc e n t
higher, Asian Americans 27 percent higher,
and Whites 81 percent higher in nominal
dollars. In inflation-adjusted terms, Latinos
experienced an increase in median cost of
33 percent, Blacks 87 percent, and Wh i t e s
37 percent, while Asian American median
homeowner cost was down 4 percent.

MASSACHUSETTS SHELTER
POVERTY IN 2000 

Overview (Table 4 and Figure 1)

N e a rly 27 percent of all households in
M a s s a chusetts we re shelter poor in 2000.
Among households headed by Latinos the
incidence was 55 percent; among Black -
headed households it was 42 percent; and
for Asian-headed households it was ab o u t
39 percent. Overall, a household headed by
a person of color was nearly twice as likely
to be shelter poor as a Wh i t e - h e a d e d
household. Thus, while households headed
by a person of color accounted for just 13.5
percent of all Massachusetts households in
2000 (about one in six households), shelter
poor households of color accounted for 23
p e rcent of all shelter poor households—
nearly one in four. 

As significant and sugge s t ive as these
aggregate findings are, differences in home-
ownership rates and household characteris-
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tics across racial/ethnic groups and tenu re
d i ffe rences within each group necessitate
disaggregation in order to understand fully
the distribution and implications of afford-
ability problems.

Renter Shelter Poverty
(Table 5 and Figure 2)

Renter households headed by a person of
color experience far higher rates of afford-
ability problems and are considerably larg-
er on ave rage than White-headed shelter
poor households. The modal shelter poor
renter household headed by a person of
color is a single mother with ch i l d re n ,
while that of White-headed households is
an elderly woman.

The rate of shelter pove rty among
Latino renters (61 percent) was much high-
er than that of non-Latino Black (48 per-
cent), Asian American (45 percent), and
White renters (31 percent). These differen-
tial rates re flect diffe rences in household
size as well as income. By contrast, on the
c o nventional affo rd ability standard s,
Latino renters showed rates very similar to
those of non-Latino Blacks and Asian
Americans: about 46 percent on the 30-per-
cent standard and about 25 percent on the
5 0 - p e rcent standard. All three populations
of color had considerably higher ra t e s,
though, than did non-Latino White renters
( about 39 percent and 19 percent, re s p e c-
tively, on the two conventional standards).

In 2000, nearly 58,000 (61 percent) of
all Latino renter households in
Massachusetts were shelter poor. They had
a median income of only $12,700—less
than two-thirds of the median income of all
Latino re n t e r s. The median size of shelter
poor Latino renter households was 3.2 per-
sons—slightly greater than the median size
of all Latino renters (See also Tables L1 and
L2). 

Of Black re n t e r s, 39,000 (48 perc e n t )
we re shelter poor in 2000. They had a
median income of $12,300—about half the
median of all Black renters—and a median
size of 2.7 persons, considerably larger than
the median size of all Black renters (See
also Tables B1 and B2). 

Th e re we re 21,000 (45 percent) Asian
American shelter poor renters in 2000.
Their median income was $12,300—little
m o re than a third that of all Asian
American renters—and their median size
was 2.5 persons, a little greater than that of
all Asian American renters (See also Tables
A1 and A2).

Shelter poverty problems vary consider-
ably by household size. All groups show
steeply rising rates of shelter pove rty with
household size. Controlling for households
size, diffe rences narrow slightly. Howeve r,
Latinos continue to show rates about 10
p e rc e n t age points higher than Blacks and
about 15 perc e n t age points higher than
Asian Americans—except for large house-
holds of five or more persons, for which the
d i ffe rences are mu ch less (Tables B2, A2,
L2). 

Among one-person and two - p e r s o n
Latino renters, a little over 50 percent were
shelter poor in 2000. Shelter pove rty fo r
one-person households is concentra t e d
almost entirely among households under
$10,000, and for two-person households it
is concentrated under $20,000. Among
three-person and four-person Latino renter
h o u s e h o l d s, over 67 percent we re shelter
poor in 2000. They have significant rates of
shelter pove rty even with incomes up to
and beyond $30,000. For households with
f ive or more persons, the shelter pove rt y
rate was 71 percent; median income of this
group was $23,000, with substantial ra t e s
of shelter poverty all the way up to $40,000
( Tables L1 and 2). The re a ch of shelter
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poverty up the income distribution for larg-
er households reflects not only higher hous-
ing costs for larger apartments, but also the
greater cost of meeting non-shelter needs in
households with more people.

Comparing with conventional affo rd-
ability burdens, about 46 percent of Latino
renters paid over 30 percent of their
incomes for housing in 2000, considerabl y
l ower than the 61 percent shelter poor
( Table L2). They had a median income of
$11,500. Among one- and two - p e r s o n
households, the rates of shelter poverty are
comparable to the rates paying over 30 per-
cent of income; by contrast, among large r
households, shelter poverty rates are much
higher than the rates paying over 30 percent
of income. The household-size diffe re n c e s
exist because the conventional standard
re flects incomes only, rather than taking
into account the household-size effects of
non-shelter necessities as does the shelter
p ove rty ap p ro a ch. That is, the shelter
p ove rty standard provides a mu ch more
sensitive measure of affordability burden by
household size.

About 25 percent of Latino renters paid
over 50 percent of income for housing, with
a median income of just $7,400. For small
households shelter pove rty rates are ab o u t
twice the rates of 50 percent or more of
income. Howeve r, for large households
shelter poverty rates are three to four time
as great. On both of the conventional stan-
dards, three-person households have by far
the most seve re pro blem, unlike shelter
p ove rt y, wh i ch is stro n gly correlated with
household size (Table L2).

