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I. Introduction 

I.1 Fellowship Background 

This report is the result of a partnership between the MIT@Lawrence program of the Department of 
Urban Studies and Planning (DUSP) at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and the 
Merrimack Valley Habitat for Humanity (MVHfH) affiliate of Habitat International located in Lawrence, 
Massachusetts. Under the umbrella of this partnership, DUSP master’s candidate Carlos Espinoza-Toro 
developed a proposal that used his experience as a Habitat AmeriCorps volunteer and the academic 
support of DUSP faculty to address the current needs of MVHfH families in the Merrimack valley area. 
This proposal was awarded a fellowship grant through the Independent Fellowships Program of the MIT 
Public Service Center.   

I.2 Problem Definition 

As a non-profit, ecumenically based organization, MVHfH started operations in Lawrence in 1985 and 
currently serves 50 families. Its mission is to stabilize communities in the Merrimack valley area by 
providing home-ownership opportunities for those in need (MVHfH, 2007, Our Mission). MVHfH is 
funded primarily by private donors and federal government grants. Although the program is successful at 
producing an average of 7 houses per year, in the past three years it has experienced a typical pattern of 
mortgage delinquency. MVHfH believes that this pattern may be the result of families being challenged 
by socioeconomic conditions in the Merrimack valley area. 

This report aims to identify these challenges and recommend steps to act upon them by answering the 
following question: 

 
What Steps Should Merrimack Valley Habitat for Humanity Implement to 

Increase Home-ownership Sustainability? 
 

I.3 Fellowship Overview 

The research approach first defines home-ownership success and uses this definition to evaluate mortgage 
delinquency among MVHfH families. Second, key socioeconomic factors that influence mortgage 
delinquency are identified and a questionnaire is designed, which subdivides these factors into several 
indicators of home-ownership sustainability. The questionnaire was distributed to the 50 families that 
MVHfH serves, resulting in 14 responses. Using data from the questionnaire, the relationships between 
these indicators and home-ownership sustainability are discussed and the strength of such relationships 
evaluated. Finally, the report offers recommendations as steps to be taken in order to increase home-
ownership sustainability among MVHfH families.      
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II. MVHfH Home-ownership 

II.1 Definition of Successful Home-ownership 

Currently MVHfH defines success as a family’s ability to sustain home-ownership status. This definition, 
while basic, is consistent with MVHfH’s mission: “to eradicate poverty housing by providing home-
ownership opportunities to those in need” (MVHfH, 2007, Our Mission). This mission disintegrates if 
families are unable to maintain this home-ownership opportunity and lose their homes.  

This study measured this ability to sustain home-ownership status by evaluating a family’s mortgage 
payment record. These records are provided to MVHfH in the form of monthly mortgage reports (See 
Appendix A). If the monthly report indicates that a family is behind, then this family is considered 
Delinquent. On the other hand, if the monthly report shows that a family is current (or ahead), this family 
is considered in Good Standing. While a Delinquent family is considered unsuccessful, a family in Good 
Standing is considered successful. (See Diagram 1) 

Diagram 1 
Home-ownership: Definition of Success 

 
Source: MVHfH, Author 

 
In addition, this study looks beyond this definition of success by identifying additional socioeconomic 
factors that may influence a family’s home-ownership sustainability. This influence is analyzed later in 
subsection III.1 (Research on Home-ownership Sustainability) 

II.2 Mortgage Delinquency 

This study evaluated each family’s mortgage payment record to determine mortgage delinquency. 
Mortgage delinquency is defined as the number of months a family’s mortgage payment is behind. The 
study uses the available monthly mortgage reports to document the mortgage delinquency throughout a 
period of 35 months, from April 2004 to February 2007. The Mortgage Delinquency Table (See 
Appendix B) consists of 50 rows representing all MVHfH families as of February 2007, and 35 columns 
representing their mortgage payment status each month. A negative value indicates delinquency in 
number of months behind. In contrast, a 0 or a positive value indicates Good Standing. For instance, on 
January 2005, family F-1 is shown in Good Standing with a positive value of 1 month (ahead). In the 
same month, family F-49 is shown as delinquent with a negative value of 9 months (behind). With a few 
exceptions, families F-1 through F-32 are consistently in Good Standing. On the other hand, families F-33 
through F-50 exhibit a common variation between being Delinquent and in Good Standing. This record 
suggests that families in Good Standing do not become delinquent. However, Delinquent families may 
sometimes come out of delinquency, but immediately fall back into it.  
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Graph 1 
Mortgage Delinquency 
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Source: MVHfH, TD Banknorth, Author 

