HousingWorks Corporation

Introduction
While organized, searchable Internet listings have become an integral
part of the market-rate home buying process, such tools are typically not
XVHGWRKHOSKRPHOHVVRUORZLQFRPHIDPLOLHV¿QGVXLWDEOHKRXVLQJLQ
Massachusetts. HousingWorks, a Massachusetts corporation, uses these
technologies to match those in need with affordable housing units. It
provides a central database for those who provide affordable housing, and
for those who need it.

The Problem
In the past, homeless or low-income families both were forced to navigate
numerous bulletin board-style websites for each housing provider in order
WR¿QGDPDWFK,Q0DVVDFKXVHWWVDORQHWKHUHDUHPRUHWKDQKRXVLQJ
DXWKRULWLHVDQGSULYDWHPDQDJHUVRIVXEVLGL]HGSXEOLFKRXVLQJ
Quantifying supply of and demand for subsidized public and special needs
KRXVLQJLQUHDOWLPHLVDGLI¿FXOWH[HUFLVH7KH+RXVLQJ$FWRIJUDQWV
DVXEVLG\OLPLWLQJUHQWWRSHUFHQWRILQFRPHIRUTXDOL¿HGKRXVHKROGV
Despite this program, there are still many barriers for low-income
individuals and families looking for someplace to live.

POLICY BRIEF

The HousingWorks
Affordable Housing Website

7KHUHDUHRYHUDSSOLFDQWVRQIHGHUDO'HSDUWPHQWRI+RXVLQJDQG
Urban Development (HUD), state and local waiting lists for affordable
KRXVLQJDQGDQDGGLWLRQDORQWKH0DVVDFKXVHWWVFKDSWHURIWKH
1DWLRQDO$VVRFLDWLRQRI+RXVLQJDQG5HGHYHORSPHQW2I¿FLDOVOLVW,QVSLWH
RIWKLVD+8'VWXG\FRQFOXGHGWKDWRIORZFRVWUHQWDOKRXVLQJXQLWVDUH
vacant.
The Roe Better Government Network researches and distributes public policy
VROXWLRQVIRUWKHEHQHÀWRIWKH1HZ(QJODQGVWDWHV7KH5RH3DSHUVDUHVHOHFWHG
IURPDPRQJWKHPRVWLQWULJXLQJDQGRULJLQDOVXEPLVVLRQVWR3LRQHHU,QVWLWXWH·V
DQQXDO%HWWHU*RYHUQPHQW&RPSHWLWLRQ3LRQHHUZRUNVZLWKHDFKVXEPLVVLRQ·V
DXWKRUWRGHYHORSWKHLULGHDVLQWRGHWDLOHGDFWLRQDEOHSROLF\SURSRVDOV
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The HousingWorks Affordable Housing Website

The Solution

Housing Reporter Module

7KH+RXVLQJ:RUNVSURJUDPXVHVWKUHHRQOLQH
modules and a housing inventory tool in an
“ecosystem” approach, simultaneously connecting
housing seekers, housing advocates, and housing
providers. Each module supplies applicable
LQIRUPDWLRQWRGLIIHUHQWXVHUV7KHKRXVLQJDGYRFDWH
housing provider, and housing reporter modules and
the housing inventory tool each contribute to the
overall function of HousingWorks.

7KLVPRGXOHLVXVHGWRFODULI\SXEOLFKRXVLQJSROLF\
issues for shelter and transitional housing oversight
DJHQFLHVVXFKDVWKHIHGHUDOJRYHUQPHQWQRQSUR¿WV
and permanent subsidized providers like housing
DXWKRULWLHV7KHPRGXOHUHOLHYHVRYHUVLJKWDJHQFLHV
of the burden of collecting and entering information
about housing occupants. By saving data entry time,
agency staff can spend more time providing housing
services.

2QFHDFFHVVHGWKH+RXVLQJ:RUNVZHEVLWHHQDEOHV
users to input their personal information and
VHDUFKDOODYDLODEOHKRXVLQJWR¿QGWKHEHVWRSWLRQ
Inventory is consolidated to provide a comprehensive
view of the entire subsidized market and a
specialized application program is available for blind
and non-English speaking applicants.

7KH+RXVLQJ:RUNVKRXVLQJUHSRUWHUPRGXOHVKRZHG
its capabilities when it was used for the Homeless
0DQDJHPHQW,QIRUPDWLRQ6\VWHPLQ/DZUHQFH
0DVVDFKXVHWWV+RXVLQJ:RUNVZDVWKH¿UVWV\VWHPWR
FRPSO\IXOO\ZLWK86'HSDUWPHQWRI+RXVLQJDQG
Urban Development (HUD) guidelines.

Housing Advocate Module
7KLVPRGXOHLVGHVLJQHGWRVWUHDPOLQHWKHDSSOLFDWLRQ
SURFHVVIRUWKRVH¿OLQJKRXVLQJDSSOLFDWLRQVRQ
EHKDOIRIFOLHQWV2QFHWKHDGYRFDWH¿OOVRXWWKH
form detailing their client’s personal information and
housing needs, HousingWorks searches the database
and generates a list of available housing options for
ZKLFKWKHDSSOLFDQWLVHOLJLEOH7KHOLVWLVUHHYDOXDWHG
nightly, so users’ housing options are continually
updated.