Among one-person and two - p e r s o n
Black renters, about 40 percent were shelter
poor in 2000. Shelter pove rty for one-per-
son households is concentrated almost
e n t i rely among households under $10,000,

as is true for Latinos; for two - p e r s o n
h o u s e h o l d s, though, shelter pove rt y
extends up to $30,000, rather higher than
among two-person Latino households.
Among three-person and four-person Black
renter households, about 58 percent we re
shelter poor in 2000. They have significant
rates of shelter pove rty even with incomes
up to nearly $40,000. For households with
f ive or more persons, the shelter pove rt y
rate was 65 percent; the median income of
this group was $25,000, with substantial
rates of shelter poverty all the way up and
beyond $40,000 (Tables B1 and B2). 

Comparing with conventional affo rd-
ability bu rd e n s, about 46 percent of Black
renters paid over 30 percent of their
incomes for housing in 2000, somewh a t
l ower than the 48 percent shelter poor.
They had a median income of $13,900.
Among one-person Black renter house-
holds, the rate of shelter poverty is consid-
e rably lower than on the 30 percent of
income rate; for two-person households,
the rates of shelter poverty are comparable
to the rates paying over 30 percent of
income; by contrast, among larger house-
holds, shelter poverty rates are much higher
than the rates paying over 30 percent of
income (Table B2). 

About 24 percent of Black renters paid
over 50 percent of income for housing, with
a median income of just $7,900. For small
households shelter pove rty rates are less
than twice the rates of 50 percent or more
of income. Howeve r, for large households
shelter poverty rates are three to four time
as great (Table B2).

Among one-person and two - p e r s o n
Asian American re n t e r s, about 40 perc e n t
we re shelter poor in 2000. Shelter pove rt y
for one-person households is concentra t e d
almost entirely among households under
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$20,000, mu ch higher than is true fo r
Latinos and Blacks; for two-person house-
h o l d s, shelter pove rty extends up to
$30,000, comparable to that of Blacks, but
rather higher than among two - p e r s o n
Latino households. Among thre e - p e r s o n
and fo u r-person Asian American re n t e r
h o u s e h o l d s, about 50 percent we re shelter
poor in 2000. They have significant rates of
shelter pove rty even with incomes up to
nearly $40,000. For households with five or
m o re persons, the shelter pove rty rate wa s
67 percent; median income of this gro u p
was $25,000, with substantial rates of shel-
ter pove rty all the way up and beyo n d
$40,000 (Tables A1 and A2).

Comparing with conventional affo rd-
ability bu rd e n s, about 46 percent of Asian
American renters paid over 30 percent of
their incomes for housing in 2000, almost
exactly the same as the 45 percent shelter
poor. However, they had a median income
of $15,200, compared with $12,300 for the
shelter poor. Among one-person and two -
person Asian American renter households,
the rate of shelter pove rty is considerabl y
l ower than on the 30 percent of income
rate; for three-person households, the rates
of shelter pove rty are comparable to the
rates paying over 30 percent of income; by
c o n t rast, among larger households, shelter
p ove rty rates are mu ch higher than the
rates paying over 30 percent of income
(Table A2). 

About 26 percent of Asian American
renters paid over 50 percent of income fo r
housing, with a median income of just
$6,800. For small households shelter pover-
ty rates are somewhat
less than twice the rates of 50 percent or
more of income. However, for large house-
holds shelter poverty rates are three to four
time as great (Table A2).

Homeowner Shelter Poverty
(Table 6 and Figure 3)

As with re n t e r s, homeowner house-
holds headed by a person of color ex p e r i-
ence considerably higher rates of affo rd-
ability pro blems and are larger on ave rage
than White-headed shelter poor house-
h o l d s. Homeowner shelter pove rty is ove r-
wh e l m i n gly a pro blem afflicting families
with ch i l d ren among all ra c i a l / e t h n i c
groups including Whites. 

Nearly 33 percent of Latino homeown-
ers in Massachusetts (over 8,600 house-
holds) we re shelter poor in 2000, as we re
n e a rly 31 percent of Black homeow n e r s
(11,900 households) and 29 percent of
Asian American homeowners (9,100 house-
holds). These rates contrast with the 20
percent incidence among White homeown-
ers. The median size of shelter poor home-
owners was 3.8 persons among Latinos, 3.2
among Black s, and 3.7 among Asian
Americans—all considerably higher than
the median 2.7 persons for Whites.

The median income of shelter poor
Latino homeowners was close to $32,000—
which was about 55 percent of the median
income of all Latino homeow n e r s. Th e
incidence of shelter poverty is correlated—
albeit imperfectly—with household size:
among one- and two-person households
the rate was 23–24 percent, ranging up to
41 percent of five-person and 49 percent of
six-or-more person households, but with a
mu ch higher rate among three-person (37
p e rcent) than fo u r-person (28 perc e n t )
households (Table L4). Most strikingl y,
nearly every Latino homeowner household
with an income of under $40,000 a ye a r
and containing three or more persons is
shelter poor. 

The median income of shelter poor
B l a ck homeowners was nearly $29,000—
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about 51 percent of the median income of
all Black homeow n e r s. The incidence of
shelter pove rty is correlated with house-
hold size except for the anomalously high
rate of 37 percent among thre e - p e r s o n
h o u s e h o l d s, a rate that is higher than
among fo u r- and five-person households
(30 and 34 percent re s p e c t ively). Among
one- and two-person households (22 and 25
p e rcent shelter poor re s p e c t ively) and six-
o r- m o re person households (42 perc e n t
shelter poor) there are no anomalies (Table
B4), although the rates for the large s t
households are considerably lower than
among their Latino counterparts. 