 
This suggestion is confirmed by the fluctuation between low and high percentage of Delinquent families 
shown in Graph 1: Mortgage Delinquency. The darker shaded bars at the bottom with the corresponding 
percentage values show the percentage of families that were delinquent and the number in the top bars are 
the total number of families participating in MVHfH in that particular month. The general pattern of the 
percentage delinquency indicates it starts low during the months of February and March but increases 
until it reaches high percentages during the summer months of June and July. During the rest of the year, 
delinquency decreases until, during the Christmas months of December and January, it abruptly increases 
to some of the highest percentages of this 35-month period. Low delinquency during February and March 
completes this pattern. This delinquency behavior might suggest that many families spend heavily on 
summer and Christmas activities; such as travel expenses, food consumption and presents; giving low 
priority to mortgage payments and, as a result, becoming delinquent. A similar pattern was observed 
among the 14 Surveyed Families (See Appendix C). These families are discussed in depth in section IV 
(Data Analysis).  

Overall, the good news is that higher percentages of families are in Good Standing than Delinquent. In 
addition, delinquency decreases from a high 33% in January 2005 to a low 11% in February 2007. In fact, 
during this same period, there is an overall decrease in the total number of delinquent families from 14 to 
5. This delinquency decrease may be in part a result of the departure of 4 families from the MVHfH’s 
program. These 4 families, who refinanced their homes, were consistently delinquent (see F-38, F-40, F-
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42 and F-49 in Appendix B). On the other hand, this delinquency decrease may also be influenced by an 
overall increase in the total number of families, from 43 in January 2005 to 46 in February 2007. MVHfH 
executive director Larry Sharp, who took office in December 2004, attributes this delinquency decrease to 
an improved selection process. This process includes the use of a standardized grading system. In 
addition, Mr. Sharp also points out that delinquency levels have been more strongly monitored and acted 
upon (Sharp, 2007). 

II.3 Levels of Delinquency  

In order to prevent a family from losing its home, MVHfH identifies different levels of delinquency and 
performs foreclosure prevention actions at each level (See Table 1). 

Table 1 
Levels of Delinquency & MVHfH Actions 

 
Source: MVHfH, Author 

 
In order to assess the gravity of mortgage delinquency, this study analyzed the distribution of all families 
that fell under different levels of delinquency (See Graph 2). At least once, 40% (20 out of the current 50 
families) of all families were “1 month behind,” 30% (15 out of 50) were given a Warning Letter for 
being “2 months behind,” 20% (10 out of 50) were given a Strong Warning Letter for being “3 months 
behind,” and 10% have been at risk of foreclosure. From the 2 out of 50 families (4%) that were “7 plus 
months behind,” one family (F-49) refinanced and the other (F-50) was able to come out of delinquency 
in December 2006, only to fall back into delinquency the month after (See Appendix B). 

Considering that MVHfH has produced a total of 55 houses since 1985, 5 houses being at risk of 
foreclosure represents nearly 10% of the total production that could be lost to the mainstream housing 
market through refinance or foreclosure. In fact, as mentioned above, 4 families, who were consistently 
delinquent, did refinance their homes giving up their MVHfH no-interest mortgage to acquire money to 
pay off other high-interest loans. In addition, one family that had refinanced later lost its home to 
foreclosure.  

The MVHfH program provides home-ownership opportunities for families in need; i.e. all of these 
families are economically disadvantaged. Therefore, a certain level of mortgage delinquency is a realistic 
expectation and does not mean failure for the program. However, considering the total number of houses 
produced by this Habitat affiliate, it is important to keep the level of mortgage delinquency low or 
decrease it. One way of accomplishing this task is by implementing measures such as tightening the 
selection process or performing foreclosure prevention actions, as Larry Sharp mentioned above. These 
measures may work with Delinquent families who have been 1 or 2 months behind and from time to time 
in Good Standing, but may not help Delinquent families who are at risk of foreclosure. In order to deal 
with mortgage delinquency in a comprehensive manner, MVHfH must first understand how being 
economically disadvantaged challenges home-ownership sustainability. A goal of this study is to provide 
some insight into these challenges.  
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Graph 2 
Percentage of All Families by Level of Delinquency 
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Source: MVHfH, TD Banknorth, Author 
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III. Data Gathering 

III.1 Research on Home-ownership Sustainability  

During the course of exploring some of the challenges to home-ownership sustainability, this study found 
one survey and one paper regarding similar research. The survey was prepared by Applied Real Estate 
Analysis (AREA), Inc. for the Office of Policy Development and Research of the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development (AREA, 1998). The paper was produced by Mark Wiranowski with the 
support of the Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation and the Harvard Joint Center on Housing Studies 
of Harvard University (Wiranowski, 2003)   

