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Executive Summary

What if we could end family homelessness in Boston?
What if passionate organizations with talented teams
knew there were better solutions out there, but were so
busy managing the daily cycle of delivering services and
raising funds that it was hard to take that innovative next



step? What if a funder and an academic institution could
help do something about it?  

In 2016, the United Way of Massachusetts Bay and
Merrimack Valley (UW) and the Boston College School of
Social Work’s (BCSSW) Center for Social Innovation (CSI)
launched the IF Challenge to try to answer these
questions.  The result was a relatively small-money
investment that demonstrated existing organizations can
innovate based on their wisdom, to make changes in how
we address our most pressing problems.

The Scope of Family Homelessness in
Boston

There are over 3,500 families experiencing homelessness
in Massachusetts. They are families whose lives are
already unraveled, facing not only the uncertainty of
where they will live, but also how they will pay the bills and
where their children will go to school.

The effects of family homelessness on children go even
further. The Boston-based organization Children’s
HealthWatch found recently that “children in families
behind on rent were 52 percent more likely to be at-risk
for developmental delays” than children in stable housing
situations.1 Homeless children are also twice as likely to
repeat a grade and four times more likely to develop
asthma.



The good news is that the number of homeless families is
down from a high of 4,800 families in 2014. However, over
the past two decades, the number of homeless families in
the state has risen by 115 percent, according to the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development annual
“point-in-time” counts. Massachusetts accounts for seven
percent of all homeless families in the United States.

Why the dramatic increase? Local family homelessness
experts cite high housing costs, lack of affordable housing
production, lack of rental subsidies, high costs of child
care and low wages as contributing factors to the
increasingly complex issue of family homelessness.

Objectives and Description of the Project

The IF Challenge stemmed from Innovating with Families,
or IF -- a collaboration between the UW and BCSSW
designed to shape new relationships between social
scientists and practitioners, towards finding innovative
solutions to Greater Boston’s most pressing social
problems. The IF Challenge teamed the UW with
BCSSW’s Center for Social Innovation (CSI) to tackle
family homelessness. Its objective was to identify
innovations that were, “Innovative, feasible and able to be
scaled beyond one organization.”2 It further sought to
demonstrate that small, targeted amounts of funding and
technical assistance could help foment innovation from
within existing institutions.



The IF Challenge launched in the summer of 2016, inviting
nonprofits to submit “innovative proposals with game-
changing ideas that address the question, ‘What IF we
could end family homelessness?’” Winning ideas would be
“eligible to receive up to $25,000 in funds from UW and
design and development support from BCSSW.”3 The total
investment between the UW and CSI was about $100,000.

Competitors were invited to answer several questions
about their ideas, ranging from target population, scope,
and timeline of impact, to details on implementation, such
as feasibility, replicability, and cost-effectiveness. Winning
organizations would receive funding and technical
support to aid the development and implementation of
their innovation. Sessions with CSI and UW staff would
involve multiple winners learning from each other, as well
as supporting learning within each organization
separately. Consultation would be tailored to meet the
needs of the project and the organization. A panel of six
judges drawn from academia, business, philanthropy, the
UW Board, and MassChallenge evaluated proposals
across four criteria: likelihood of sustainability, innovation,
ease of implementation, and cost-effectiveness.  

Differentiation from Similar Innovations

Competitions have long been used as way to drive new
projects or reward good ideas, and incubators have been
developed to provide support for startups and
entrepreneurship. While both are strong models, the IF



Challenge was designed to build on these mechanisms to
catalyze innovation in existing agencies. Most
competitions depend on the winner to implement with
little support from the funder. The IF Challenge offered not
only the reward, but a level of support to help the winners
further develop and implement their idea. 

Intrapreneurship models work to stimulate innovation in
existing entities rather than through the development of
new organizations. Distinct from most incubators which
focus on entrepreneurship, the IF Challenge sought to
leverage good ideas in existing agencies while also giving
them support to develop, test, implement, and grow
innovation. Combining a competition and incubator
allowed us to drive innovative thinking in existing agencies
that have significant scale, expertise, and infrastructure to
make an impact in the area of family homelessness.  

The IF Challenge Winners

Three seasoned organizations in Greater Boston won the
challenge. After preventing hundreds of non-payment
evictions each year in Boston Housing Court, HomeStart
had perfected an intervention that produced compelling
outcomes: 97 percent of its clients remained stably
housed 12 months after an intervention and 87 percent of
its clients remained stably housed 48 months after an
intervention. The driver for scale, however, came when
HomeStart was able to demonstrate to the Boston
Housing Authority (BHA) that their cost for evicting a



family was more than 400 percent greater than the cost
incurred by HomeStart to prevent the eviction from
occurring. The IF Challenge support helped HomeStart
create a "program-in-a-box" and a data platform to
efficiently distribute and replicate this effective, cost-
efficient approach among other social service providers
across the Massachusetts.4

Metro Housing|Boston’s social innovation project -- the
“Housing Navigator” -- leverages its existing resources
and services, in coordination with other organizations, to
construct a technology based, “rapid-response” vehicle
for families at risk of homelessness using an innovative
mobile application. Metro Housing|Boston will use the
data to influence future program offerings to meet the
needs of participant families. Researchers at Boston
College, meanwhile, will use the research to examine the
utility of mobile app-based resources for this population,
and share findings with the broader research community
in this field.5

In high-rent markets such as Boston, low- to moderate-
income workers are at increasingly high risk of spending
more than 30 percent of their income on housing costs.
The Earned Income Tax Credit helps many of them reduce
the gap between living expenses and wages. Utilizing data
from multiple sources, Children’s HealthWatch
researchers produced economic simulation models
demonstrating the gap between combinations of average
work income plus federal and state EITC and rent costs



for every city and town in the state of Massachusetts.6

Their work demonstrates the ways in which increasing
credit amounts for the state EITC would narrow the gap
between available family resources and rent costs for
working families across the Commonwealth.7

The Financing Strategy

The hosts of the IF Challenge pooled financial and
technical assistance resources to create an attractive
prize that would help springboard the efforts of the three
winners. Thanks to a generous donor who underwrote the
challenge, the UW provided $15,000 to $20,000 for each
project. Then, a team from the CSI offered technical and
coding support throughout each team’s project
development. The three organizations, UW and BC’s CSI
were able in partnership to begin to transform these
game-changing ideas into reality.

Conclusion 

Family homelessness is one of Greater Boston’s
intractable challenges. To solve it, our communities
require a broad range of innovations. Some will come from
new players. Existing players, however, have a great deal
to offer as well. Relatively small amounts of capital,
combined with technical support and an invitation to try
something new can help catalyze “innovations from
within” that, over time, can begin to change the very
landscape of the problem, toward scalable solutions.



Partnerships between philanthropy and academia are well
poised to offer those supports. While a full understanding
of the results will take time, the IF Challenge
demonstrates the extent of the potential to make change,
and the capacity of Greater Boston’s robust nonprofit
sector to lead it.
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