The median income of shelter poor
Asian American homeowners was $37,000.
While this is considerably higher than the
median income of the shelter poor of all
other gro u p s, it is just 48 percent of the
median income of all Asian American
h o m e ow n e r s. As with other gro u p s, the
incidence of shelter pove rty ge n e ra l l y
increases with household size, except for an
anomalously high incidence among thre e -
person households (39 percent). Also, there
is a reversal but little diffe rence betwe e n
one- and two-person households (17 per-
cent and 15 percent, respectively) and little
d i ffe rence between five-person and six-or-
more person households (40 percent and 41
percent, respectively; Table A4). 

What might account for the exceeding-
ly and anomalously high rates of shelter
p ove rty among three-person homeow n e r
households of all racial/ethnic groups in
2000? Since such an anomaly was not
apparent in 1990, two types of explanations
are possible. One is that it is an artifact of
the data and thus not a real phenomenon.
The other is that during the 1990s a lot of
young, moderate-income couples took on
h o m e ownership prior to having ch i l d re n ,

following which the birth of their first child
significantly increased their non-shelter
costs and hence their likelihood of becom-
ing shelter poor. While the data do not per-
mit definitive resolution, the fact that no
s u ch anomaly exists for re n t e r s, and no
such anomaly exists for homeowners on the
c o nventional affo rd ability standard s, sug-
gests that it is unlikely to be just an artifact
of the data. Thus some real demograp h i c
phenomenon seems to be manifested, at
least to some degree, in the high rates of
shelter pove rty among three-person home-
owner households of all groups. 

On the conventional standards of
a ffo rd ab i l i t y, about 34 percent of Latino
homeowners in Massachusetts were paying
over 30 percent of income for housing—
slightly higher than the shelter pove rt y
rate—while 15 percent were paying over 50
percent of income (Table L4). Among Black
h o m e ow n e r s, 35 percent we re paying ove r
30 perc e n t — c o n s i d e rably ab ove their shel-
ter pove rty rate, while almost 17 perc e n t
we re paying over 50 percent of income
(Table B4). Among Asian American home-
owners, about 30 percent were paying more
than 30 percent of income, while over 11
p e rcent we re paying more than 50 perc e n t
of income (Table A4). Overall, the conven-
tional standards show less diffe re n t i a l
b e t ween households of color and Wh i t e s
than does the shelter poverty approach. 

F u rt h e rm o re, the shares of Latino and
B l a ck homeowners paying over 50 perc e n t
of income suggests that many are pay i n g
mu ch more than specified by conve n t i o n a l
mortgage underwriting standards. In some
cases, these costs may reflect ownership of
multi-family houses, in wh i ch some of the
costs are offset by rental income. In other
c a s e s, though, their income may have
d e clined after purchase, or income may
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h ave been ex agge rated to qualify for a
mortgage.

SHELTER POVERTY TRENDS IN
MASSACHUSETTS: 1990 to 2000

Renters (Table 5)

From 1990 to 2000 the increase in re n t e r
shelter pove rty was almost entirely among
households of color. The number of shelter
poor renters of color increased by 57 per-
cent, from about 77,000 in 1990 to 120,000
in 2000. By contrast, the number of White
shelter poor renters increased by only 7,000
h o u s e h o l d s, 3 percent. In 1990 about a
q u a rter of all shelter poor rental house-
holds were non-White; by 2000 over a third
were non-White.

From 1990 to 2000 the number of shel-
ter poor Latino renter households ro s e
f rom 38,300 to 57,900—an increase of 51
percent. Shelter poverty grew slightly faster
than the ove rall growth of Latino re n t e r s,
resulting in a rise in the incidence from 59.1
p e rcent in 1990 to 61.2 percent in 2000
( Table 5). The number of Black shelter
poor renters increased from 27,600 house-
holds in 1990 to 39,000 in 2000—a rise of
41 percent. As the total number of Black
renters increased more slowly, the incidence
of shelter pove rty rose substantially ove r
the decade, from 41.8 percent in 1990 to
48.2 percent in 2000. The number of Asian
American shelter poor renters nearly dou-
bled (a 95 percent increase), from 10,800 in
1990 to 21,000 in 2000. However, the total
number of Asian American renters grew
slightly faster, so that the incidence of shel-
ter pove rty actually declined slightly, fro m
48.9 percent in 1990 to 45.3 percent in
2000.

Th roughout the 1990s Latino re n t e r s
experienced by far the highest rates of shel-

ter poverty of any group. In 1990 their inci-
dence of shelter poverty was 10 percentage
points higher than that of Asian American
re n t e r s, 17 perc e n t age points higher than
that of non-Latino Blacks and more than
30 points higher than non-Latino Wh i t e
re n t e r s. By 2000 the gap between Latino
renters’ rate of shelter pove rty and that of
Asian American renters grew to 16 percent-
age points and the gap with non-Latino
B l a cks narrowed a little to 13 perc e n t age
p o i n t s, while the gap with non-Latino
Whites remained 30 perc e n t age points.
Note, also, the shift in the relative severity
of shelter pove rty among Black and Asian
American renters over the decade. Wh i l e
both groups experienced substantial
i n c reases in the number of shelter poor
re n t e r s, in 1990 Asian American re n t e r s
had a 7 perc e n t age point higher incidence
than did Black renters, but by 2000 Blacks
had a 3 percentage point greater incidence
than did Asian Americans.

Homeowners (Table 6)

From 1990 to 2000 there was a tremendous
i n c rease in homeownership among all
groups—but also a tremendous increase in
shelter pove rt y, especially among home-
owners of color. The number of shelter
poor homeowners of color grew from 8,900
in 1990 to 29,700 in 2000—a 245 perc e n t
i n c rease. Among White homeowners there
was a 74 percent increase in shelter poverty.
The incidence of shelter pove rty among
h o m e owners of color just about doubl e d
over the decade, growing from about 16
percent in 1990 to about 31 percent in 2000.
By contrast, among Whites the incidence
grew from a little under 13 percent in 1990
to 20 percent in 2000, i.e., there has been a
widening gap in the rates of shelter poverty
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b e t ween households of color and Wh i t e s,
rising from 3 perc e n t age points in 1990 to
11 percentage points in 2000.