Wiranowski’s paper supports the analysis of mortgage delinquency as one measure of a family’s financial 
stability and found the reasons for mortgage delinquency vary; from financial choices, such as expensive 
spending patterns; to unexpected expenses triggered by change in employment, marital problems, illness 
or death, and other unexpected events. (Wiranowski, 2003, p. 9) 

Both Wiranowski and AREA find that delinquency is most predominant among low-income families 
(Wiranowski, 2003, p. 10) (AREA, 1998, p. V-6). These findings confirm this study’s analysis of 
delinquency among MVHfH families. Low-income earnings and few cash reserves leave MVHfH 
families vulnerable to the delinquent effects of large unexpected expenses (Wiranowski, 2003, p. 10). On 
the other hand, Wiranowski warns researchers and practitioners not to evaluate home-ownership 
sustainability through the lens of mortgage delinquency only, but also to consider alternative hard-to-
measure aspects such as quality of life, community building and housing quality (Wiranowski, 2003, p. 
11).  

III.2 Homeowner Questionnaire  

In response to Wiranowski’s observations, this study designed a questionnaire to identify not only 
previously studied socioeconomic factors that influence home-ownership sustainability, but also 
alternative ones. Among previously studied factors, the questionnaire considered level of education 
(education), employment and income. Among the alternative factors, it considered domestic environment 
(family), neighborhood, financial literacy (budget), home maintenance and homeowner satisfaction 
(home-ownership preparation). 

Appendix D shows the basic structure that was used in developing the questionnaire and summarizes the 
questions. Each nominal (“Yes” or “No”) question, or equivalent group of questions, measured the 
relationship between a socioeconomic indicator and home-ownership sustainability. For instance, under 
Education, question 3 measured the relationship between pursuing further education and success. In 
analyzing the responses, if the percentage of families who answered “Yes” and were in Good Standing 
was greater than the percentage of families who answered “No” and were in Good Standing, then 
pursuing further education was associated with an increase in home-ownership sustainability. In contrast, 
if the percentage of families who answered “Yes” and were in Good Standing was less than the 
percentage of families who answered “No” and were in Good Standing, then pursuing further education 
was associated with a decrease in home-ownership sustainability. In addition, the questionnaire also asked 
descriptive questions in order to further understand this association. For instance, under Budget, question 
2 not only measured the relationship between skipping bills and success, but also asked for the kind of 
bills skipped. Knowing this additional information might reveal if “mortgage payment” was the skipped 
bill. Appendix E shows the final version of the Homeowner Questionnaire. 
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III.3 Questionnaire Implementation 

Due to the nature of the information asked, the questionnaire was classified as personal and confidential. 
A mail delivery strategy was considered the fastest and most effective way to reach all (50) families at the 
same time, allowing them the same amount of time to complete and return the questionnaire. A packet 
consisting of an introductory letter, a questionnaire and a pre-paid and pre-addressed envelope was 
prepared. The introductory letter served two purposes: first, it informed the families of the purpose of the 
study (See Appendix F) and second, it enabled the questionnaire to comply with MIT policies regarding 
research on human subjects (COUHES, 2007, Overview). The pre-paid and pre-addressed envelope 
guaranteed confidentiality and allowed families to return the survey at no monetary cost. The complete 
packet was sent to the MIT Committee on the Use of Humans as Experimental Subjects (COUHES) for 
their review and approval. Once COUHES approval was granted, the letters were delivered. An additional 
incentive was specified in the introductory letter in the form of a 100-dollar drawing prize among those 
families who completed and returned the questionnaire by a certain date.  

After one and a half weeks, a reminder letter was sent to all families. After two and a half weeks, the 
initial number of responses was less than expected; only 3 families had responded. In order to increase the 
number of responses, families were contacted by telephone. The main purpose of this second strategy was 
to determine if families had received the packet and if they needed additional help filling out the 
questionnaire. In addition, they were also reminded of the purpose of the study and encouraged to 
respond. During these telephone conversations, 5 families requested Spanish translations of the packet. 
Within those 5, 3 stated that they had not received the packet. In compliance, 5 packets in Spanish were 
sent out. 

After two and a half weeks, the initial number of responses increased only slightly to 7 families. To 
further increase this number, a door-to-door strategy was considered. A cluster with the highest amount of 
MVHfH homes was identified. Sixteen families were visited; about half of them were given Spanish 
translations of the packet, only 3 were given English versions of the packet. Most of these families 
promised to respond and only 2 decided not to respond at all. It is also important to point out that within 
these families, 4 respondent families provided a significant amount of additional information relevant to 
the study. This additional information is discussed in subsection IV.2 (What Influenced Home-ownership 
Sustainability?). 

