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THE HOUSE CALL

IN 2025, MASSACHUSETTS
PERMITTED THE FEWEST NEW
HOMES SINCE 2012

According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s annual Building
Permit Survey released last month, in 2025 an estimated
12,477 new housing units were authorized by building
permits in Massachusetts, the lowest total since 2012 (see
Figure 1).

Figure 1: New Homes Authorized by Building Permit in
Massachusetts According to the U.S. Census Bureau
Building Permit Survey, 2000-2025
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The 12,477 permitted homes represent a 13 percent
decline from the 14,338 homes authorized to be built in
Massachusetts in 2024. In 2025, the Bay State ranked
47th in the nation in new homes permitted per capita.
Idaho, the Carolinas, Florida, and Utah led the nation in
new homes authorized per capita in 2025, but even other
New England states—including Maine, Vermont, and New
Hampshire—allowed new housing to be built at more than
twice the rate that Massachusetts did (see Figure 2).

Another way that Massachusetts stands out in the
Building Permit Survey is in the share of new homes in
multifamily buildings. In 2025, Massachusetts was one

of five states in which fewer than half of newly permitted
residential units were single-family homes, along with New
York, New Jersey, Connecticut, and Rhode Island. In 20
other states, more than two-thirds of new units permitted
were single-family homes, and in West Virginia it was
more than 91 percent.

PIONEER

INSTITUTE

Figure 2: Select States and Rankings by Housing Units
Authorized via Building Permit per Thousand Residents,
2025
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The permitting numbers also show stark differences within
Massachusetts. For example, while homes permitted
declined 13 percent statewide between 2024 and 2025,
they increased by 17.8 percent in the City of Boston. The
2,107 new homes Boston authorized in 2025 are still out of
line with the city’s average annual permitting volume from
2015-2024, which was 3,480 units. The overall number

of units permitted in Greater Boston declined by 19.6
percent from 2024-2025, from 9,122 to 7,330 homes.

Suffolk County, which includes Boston, led the state

with 2,338 new homes authorized in 2025, edging out
Middlesex County (2,128 new homes), which has more
than twice Suffolk County’s population and includes cities
like Cambridge, Lowell, and Framingham.

The Census Bureau’s Building Permits Survey is
sometimes criticized as unreliable for its dependence on
self-reported and often incomplete data. But it’s still useful
as a comparative tool between places and across time,
especially at the state and county levels.

The bottom line is that, while Massachusetts has delivered
a substantial number of new homes in recent years, the
permitting pipeline has all but dried up. Fewer new homes
will likely be available on the market in the next few years
compared to today. Since Massachusetts only permitted
12,477 units in 2025, it will require a 76 percent increase
in the annual rate of permitting to meet the state’s goal of
building 222,000 new housing units by 2035.
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IN SOMERVILLE, A PREVAILING
WAGE LEGAL BATTLE COULD HAVE
STATEWIDE IMPLICATIONS FOR
THE COST AND SCALABILITY OF
MODULAR CONSTRUCTION

Modular construction, the off-site assembly of “modules”
that can be transported and installed at a construction
site, has often been touted as a potentially scalable way of
improving productivity in the building industry. At the same
time, there are substantial barriers to achieving modular
construction’s potential advantages in practice, from

local permitting rules to high transportation costs. As one
modular development in Somerville demonstrates, those
barriers are often compounded in public sector projects.

The Clarendon Hill Apartments, a public housing
project originally built in the 1940s, is undergoing a
comprehensive redevelopment. Ultimately, 591 units
in modern, mid-rise, and mixed-income buildings will
replace the 216 low-income apartments that currently
exist in a garden-style arrangement.

The first phase of the redevelopment, a family-oriented
168-unit building, was completed in 2025. But a
retroactive labor dispute surfaced after the state Attorney
General's Office sought a determination from the
Department of Labor Standards (DLS) as to whether the
factory workers in Littleton who built the modules should
have been paid prevailing wages.

Empirically, prevailing wage requirements raise worker
compensation substantially. Fierce academic debate
remains over how they affect overall construction costs,
with different studies producing wildly different answers,
from essentially no net cost to a 46 percent premium.

In its October 2025 opinion letter, DLS deferred to the
opinion of the Attorney General’s Office’s Fair Labor Division
that prevailing wage laws should apply at Clarendon

Hill. While modular construction is typically exempt from
prevailing wage laws, even in projects led by public

entities, the fact that a home rule petition was necessary

to approve the project essentially removes the modular
exemption, according to DLS. But attorneys for Lab 9
Modular, the Littleton modular construction company, argue
that Somerville only has home rule authority within its own
borders, and because the modules weren’t manufactured
within Somerville’s borders, the prevailing wage standards
still shouldn’t apply.

Lab 9 sued DLS over the issue, and several filings related to
the case landed in Suffolk Superior Court in May 2026. As
of this writing, a hearing is scheduled for August 5, 2026.

In 2018, the Clarendon Hill home rule petition was
necessary to allow the Somerville Housing Authority

to use a public-private partnership arrangement to
complete the scope of work. By 2022, public and quasi-

public agencies were allowed to use PPPs on such
redevelopment projects without special approval.

But the Clarendon Hill case is still a crucial test of the
extent to which the state’s prevailing wage exemptions
apply to modular construction, prompting at least one
frade association to recommend “strengthening” the
section of state law establishing the exemption. The

state’s Unlocking Housing Production Commission also
recommended administrative action to incentivize modular
construction in Massachusetts last year, saying it could
improve housing quality and reduce production costs.

Meanwhile, construction worker unions have used the
Clarendon Hill case to argue that, on the whole, modular
construction threatens safety and quality standards in
construction. While up to 15 percent of new multifamily
buildings have used modular construction in recent years
in some western states, the political and legal barriers
remain challenging in Massachusetts.

According to assessors’ data
retrieved in January 2026, the median
year built of a three-family home in
Massachusetts is 1902, compared

to 1962 for a single-family home and
1979 for a multifamily building with at
least 50 units.

[Source: Massachusetts Housing Partnership
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We don’t have a lot of research on the impacts
of shortening a process and making it more
streamlined because not that many places have
done it. Theory tells us that...time is money in
development, but time is really money when
interest rates are high. Whether [permitting
reform] translates to lower prices and rents
being passed onto consumers is...the $64,000
question for researchers in the long run.”

Arnold Ventures Housing VP Jenny Schuetz
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It’s High Time Mass. Reforms Site Plan Review

Banker & Tradesman

The House Call is Pioneer Institute’s monthly newsletter covering housing-related news and market trends in Massachusetts. To receive the newsletter and
other economic opportunity research items in your inbox, subscribe to the mailing list at https://pioneerinstitute.org/center-for-economic-opportunity/
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