In 1990 about 16.8 percent of Latino
homeowners were shelter poor. By 2000 the
rate had increased to nearly 32.9 perc e n t .
Among Black homeowners the incidence
increased from 15.6 percent in 1990 to 30.7
p e rcent in 2000. Among Asian Americans
the rate rose from 15.9 percent in 1990 to
28.8 percent in 2000. That is, all thre e
groups were similarly situated in both 1990
and 2000 with respect to their shelter
poverty burdens.

What accounts for the enorm o u s
increase in homeowner shelter poverty over
the decade despite the booming economy?
The explanation is that in the mid- and late
1990s many households of all ra c e s, bu t
disproportionately those of color, were tak-
ing on substantial debt burdens in order to
become homeow n e r s. Since the standard s
for both conventional and first-time home-
bu yer loans do not take into account
household size, many households were able
to qualify for loans even though their
homeownership costs left them squeezed in
relation to their non-shelter needs (i.e.,
they were shelter poor). Indeed, the modest
growth in the rate of homeowners pay i n g
m o re than 30 percent of their income is
consistent with this interp retation, as
underwriting standards typically do use
ratios somewhat in excess of 30 percent of
income. In some cases households may
have stretched or exaggerated to qualify for
l o a n s, but ended up with seve re cost bu r-
dens in excess of 50 percent of income.
Those in this latter group have pro b abl y

d i s p ro p o rtionately faced fo re cl o s u re in the
years after 2000. 

THE GEOGRAPHY OF SHELTER
POVERTY IN MASSACHUSETTS
(Tables 5MB, 5NB, 6MB, and 6NB)

While it has not been possible to ex a m i n e
a ffo rd ability by race for individual cities
and towns in Massach u s e t t s, data have
been obtained for Metro Boston, which has
made it possible to assess housing affo rd-
ability both for Metro Boston itself and for
the balance of Massachusetts outside of
Metro Boston. For purposes of this report,
“ M e t ro Boston” is the Boston Primary
Metropolitan Statistical Area (PMSA) as of
2000. It ex c l u d e s the Bro ckton, Wo rc e s t e r,
F i t ch bu rg - L e o m i n s t e r, Lowell, Law re n c e ,
New Bedford, and Fall River Metropolitan
Statistical Are a s, as well as the Cape and
Islands and the western half of the state.9

A majority of all households in
Massachusetts reside within Metro Boston,
thus defined. Specifically, 58 percent of
renters and 52 percent of homeow n e r s
resided in Metro Boston as of 2000.
H oweve r, there are ve ry significant diffe r-
ences by race/ethnicity. A slight majority of
Latinos—both renters and homeow n e r s —
reside o u t s i d e of Metro Boston. By con-
t rast, nearly thre e - q u a rters of Black and
Asian American renters and over two-thirds
of Black and Asian American homeowners
reside within Metro Boston. 

Within Metro Boston, Black - h e a d e d
households are the largest population of
c o l o r, among both renters and homeow n-
ers, although the variation among renters is
modest (Tables 5MB and 6MB). Outside of
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M e t ro Boston, Latino-headed households
are the largest population of color, with the
renter diffe rential being ve ry large, wh i l e
the homeowner diffe rential is modest
(Tables 5NB and 6NB). Most notably, with-
in Metro Boston nearly 11 percent of all
renters are Black (followed by a little over 8
p e rcent Latino and a little over 6 perc e n t
Asian American), while outside of Metro
Boston nearly 13 percent of all renters are
Latino (fo l l owed by under 6 percent Black
and about 3 percent Asian American).
These ge ographical variations re flect his-
torical diffe rences in migration and settle-
ment, as well as diffe rences in household
composition and economic circ u m s t a n c e s
(see, e.g., Torres 2006).

Within Metro Boston, nearly 26 percent
of all renter households are headed by a
person of color, but only 8 percent of
homeowners are of color. Outside of Metro
Boston, just over 22 percent of re n t e r
households are of color, while barely over 5
p e rcent of homeowner households are
headed by a person of color. Households of
color do not experience higher rates of
h o m e ownership outside of Metro Boston,
because they have lower incomes, on ave r-
age, that offset the considerably lowe r
house prices that can be found in many
areas outside of Metro Boston, as revealed
in the next section.

Socio-Economic Differentials by
Geography

The median income in 2000 of all re n t e r
households in Metro Boston was $35,000,
c o m p a red with just $25,500 for those out-
side Metro Boston; yet there was virt u a l l y
no difference in median size (1.8 persons vs.
1.9 persons). Renter median income div i d-
ed by median size—an ap p roximation fo r
per capita income—was $19,400 in Metro

Boston vs. $13,400 outside. The median
income of all homeowners in Metro Boston
was $72,000, compared with just $51,000
for those outside, with the median size
being 2.4 persons in both re g i o n s.
H o m e owner median income divided by
median size was in Metro Boston $30,000
vs. $21,300 outside.

Among Latino re n t e r s, those within
M e t ro Boston had median income of
$26,000; those outside had just $17,800.
Median size was 2.8 vs. 2.9 persons. Renter
median income divided by median size was
$9,300 inside vs. $6,100 outside Metro
Boston. Median housing cost was $700 vs.
$520. The ratio of median housing cost to
median income was 32 percent vs. 35 per-
cent. For Latino homeow n e r s, within
M e t ro Boston their median income wa s
$63,500; outside it was $50,000. Median
size was 3.2 vs. 3.7 persons—a very striking
d i ffe rential. Homeowner median income
divided by median size was $19,800 within
Metro Boston vs. $13,500 outside. Median
housing cost was $1,350 vs. $1,100. Th e
ratio of median housing cost to median
income was 25.5 percent vs. 26.4 percent. 