At the end of the implementation, the number of responses was low. Only 14 out of 50 families 
completed and returned the questionnaire. One of these families was randomly chosen and awarded the 
100-dollar drawing prize. An in depth analysis of these 14 Surveyed Families is discussed in the 
following section. 



Independent Fellowship: MVHfH & MIT PSC, Home-ownership Preparation Program                                              

  10  

IV. Data Analysis 

IV.1 The Success Index 

The analysis began with the classification of the 14 Surveyed Families into either Delinquent or in Good 
Standing. As mentioned in subsection II.1 (Definition of Successful Home-ownership), based on their 
monthly mortgage record, the study considered Delinquent families as unsuccessful, and families in Good 
Standing as successful. However, this monthly-based classification did not account for the common 
variation between being Delinquent and in Good Standing. In order to account for this variation, the study 
used a Success Index, which measured the sum of all monthly mortgage records throughout the entire 35-
month period (See Table 2).  

Table 2 
Mortgage Delinquency & Home-ownership Sustainability 

(14) Surveyed Families 

 
Source: MVHfH, TD Banknorth, Author 

 
Similar to The Mortgage Delinquency Table (See Appendix B), Table 2 consists of 14 rows representing 
all the Surveyed Families, and 35 columns representing their mortgage delinquency per month. The 
Success Index column was a sum of all the values for each pay period and was used to classify families 
based on their ability to sustain home-ownership over time. While a negative Success Index value 
classified a family as unable to sustain home-ownership, thus Delinquent; a zero or positive Success 
Index value classified it as able to sustain home-ownership, thus in Good Standing. Among the 14 
Surveyed Families, 5 were Delinquent and 9 were in Good Standing. 

IV.2 What Influenced Home-ownership Sustainability? 

Once the 14 Surveyed Families were classified, the analysis used the “Percentage Difference” method to 
expose any relationships between the questionnaire’s socioeconomic factors and home-ownership 
sustainability and then to assess the strength of such relationships. The data collected from the 
questionnaire results were cross-tabulated between each of the questions and home-ownership 
sustainability (e.g. Table SF-1). The analysis evaluated nominal (“Yes” or “No”) questions as indicators 
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of home-ownership sustainability. Additional descriptive questions were evaluated to provide support for 
such indicators. Raw and percentaged cross-tabulation tables were used to calculate the difference 
between the percentage of families in Good Standing who answered either “Yes” or “No.” Depending on 
its direction, positive or negative (-), this percentage difference associated each indicator with either an 
increase or a decrease in home-ownership sustainability. Only percentage differences above 10% were 
considered significant. In addition, a question that generated 13 or more (2 or less) equal responses was 
not considered an indicator. 

For example, Table SF-1 shows the cross-tabulations between home-ownership sustainability and the 
questions on “Change in Level of Education” and “Pursuing Further Education.” The raw data side for 
“Pursuing Further Education” shows that the 4 out of 5 families who answered “Yes” and the 5 out of 9 
families who answered “No” were in Good Standing. The percentaged cross-tabulations table converted 
these values into percentages and calculated their percentage difference. As a result, the percentage of 
families who answered “Yes” and were in Good Standing was higher than the percentage of those who 
answered “No” and were in Good Standing (80% vs. 56%). Therefore, “Pursuing Further Education” was 
associated with a 24% (80%-56%) increase in home-ownership sustainability. Following this example, 
the analysis calculated and discussed the percentage differences for each indicator, under their respective 
socioeconomic factor.       

Education 

Table SF-1 shows how education influences home-ownership sustainability. 

   Table SF-1 
Percentage Difference: Education 

 
Source: MVHfH, Author 

 
A change in level of education was associated with a 39% decrease in home-ownership sustainability. 
Only 33% of families who reported a change in their level of education were in Good Standing, compared 
to 73% of those who did not report a change in their level of education and were in Good Standing. This 
negative relationship suggests that homeowners who obtained further education may not have applied 
their newly obtained degrees directly to obtain better jobs or they may have invested a lot of money on 
their degrees and prioritized paying off their education loans instead of their mortgage. According to the 
results of the survey, all homeowners who obtained further education received a college degree. These 
homeowners may have invested a considerable amount of money in their education and reduced their 
working hours (and paychecks) to be able to study. 
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On the other hand, as previously discussed, pursuing further education was associated with a 24% 
increase in home-ownership sustainability. The percentage of families who were pursuing further 
education and were in Good Standing was higher than that of families who were not pursuing further 
education and were in Good Standing (80% vs. 56%). In contrast to those homeowners who obtained 
further education, homeowners who were pursuing further education may have applied their education 
directly to their jobs and obtained higher wages and/or promotions. According to the survey results, 2 of 
the 5 homeowners who were pursuing further education reported an upwards change in employment and a 
household income increase.    