Housing Inventory Management Tool

Housing Provider Module
7KLVPRGXOHKHOSVSURYLGHUVPDLQWDLQDQGXSGDWH
searchable housing inventories and prescreen
DSSOLFDQWVWR¿OODYDLODEOHYDFDQFLHV6LQFH
LQGLYLGXDOVLQVKHOWHUVPXVWDSSO\WRDVSHFL¿HG
number of permanent housing openings each week to
be allowed to remain in the shelter, housing providers
DUHRIWHQÀRRGHGZLWKSKRQHFDOOVIURPXQTXDOL¿HG
DSSOLFDQWV7KH+RXVLQJ:RUNVHFRV\VWHPHOLPLQDWHV
unnecessary calls by screening applications and
matching applicants with the appropriate housing.
HousingWorks updates continually as providers open
and close waitlists.
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7KLVWRROVXSSRUWVWKHWKUHHPRGXOHVE\XSGDWLQJ
housing availability in real-time. It has saved
an estimated $1 million per year in staff time in
Massachusetts by eliminating duplicate housing
OLVWLQJVZKLOHFRPSO\LQJZLWKWKH$PHULFDQVZLWK
'LVDELOLWLHV$FWDQG)DLU+RXVLQJDFFHVVLELOLW\ODZV
$GYRFDWHVZKRVHDUFKIRUKRXVLQJRQEHKDOIRIWKH
QHHG\SD\DSHU\HDUPHPEHUVKLSIHH7KHUH
DUHDSSUR[LPDWHO\KRXVLQJDGYRFDWHVUHJLVWHUHG
on the website. Housing providers who own or
RSHUDWHKRXVLQJXQLWVSD\DFKDUJHSHUXQLWOLVWHG
ZLWKDPLQLPXPRILQOLVWLQJVQHHGHG7KHUHLV
no cost to individuals seeking subsidized or special
needs housing. HousingWorks’ fully integrated
ecosystem approach has yielded improvements
LQPDQ\DUHDV$GYRFDWHVQRZVDYHDWOHDVW
KRXUVDQGDPRQWKE\¿OOLQJRXWMXVWRQH
DSSOLFDWLRQ7KH\SUHYLRXVO\ZURWHRUW\SHGEHWZHHQ
DQG
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'HVSLWHDOORIWKHEHQH¿WVRI+RXVLQJ:RUNVWKHUH
are still initial obstacles for users who lack both
computer access and/or skills. But Internet access
in public places, such as libraries, enables the system
WRKHOSPRUHSHRSOH(TXDODQGHI¿FLHQWDFFHVVWR
SXEOLFKRXVLQJUHTXLUHGXQGHUWKH)DLU+RXVLQJ$FW
LVDFKLHYHGWKURXJKWKH+RXVLQJ:RUNVZHEVLWH7KH
site saves time and money, and puts the affordable
housing market on the same level as the retail market.

Relevance to Massachusetts
5HFHQWO\WKH+RXVHFKDLURIWKH-RLQW&RPPLWWHH
RQ+XPDQ6HUYLFHVDQG(OGHUO\$IIDLUVSUDLVHG
HousingWorks for saving Massachusetts $1
million by cutting down on duplicate listings.
7KHLUZHEVLWHKDVKHOSHGUHGXFHWXUQRYHUWLPHIRU
XQLWVE\SHUFHQWDQGLPSURYHGWKHSURFHVVIRU
both housing seekers and providers by enabling
TXDOL¿HGDSSOLFDQWVWR¿OODYDLODEOHKRXVLQJXQLWV
Housing authorities in Massachusetts have paid
HousingWorks to consolidate various housing
listings, saving $3 million thus far.
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Conclusion
HousingWorks’ success in Massachusetts has thus
IDUEHHQOLPLWHGWRWKHORFDOOHYHO6WDWHDJHQFLHV
have largely shunned “off-the-shelf” housing data
management tools, claiming they need a system
FXVWRPL]HGWRWKHLUQHHGV7KHGHYHORSHUVRI
HousingWorks believe its ecosystem could both
VDYHWKH&RPPRQZHDOWKPRQH\DQGSURYLGHEHWWHU
service to those needing subsidized and special needs
housing, and point to their accomplishments working
with municipalities and housing authorities across
Massachusetts.
Using the Internet as the prime source of information,
agencies are able to cut down on overhead, postage,
advertising, and other materials and focus on
SURYLGLQJPHDQLQJIXOVHUYLFHV6LQFHKRXVLQJ
advocates, providers, and oversight agencies can
now work together, housing policy has improved.
7KHIXOO\LQWHJUDWHGVHWRIPRGXOHVKHOSVNHHS
parties updated in real-time about housing supply
DQGGHPDQG7KHVHVXFFHVVHVDUHDWHVWDPHQWWR
the important role played by HousingWorks in the
&RPPRQZHDOWK¶VORZLQFRPHDQGVSHFLDOQHHGV
housing market.
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