Among Black re n t e r s, those within
M e t ro Boston had median income of
$26,000; those outside had $23,900.
Median size was 2.2 persons in both
re g i o n s. Renter median income divided by
median size was $11,800 vs. $10,900.
Median housing cost was $700 vs. $580.
The ratio of median housing cost to medi-
an income was 32 percent vs. 29 perc e n t .
For Black homeow n e r s, within Metro
Boston their median income was $58,000;
outside it was $49,600. Median size was 2.8
v s. 2.9 persons. Homeowner median
income divided by median size was $20,700
v s. $17,100. Median housing cost wa s
$1,340 vs. $1,040. The ratio of median

24



housing cost to median income was 27.7
percent vs. 25.2 percent. 

Among Asian American re n t e r s, those
within Metro Boston had median income
of $34,100; those outside had $31,500.
Median size was 2.1 vs. 2.8 persons—
another striking diffe rence. Renter median
income divided by median size was $16,200
vs. $11,300. Median housing cost was $890
vs. $650. The ratio of median housing cost
to median income was 31 percent vs. 25
percent. For Asian American homeowners,
within Metro Boston their median income
was $80,300; outside it was $64,500.
Median size was 3.3 vs. 3.7 persons.
H o m e owner median income divided by
median size was $24,300 vs. $17,400.
Median housing cost was $1,420 vs. $1,200.
The ratio of median housing cost to medi-
an income was 21.2 percent vs. 22.3 per-
cent. 

Renter Shelter Poverty Differentials
(Tables 5MB and 5NB)

Consistent with the broad analysis of medi-
a n s, Latino, Black, and Asian American
renters outside of Metro Boston have high-
er rates of shelter pove rty than do their
c o u n t e rp a rts within the Metro are a .
Among renters of color, both inside and
outside of Metro Boston the relative severi-
ty is greatest for Latinos, fo l l owed by
Blacks and then Asian Americans—but all
of whom have much higher rates of shelter
poverty than do White renters.

Outside of Metro Boston, the shelter
poverty differential between Latino renters,
on the one hand, and Black and Asian
American renters, on the other, is far larger
than it is within Metro Boston. Fully two-
t h i rds of Latino renters outside Metro
Boston we re shelter poor in 2000 (33,500
households), compared with about half of

Black (11,200) and Asian American (6,000)
renters and a third of White renters. This is
especially striking in view of the fact noted
e a rlier that a majority of Latino re n t e r s
reside outside of Metro Boston, while only
a little over a quarter of Black and Asian
American renters do. 

Within Metro Boston, Latino re n t e r s
still have a very high rate of shelter pover-
t y — over 55 percent (24,500 households)—
but this is fully 11 percentage points lower
than that of Latino renters outside. Nearly
48 percent of Black renters (27,700) in
M e t ro Boston we re shelter poor in 2000.
However, this is only 2.5 percentage points
lower than their rate outside Metro Boston,
in contrast with the large Latino diffe re n-
tial. Over 44 percent of Asian American
renters (15,100) in Metro Boston were shel-
ter poor—about 4 percentage points lower
than the incidence outside. Less than 30
percent of White renters were shelter poor.

In sum, within Metro Boston, there are
only modest diffe rences in shelter pove rt y
among Latinos, Black s, and Asian
American re n t e r s. A renter household of
color is about twice as likely to be shelter
poor as is a White renter household.
Renters of color account for just over a
q u a rter of all renter households (25.8 per-
cent) in the Metro area, but shelter poor
renters of color account for nearly thre e -
eighths (37.6 percent) of all shelter poor
renters. 

Outside of Metro Boston, renters of
color account for under a quarter of all
renters (22.4 percent), but fully a third of
shelter poor renters are of color (32.7 per-
cent). Howeve r, in both absolute nu m b e r
and incidence Latinos experience by far the
greatest severity. A Latino renter is twice as
l i kely to be shelter poor as is a Wh i t e
re n t e r, while a Black renter and an Asian
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American renter is about 50 percent more
l i kely to be shelter poor than is a Wh i t e
renter. 

On the conventional affordability stan-
d a rds there are far narrower diffe re n t i a l s
than are suggested by the shelter pove rt y
ap p ro a ch. Within Metro Boston, there is
v i rtually no diffe rence in the incidence of
c o nve n t i o n a l l y - m e a s u red affo rd ab i l i t y
p ro blems among Latinos, Black s, and
Asian Americans. Furt h e rm o re, the diffe r-
ence between renters of color and Wh i t e
renters is only about 5 to 8 perc e n t age
points on the conventional standards, com-
p a red with 16 to 26 perc e n t age points on
the shelter poverty standard. 

Outside of Metro Boston, there are
some diffe rences among Latinos, Black s,
and Asians on the 30 perc e n t - o f - i n c o m e
s t a n d a rd, but far less than on the shelter
p ove rty standard; on the 50 percent stan-
d a rd there are essentially no diffe re n c e s.
Again, we find far less differential between
households of color and Whites in the inci-
dence of conve n t i o n a l l y - m e a s u red affo rd-
ability pro blems—5 to 10 perc e n t age
points—than in the incidence of shelter
p ove rty—14 to 32 perc e n t age points.
F i n a l l y, the conventional standards sugge s t
that, for the most part, there is ve ry little
d i ffe rence between Metro Boston and the
balance of the state, in contrast with the
s h a rp diffe rences revealed by the shelter
poverty approach.