Employment  

Table SF-2 shows how employment influences home-ownership sustainability. 

Table SF-2 
Percentage Difference: Employment 

 
Source: MVHfH, Author 

 
A change in employment was associated with a 63% decrease in home-ownership sustainability. Only 
38% of families who reported a change in employment were in Good Standing, compared to 100% of 
those who did not report a change in employment and were in Good Standing. All 5 Delinquent families 
reported changing jobs. This negative association suggests that most changes in employment may have 
not increased household income. These job changes may have been a result of a layoff or the end of a 
temporary assignment. In this situation, household income may have decreased and forced families to fall 
in mortgage delinquency. According to the survey results, only 3 of the 8 homeowners that changed jobs 
reported an upwards change in employment and a household income increase. Among these 3, only 1 was 
a Delinquent family, the rest were families in Good Standing.  

Understandably, having another employed household member was associated with a 24% increase in 
home-ownership sustainability. The percentage of families who had another employed household member 
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and were in Good Standing was higher than that of families who did not have another employed 
household member and were in Good Standing (80% vs. 56%). This positive association suggests that 
having an additional source of income may have allowed families to allocate enough funds towards 
making mortgage payments. Furthermore, a change in employment reported for this other household 
member was associated with a 42% increase in home-ownership sustainability. However, the low number 
of families (2 out of 14) who reported this situation suggests that this association may have been based on 
isolated cases. Therefore, a “change in employment (other household member)” was not considered an 
indicator of home-ownership sustainability.  

Income  

Table SF-3 shows how household income influences home-ownership sustainability. 

Table SF-3 
Percentage Difference: Income 

 
Source: MVHfH, Author 

 
An increase in income was associated with a 69% increase in home-ownership sustainability. The 
percentage of families whose household income increased and were in Good Standing was higher than 
that of families whose income did not increase and were in Good Standing (89% vs. 20%). This positive 
association suggests a perfect relationship between an “increase in income” and home-ownership 
sustainability. Most (8 out of 9) families whose household income increased were in Good Standing and 
most (4 out of 5) families whose household income did not increase were Delinquent. Having more 
income made a crucial difference in the ability to sustain home-ownership. While an increase in income 
may have allowed some families to stay current with their mortgage payments, the absence of such 
increase may have forced other families into mortgage delinquency.  

Family 

Table SF-4 shows how domestic environment influences home-ownership sustainability. 

Table SF-4 
Percentage Difference: Family 

 
Source: MVHfH, Author 

(Continued on next page) 
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Table SF-4 (Continued) 
Percentage Difference: Family 

 
Source: MVHfH, Author 

 
An increase in family size was associated with a 42% increase in home-ownership sustainability. 
However, the low number of families (2 out of 14) who reported this situation suggests that this 
association may have been based on isolated cases. Therefore, “an increase in family size” was not 
considered an indicator of home-ownership sustainability.   

On the other hand, being a single parent was associated with a 71% decrease in home-ownership 
sustainability. Only 29% of families headed by a single parent were in Good Standing, compared to 100% 
of families who had both parents and were in Good Standing. All 5 Delinquent families had single 
mothers. Having a single source of income and a strong responsibility towards their children may have 
strongly influenced single mothers to prioritize other expenses, such as education and food over mortgage 
payments. According to survey results, 3 of the 7 families headed by a single parent also reported 
skipping bills when their funds were low. This negative association is also consistent with the positive 
association between “having another employed household member” and home-ownership sustainability. 

Going through separation or divorce was associated with a 75% decrease in home-ownership 
sustainability. However, the low number of families (2 out of 14) who reported this situation suggests that 
this association may have been based on isolated cases. A similar analysis applied to “having health 
insurance,” which was associated with a 17% increase in home-ownership sustainability. However, 
almost all families (12 out of 14) reported having health insurance regardless of their success status. 
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Therefore, neither “going through separation or divorce” nor “having health insurance” were considered 
indicators of home-ownership sustainability. 

Caring for an ill or disabled relative was associated with a 14% decrease in home-ownership 
sustainability. Only 57% of families who were caring for an ill or disabled relative were in Good 
Standing, compared to 71% of those who were not caring for an ill or disabled relative and were in Good 
Standing. This negative association suggests that the emotional responsibility of caring for an ill relative 
may have strongly influenced families to prioritize medical bills (in addition to personal time) over 
mortgage payments.   

Oddly, suffering the death of a family member was associated with a 3% increase in home-ownership 
sustainability. This low percentage means that families were in Good Standing regardless of whether they 
suffered the death of a loved one or not. Therefore, “suffering the death of a family member” was not 
considered an indicator of home-ownership sustainability.  

Neighborhood 

Table SF-5 shows how neighborhood environment influences home-ownership sustainability. 

Table SF-5 
Percentage Difference: Neighborhood 

 
Source: MVHfH, Author 

 
Being comfortable with the neighborhood was associated with a 38% decrease in home-ownership 
sustainability. However, almost all families (13 out of 14) reported being comfortable with their 
neighborhood regardless of their success status. A similar analysis applied to “being involved in 
neighborhood organizations,” which was associated with a 4% increase in home-ownership sustainability. 
This low percentage means that families were in Good Standing regardless of whether they were involved 
in neighborhood associations or not. Therefore, neither “being comfortable with the neighborhood” nor 
“being involved with neighborhood organizations” were considered indicators of home-ownership 
sustainability. 
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Considering moving was associated with a 45% increase in home-ownership sustainability. The 
percentage of families who had considered moving and were in Good Standing was higher than that of 
families who had not considered moving and were in Good Standing (100% vs. 55%). However, this 
question was considered poorly worded and was not considered an indicator of home-ownership 
sustainability.  

Budget 

Table SF-6 shows how financial literacy influences home-ownership sustainability. 

Table SF-6 
Percentage Difference: Budget 

 
Source: MVHfH, Author 

 
The percentage difference method could not be used to evaluate the relationship between “considering 
mortgage as top priority” and home-ownership sustainability. All families, regardless of their success 
status, considered mortgage as their top priority. In addition, in order not to feel exposed or because the 
question was not understood, some families may have provided inaccurate responses. According to Graph 
2, at least once, 36% (5 out of 14) of all Surveyed Families were “1 month behind” during the 35-month 
period. This means that during this time some families considered other expenses more important than 
mortgage payments, such as medical bills or grocery bills.   
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Skipping bills was associated with a 55% decrease in home-ownership sustainability. Only 25% of 
families who had skipped bills were in Good Standing, compared to 80% of those who had not skipped 
bills and were in Good Standing. According to this association, monthly mortgage should have been one 
of the bills skipped. However, according to the survey results, all 4 families who reported skipping bills 
skipped only utility bills. This means that in order not to feel exposed, some families may have provided 
inaccurate descriptions of their skipped bills. 

Having unexpected bills was associated with a 7% decrease in home-ownership sustainability. This low 
percentage means that families were in Good Standing regardless of whether they had unexpected bills or 
not. Therefore, “having unexpected bills” was not considered an indicator of home-ownership 
sustainability. 

Having a saving strategy to deal with unexpected bills was associated with a 14% increase in home-
ownership sustainability. The percentage of families who had a saving strategy and were in Good 
Standing was higher than that of families who did not have a saving strategy and were in Good Standing 
(71% vs. 57%). This positive association suggests that having a saving strategy may have allowed 
families to cope with unexpected expenses, and as a result, to stay current with their mortgage payments.  

Home Maintenance 

Table SF-7 shows how performing home maintenance influences home-ownership sustainability. 

Table SF-7 
Percentage Difference: Home Maintenance 

 
Source: MVHfH, Author 

 
Considering home maintenance expensive was associated with a 7% decrease in home-ownership 
sustainability. This low percentage means that families were in Good Standing regardless of whether they 
considered maintenance expensive or not. Therefore, “considering maintenance expensive” was not 
considered an indicator of home-ownership sustainability. 
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Hiring others to perform home maintenance was associated with a 15% increase in home-ownership 
sustainability. The percentage of families who hired others to perform home maintenance and were in 
Good Standing was higher than that of families who did not hire others to perform home maintenance and 
were in Good Standing. This positive association suggests that families who hired others to perform 
crucial home repairs may have prevented higher costs had they not performed such preventive 
maintenance activities. In most cases, families in Good Standing performed some of these preventive 
maintenance activities themselves. According to the survey results, 6 of 9 of the families in Good 
Standing performed at least 2 of the 5 “must-do” preventive home maintenance activities (See question 1 
under “Home Maintenance” in Appendix E). 

Oddly, suffering vandalism or burglary was associated with a 38% increase in home-ownership 
sustainability. However, the low number of families (1 out of 14) who reported this situation suggests that 
this association may have been based on a single isolated case. Therefore, “suffering vandalism or 
burglary” was not considered an indicator of home-ownership sustainability. 

Home-ownership Preparation 

Table SF-8 shows how home-ownership preparation influences home-ownership sustainability. 

Table SF-8 
Percentage Difference: Home-ownership Preparation 

 
Source: MVHfH, Author 

 
The percentage difference method could not be used to evaluate the relationship between “being happy 
with Habitat home” and home-ownership sustainability. All families, regardless of their success status, 
reported being happy with their homes. Most families explained their happiness based on their current 
status as homeowners vs. their previous status as renters. 