Homeowner Shelter Poverty Differentials
(Tables 6MB and 6NB)

Among homeowners there are not the same
distinctions between households of color
inside and outside of Metro Boston that are
apparent for renters. Overall, the incidence
of shelter pove rty among homeowners of
color is about 30 percent in Metro Boston

and about 31 percent outside, compare d
with about 20 percent of White homeown-
ers in both are a s. Th u s, for the most part
the findings on homeowner shelter poverty
p ro blems within each of the two major
ge ographical areas pretty closely mimic
what is true for the state as a whole. Th e
findings on conventionally measure d
affordability problems show some variation
by ge ograp hy in a few instances, but the
variations are modest.

Outside of Metro Boston, Latino
homeowners have a shelter poverty rate of
over 34 percent, compared with 30 percent
for both Black and Asian American home-
owners. Homeowners of color account for
5.3 percent of all homeowner households
outside Metro Boston, but shelter poor
homeowners of color are 8.3 percent of all
shelter poor homeowners. 

Within Metro Boston, Latino home-
owners have a shelter pove rty rate of 31
p e rcent, 3 perc e n t age points lower than
those outside of the Metro area. Black
homeowners have a rate of 31 percent, one
percentage point higher than those outside,
while Asian American homeowners have a
rate of over 28 percent, a little more than
one percentage point lower than those out-
side. For Latinos, the Boston/non-Boston
d i ffe rence is modest but significant; fo r
Blacks and Asian Americans these differen-
tials are not statistically significant. 

What is notably different between shel-
ter poor homeowners inside and outside of
M e t ro Boston is that those inside the
M e t ro area have considerably higher
incomes on average. The median income of
shelter poor Latino homeowners is $34,300
within Metro Boston vs. $29,400 outside.
For shelter poor Black homeow n e r s, the
median income is $30,500 vs. $26,000 out-
side. For shelter poor Asian American
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h o m e owners it is $39,100 vs. $34,400.
These diffe rences are, of course, a conse-
quence of the higher prevailing housing
costs within Metro Boston.

Also of interest, for two of the thre e
populations of color, shelter poor home-
owner households outside of the Metro
area are larger on average than those with-
in. For Latinos, the median sizes are 4.0 vs.
3.6 persons; for Blacks, 3.2 persons in both
areas; for Asian Americans, 4.0 vs. 3.6 per-
s o n s. Larger households are somewh a t
m o re likely to find the larger houses they
need at a somewhat lower price outside of
the Metro Boston area, but this may be off-
set by higher non-shelter costs required by
having more people in the household. 

Finally, on the conventional percent-of-
income standard s, Latino and Asian
American homeowners show statistically
insignificant non-Boston/Boston diffe re n-
tials. Latino affordability is about 3–4 per-
centage points higher than Asian American
by the conventional measures. By contrast,
B l a ck homeowners show higher rates of
a ffo rd ability pro blems in the Boston are a
c o m p a red with outside, when measure d
c o nventionally: 36 percent vs. 32 perc e n t
p aying over 30 percent of income; 18 per-
cent vs. 14 percent paying over 50 perc e n t
of income. Black homeowners do have a
somewhat higher median housing cost dif-
fe rential than do Latinos and Asian
Americans between Metro Boston and out-
side, which probably accounts for this geo-
graphical difference in conventionally-mea-
sured affordability problems.

In sum, homeowners of color ex p e r i-
ence high rates of housing affo rd ab i l i t y
p ro blems both within Metro Boston and
outside. Nearly a third are shelter poor in
each of the two major geographical areas of
the state. Homeowners of color are ab o u t

50 percent more likely to be shelter poor
than are White homeowners thro u g h o u t
Massachusetts.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Shelter Poor Renters

By far the most extensive and serious hous-
ing needs of Massachusetts households of
color are among the very low income renter
families with ch i l d ren. Statewide, 58,000
L a t i n o, 39,000 Black, and 21,000 Asian
American renter households are shelter
p o o r. They have a median income of little
m o re than $12,000. Over half are fe m a l e -
headed.

This profile points to the need fo r
extensive and comprehensive strategies that
combine income development with housing
support, focused primarily in the cities and
neighborhoods with concentrations ve ry
low income renters of color. For, on the one
hand, unless these households are able to
i n c rease their incomes quite substantially,
most will remain shelter poor. Even under
the best of circumstances, it is unlikely that
housing subsidies will be sufficient in quan-
tity and depth to re a ch all who curre n t l y
are deeply shelter poor. On the other hand,
without secure tenu re and manage abl e
housing costs, the daily struggle for sur-
v ival makes it exc e e d i n gly difficult, if not
i m p o s s i ble, for many mothers to obtain
basic education, skills, and access to jobs. 

The recent experience of Inquilinos
Boricuas en Accion (IBA) in Boston’s South
End, one of the oldest and best-know n
c o m munity development corp o rations in
the country, is illustra t ive of the dilemmas
and some of the possibilities. Of the
ap p roximately 450 families living in IBA’s
Villa Victoria, 75 percent are fe m a l e - h e a d-
ed, and 92 percent are below the fe d e ra l
poverty level. Because of the extremely low
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incomes of most residents, many are shelter
poor even with housing subsidies, because
the subsidies are based on the 30 perc e n t -
of-income standard. As has been occurring
with many CDCs, IBA has incre a s i n gl y
been providing services aimed at income
development not just traditional social ser-
v i c e s. Th rough refinancing of the deve l o p-
ment, IBA has wired Villa Victoria for the
I n t e rnet. With foundation gra n t s, IBA is
providing every household with a computer
and printer, as well as offering personalized
t raining and support and a commu n i t y
technology center. As their Villa Tech flyer
says, “The goal is to facilitate opportunities
for self-directed educational and employ-
ment-related achievement.” 

Given the Villa Victoria resident popu-
lation, Latina single moms are certainly a
major part of IBA’s Villa Te ch initiative .
Nonetheless, there remain major challenges
for young Latinas with young ch i l d re n .
H aving a computer and Internet access
within the ap a rtment, and training and
t e chnical assistance in the deve l o p m e n t ,
p rovide terrific learning opport u n i t i e s.
Translating this into employment is severe-
ly constrained, though, by the insufficiency
of subsidized ch i l d c a re. IBA has a long
waiting list, and whenever they are able to
obtain more ch i l d c a re slots, they are filled
immediately. 

H o l yo ke ’s Neuva Esperanza and
L aw re n c e ’s Community Wo rks are two
examples of CDCs in other parts of
M a s s a chusetts that also primarily serve
ve ry low income households, have a sub-
stantial number of units and incre a s i n gl y
a re linking income development and other
p rojects with their housing effo r t s.
N o n e t h e l e s s, the minuscule amounts of
fe d e ral and state funding for new subsi-
dized housing, as well as the enorm o u s
c o m p l exity of doing development in the

current environment, mean that most shel-
ter poor renters do not and will not have
access to the security of tenure and support
services provided by the most cre a t ive
CDCs. 

A quite diffe rent strategic ap p ro a ch is
offered by City Life/Vida Urbana, based in
the Jamaica Plain neighborhood of Boston,
but with a history of also wo rking in
Roxbury, and more recently in other Boston
neighborhoods as well. For 30 years City
L i fe / Vida Urbana has focused on tenant
o rganizing, political education, and advo-
c a cy for social housing permanently out-
side of the speculative market. They active-
ly pursue multi-racial, multi-cultural coali-
tion building and leadership deve l o p m e n t
bringing together Latinos, African-
Americans, and Haitians.

City Life/Vida Urbana has a number of
major elements to their wo rk. The large s t
component has always been tenant organiz-
ing, with their recent efforts returning pri-
marily to their historical focus on building-
level organizing, that provides assistance to
l ow-income renters in subsidized and
unsubsidized private rental housing—most-
ly Latino and Black. They provide assis-
tance in organizing tenant unions that aim
to negotiate collective bargaining agre e-
ments with landlords to stabilize rents and
i n c rease tenant security of tenu re. Th i s
practical aid is always coupled with leader-
ship development and political education
about housing and the economy. The grass-
roots organizing also provides a base fo r
coalition work to maximize affordability in
new housing, with neighborhood organiza-
tions such as the Jamaica Plain
Neighborhood Development Corp o ra t i o n ,
and on city housing affo rd ability policies
with organizations such as the Boston
Tenant Coalition. 

28



In addition, City Life/Vida Urbana has
been providing homebu yer education fo r
about 10 years. Their approach has evolved
f rom conventional homebu yer education
p rograms towa rd more emphasis on issues
of predatory lending, foreclosure risks, and
alternative non-speculative homeownership
alternatives, such as limited-equity cooper-
atives. 

F i n a l l y, for about 10 years City
L i fe / Vida Urbana has had a Latino
Leadership Development Program that is
s e p a rate from the tenant leadership deve l-
opment that is part of tenant orga n i z i n g.
Consisting of intensive wo rkshops fo r
about 20–25 people, and ongoing invo l ve-
ment through the Latino Committee, this
endeavor is not focused on housing, but on
issues such as parent organizing aro u n d
educational issues and voter re g i s t ra t i o n
and mobilization.

The Chinese Progre s s ive Association
( C PA), wo rking in Boston’s Chinatow n ,
also has a multi-issue organizing fo c u s,
with housing affo rd ability central to its
work. CPA has been involved in organizing
low-income tenants in both subsidized and
unsubsidized rental housing. It has resisted,
with only a few victories, the encroachment
of large institutions and luxury housing
into what is the poorest neighborhood in
Boston. While their organizing has yielded
some concessions, such as the inclusion of a
number of so-called “affo rd able” units in
n ew luxury housing deve l o p m e n t s, CPA
has re c ognized that most of these “affo rd-
able” units are not in fact affordable to the
l ow-income shelter poor residents of
C h i n a t own. The organization has thus
been in the forefront of an organizing cam-
paign to get the City of Boston to redefine
a ffo rd ability in its housing policies to cor-
respond to the actual incomes of city and

neighborhood re s i d e n t s. In the spring of
2006 this effo rt resulted in substantial
ch a n ges to the Boston “incl u s i o n a ry zon-
ing” policy. 

For low-income communities outside of
Boston, City Life / Vida Urbana and the
Chinese Progre s s ive Association offer an
i m p o rtant and appealing complement or
alternative to the more standard models of
housing development and conve n t i o n a l
homeownership. 

Targeted Homeownership for Moderate-
Income Renters

G iven the hard reality of shelter pove rt y
among Massachusetts ve ry low income
households of color, it should be apparent
that the almost singular focus of national
and state policy-makers on expanding con-
ventional homeownership among house-
holds of color is misplaced, and indeed
unfair to those with the greatest need.
Despite the understandable emotional and
symbolic significance attached to home-
ow n e r s h i p, and the ap p a rent potential fo r
housing security and asset accumulation, it
is politically and morally essential to avoid
false promises about the possibilities and
benefits of conventional homeow n e r s h i p
for lowe r-income households. It is impor-
tant to recognize that adequate and secure
income is the necessary foundation for the
dream of homeownership not to become a
nightmare. As this report has shown, nearly
a third of all homeowners of color in
Massachusetts are shelter poor; more than
eighty percent of homeowners of color
with incomes of less than $40,000 a ye a r
a re shelter poor; and about fo u rteen per-
cent of those with incomes of $40,000 or
more are shelter poor. 