Feeling well prepared for first time home-ownership was associated with a 42% decrease in home-
ownership sustainability. However, almost all families (12 out of 14) reported feeling well prepared for 
their first time home-ownership regardless of their success status. Therefore, “feeling well prepared for 
first time home-ownership” was not considered an indicator of home-ownership sustainability. 
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Additional Qualitative Information 

In order to complement the analysis, additional information was also collected during the door-to-door 
questionnaire implementation. Among the 16 families visited, 4 families expressed feeling “abandoned” 
by MVHfH. This “abandonment” was explained by the lack of contact and communication with MVHfH 
employees or assistants. These families also expressed their frustration with maintenance issues and 
condominium rules and wished MVHfH could resolve confrontations and legal issues concerning their 
condominium associations. In response to this information, Larry Sharp stated that the general policy of 
MVHfH has been to consider families as independent homeowners. During the construction of their 
homes, families were required to attend workshops designed to prepare them for home-ownership 
independence. After the move-in date, families have been encouraged to consider MVHfH as an 
informational resource and not as a landlord (Sharp, 2007). However, the program has been unable to 
clearly convey where MVHfH’s responsibilities ended and families’ responsibilities began. This lack of 
understanding has hindered communications and trust between MVHfH and its families.     

IV.3 Indicators of Home-ownership Sustainability 

The analysis concluded with the identification of the indicators of home-ownership sustainability. Table 3 
summarized and ranked these indicators according to the strength of their relationship: the greater the 
percentage difference, the stronger the relationship. 

  Table 3 
Indicators of Home-ownership Sustainability 

 
Source: MVHfH, Author 

 
“Being a single parent” was the greatest barrier to sustaining home-ownership. In fact, single mothers 
headed all 5 Delinquent families. This relationship was consistent in that the opposite relationship 
between “having another employed household member” helped increase home-ownership sustainability. 
All 5 Delinquent families did not have this additional source of income. In addition, 3 of these 5 
Delinquent families also reported “skipping bills.” Even though they do not mention skipping mortgage 
payments, the analysis of mortgage delinquency provided enough evidence of the contrary. “Having a 
saving strategy” may have prevented Delinquent families from skipping bills. However, only a few of 
them had a saving strategy to deal with unexpected expenses. 

An “increase in income” clearly separated Delinquent families from those in Good Standing. Having 
more income was crucial for home-ownership sustainability. On the other hand, a “change in 
employment” did not help Delinquent families. While all of them reported changing jobs, only 1 
Delinquent family reported an upward change in employment and an income increase.  
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The relationship between education and home-ownership sustainability was not very strong. While a 
“change in education” did not increase home-ownership, “pursuing further education” increased it. These 
opposite relationships weakened the influence of education on home-ownership sustainability.  

The analysis suggested that the influence of education depended on how such education was applied. If it 
was applied towards employment then it might have influenced an increase in income and as a result an 
increase in home-ownership sustainability. 

“Hiring others to perform home maintenance” and “caring for an ill or disabled relative” were among the 
weakest indicators related to home-ownership sustainability. While hiring others to perform crucial home 
maintenance activities may have protected families in Good Standing from expensive home-maintenance 
repairs, caring for an ill or disabled relative may have forced Delinquent families to prioritize medical 
expenses (and personal time) over mortgage payments.            

IV.4 Data Limitations 

Due to the low number of responses to the survey, the study’s confidence in the results of this analysis 
could be challenged. “In general, the larger the number of cases on which the percentages are based, the 
greater the confidence in the results” (Meier, Brudney & Bohte, 2006, p. 240) Nonetheless, the study not 
only identified socioeconomic factors also present in the researched literature, but also showed a similar 
relationship to home-ownership sustainability. 
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V. Recommendations 
The study’s analysis provides a deeper understanding of how being economically disadvantaged 
challenges home-ownership sustainability. In order to help families face these challenges, the study 
recommends that MVHfH create a comprehensive strategy to increase home-ownership sustainability. 
Currently MVHfH implements a first-time home-ownership preparation program. This training program 
focuses on topics such as home mortgage, condominium rules and predatory lending, among others 
(Sharp, 2007). MVHfH should strengthen this program by focusing on additional topics taking into 
consideration the indicators with the strongest relationships to home-ownership sustainability.             

V.1 Form a Support Group Among Families Headed by Single Mothers 

MVHfH should form a support group among families headed by single mothers as part of the first-time 
home-ownership preparation program. The formation of this group should be provided as a workshop in 
which families are made aware of how single parenthood challenges home-ownership sustainability and 
provided with the information to overcome these challenges. All new families headed by single mothers 
must belong to this group and all current single-parent families must be strongly encouraged to participate 
as well. 