M o rt gage qualification does not con-
sider the costs of utilities and maintenance
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and re p a i r s, wh i ch are sizeable and often
unanticipated bu rdens in older houses.
L owe r-income homeowners are dispro p o r-
tionately victimized by financial scams, as
has again become apparent recently. Those
who buy multi-family houses with the
expectation that rental income will make
their housing affordable face the challenges
and contradictions of being a landlord, not
just a homeow n e r; the ow n e r ’s limited
income creates a strong incentive to seek
tenants with the highest and most secure
i n c o m e s. And emotional and financial
s t ress is high, with mort gage defaults and
fo re cl o s u res not unusual, resulting in loss
of home, savings, and even self-esteem.

To be sure, those households of color
who have a sufficient level and stability of
income must be assured of full and non-
d i s c r i m i n a t o ry access to housing marke t s,
m o rt gage credit, and homeowner insur-
ance. But given the evidence of shelter
p ove rty among homeowners of color and
the other risks of conventional ow n e r s h i p,
h o m e ownership opportunity progra m s
should be targeted to renters of color with
s t able incomes of at least $40,000 a ye a r
and sufficient savings to be able to unantic-
ipated repairs. The data used for this report
s u ggest that about 70,000 renter house-
holds of color had incomes of $40,000 or
m o re in 2000: 24,000 Latinos, 25,000
B l a ck s, and 20,000 Asian Americans. It is
essential that community leaders and hous-
ing advocates act re s p o n s i bly to determ i n e
for whom homeownership is and is not
appropriate. 

For lowe r-income households of color,
especially those with incomes from ab o u t
$20,000 to $40,000, one important compo-
nent of a stra t e gy would be to wo rk on
i n c reasing their incomes and sav i n g s, on
the one hand. On the housing side, comple-

mentary strategies should promote models
of community and resident-controlled non-
s p e c u l a t ive ow n e r s h i p — s u ch as limited-
equity coopera t ives and mutual housing
a s s o c i a t i o n s — wh i ch can provide gre a t e r
security of tenu re and affo rd ability than
c o nventional homeow n e r s h i p, as well as
p roviding experience in resident contro l
and community building (Stone, 2006b). 

Shelter Poor Homeowners

What though might be done to assist those
households of color who are already home-
owners but are shelter poor and, for the
most part, have incomes of less than
$40,000? The most obvious answer is that
they need more income, since the squeeze
between their incomes and housing costs is
leaving them unable to meet their non-shel-
ter needs at a minimum level of adequacy.
Since income strategies are beyond the
scope of this pap e r, but more import a n t l y,
since such households may not achieve suf-
ficient income to sustain their housing pay-
ments despite squeezing their families’
other needs, the intriguing question is
whether there are housing strategies that
m ay be possible to help them avoid losing
their homes to foreclosure. 

For shelter poor homeowners who can-
not afford to pay their mortgages, there is a
need for a public program to provide per-
manent mort gage re l i e f. Such a progra m
would complement and go beyond current
attempts of advo c a cy groups and publ i c
officials to encourage private lending insti-
tutions to exe rcise fo r b e a rance and re f i-
nance on more favo rable term s. One fo rm
of direct financial assistance could be a
monthly subsidy in the form of a deferred-
p ayment, low - i n t e rest loan—a type of
“soft” second mort gage — wh i ch would be
repaid either over time when the ow n e r ’s
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income increases, or at the time of eventual
sale. A variation, that could ensure afford-
ability not only for the current owner bu t
f u t u re owners as well, would provide the
monthly subsidy as a grant that would not
have to be repaid. In return for this grant, a
p e rmanent affo rd ability restriction wo u l d
be re c o rded, limiting the resale price in
order to keep the home affordable to eligi-
ble lower-income buyers in the future. The
legal mechanisms for both of these models
a re well established. To implement them
would re q u i re financing and cap abl e
enforcing agencies (Stone, 2002). 

CONCLUSION

Despite the continuing growth of home-
ownership among households of color, the
great majority of households of color in
Massachusetts are renters, and the majority
of Massachusetts renters of color are shel-
ter poor. Community leaders and housing
a dvocates should make conscious and
d e l i b e rate effo rts and seek re s o u rces to
o rganize renters so that they can act on
their own behalf to resist rent incre a s e s,
i m p rove their living conditions, defe n d
their rights, and build confidence, skills,
and solidarity, and determine wisely fo r
whom and when homeownership is appro-
priate and feasible.

At the same time, other types of orga-
nizing effo rts are also needed to begin to
a dd ress shelter pove rty in an effe c t ive way.
For the post part, Latino, Black, and Asian
American organizations and leaders in
M a s s a chusetts have focused their effo rt s
primarily on improvements in employment,
education, and social services, rather than
h o u s i n g — ap a rt, of course, from the orga-
nizations mentioned ab ove and a handful
of others. Given the critical importance of
housing for social and economic we l l -

being, it is apparent that community-based
o rganizations in communities of color
ought to give higher priority to housing in
their own wo rk and enter into coalitions
with housing advo c a cy organizations and
both the local and state levels. 

Wo rkers of color are also a grow i n g
p a rt of the constituency of trade unions
and trade union organizing in
M a s s a ch u s e t t s. As Latinos, Black s, and
Asian Americans participate in orga n i z i n g
d r ives and collective bargaining, and move
into leadership positions, it is to be hoped
that they will help push the labor move-
ment to give greater attention to housing
issues.

The number of people of color is grow-
ing rapidly in Massachusetts. They dispro-
p o rtionately face some of the most seve re
housing ch a l l e n ges that deserve the atten-
tion of all re s p o n s i ble policy - m a kers and
citizens. Yet people of color themselves also
h ave the opportunity and responsibility to
exe rt leadership in confronting not only
their own shelter poverty, but shelter pover-
ty in general as a fundamental failure of the
institutions of our society and economy. 
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