Being a single mother decreases home-ownership sustainability. All families headed by single mothers do 
not have another employed household member. They have all reported a change in employment but have 
not increased their income since they became homeowners. Since most of them skip bills, this means that 
they prioritize other expenses, such as their children’s education, food and utility bills, over mortgage 
payments. Therefore, MVHfH should provide these families with information on private and public 
programs that provide employment and children services, and enough support to enable them to complete 
complex application forms required by some of these programs. MVHfH should monitor the support 
group at least twice a year to find out if families are taking advantage of these programs. 

For instance, during this workshop families could be made aware of the employment, training and 
education services provided by the Executive Office of Health and Human Services (EOHHS) of the State 
of Massachusetts. Among these services are the “Job Search Assistance” and the “Support Services.” 
While the “Job Search Assistance” helps recipients find jobs and resolve barriers to employment, the 
“Support Services” help them acquire and maintain employment by coordinating childcare and 
transportation services as well as referrals to support ordered by other state agencies. In addition, the 
EOHHS also provides other services such as “Child Care and Support” and “Women, Infants and 
Children Nutrition Program.” (EOHHS, 2007) 

V.2 Work to Make the Current Financial Literacy Workshop More Effective 

MVHfH should work to make the current financial literacy workshop more effective. This improvement 
should focus on developing responsible budgeting habits and efficient saving strategies.  

Skipping bills decreases home-ownership sustainability. Families skip bills because they do not have 
enough funds to cover all their expenses. Even though they do not mention skipping their mortgage 
payments, their monthly mortgage report showed enough evidence of the contrary. Furthermore, only a 
few families reported having a saving strategy in case of unexpected bills. If families were provided 
financial literacy training they would be able to better manage their expenses, follow a household budget 
and have a saving strategy to cover unexpected bills. Therefore, MVHfH should either improve this 
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financial literacy workshop in-house or partner with another community-based organization with more 
resources and experience providing this type of training. 

For instance, MVHfH could partner with Lawrence Community Works (LCW). LCW is a community-
based organization located in Lawrence, Massachusetts that provides “Family Asset Building” programs. 
Under these programs families are taught how to create budgets, how to save and how to invest. The 
“Assets Build Communities” program focuses on building wealth by gaining tangible assets, such as a 
home or a college degree, and intangible assets, such as self-esteem and social capital. (LCW, 2007)  

V.3 Maintain Long Term Communication with All Families 

MVHfH should maintain long-term communication with all its families. In order to accomplish this task, 
MVHfH should hire a “Family Services” coordinator.  

The coordinator should facilitate operations within the homeowners condominium associations. He/she 
should make sure homeowners distinguish between personal issues and condominium related issues, and 
when necessary help homeowners solve the latter ones. 

Second, this coordinator should organize an annual gathering. In addition to keeping families, volunteers 
and donors up-to-date with MVHfH’s activities and policies, this gathering could also be used as a 
fundraising event and a platform to announce program outcomes in the form of success stories.   

Finally, this coordinator should be responsible for organizing and implementing the first-time home-
ownership preparation program and for following-up with families afterwards. Follow-ups should be 
made at least twice a year. This responsibility should help the coordinator be aware of the information 
provided to the families and make follow-ups easier. 
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VI. Conclusion 
The MVHfH program is fulfilling its mission of providing home-ownership opportunities for families in 
need. Because all these families are economically disadvantaged they are at high risk for mortgage 
delinquency. The good news is that currently higher percentages of families are in Good Standing than 
Delinquent. Only a few Delinquent families are at risk of losing their homes. However, considering that 
MVHfH has produced a total of 55 houses since 1985, 5 houses being at risk of foreclosure represents 
nearly 10% of the total production that could be lost to the mainstream housing market through refinance 
or foreclosure. In order to control mortgage delinquency MVHfH has implemented measures such as 
tightening the selection process or performing foreclosure prevention actions. Even though these 
measures have slightly decreased overall delinquency, they have not been able to control delinquency 
among families at risk of foreclosure. 

Taking into consideration the indicators with the strongest relationships to home-ownership sustainability, 
the study recommends that MVHfH form a support group among families headed by single mothers, 
work to make the current financial literacy workshop more effective and maintain long-term 
communication with all families. 
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VII. Appendix 
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Appendix A: Monthly Mortgage Report 

Source: MVHfH, TD Banknorth, Author (Modified for confidentiality) 
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Appendix B: Mortgage Delinquency Table 

Source: MVHfH, TD Banknorth, Author 
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Appendix C: Mortgage Delinquency, (14) Surveyed Families, April 2004 – February 2007 

Source: MVHfH, TD Banknorth, Author 
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Appendix D: Homeowner Questionnaire, Basic Structure 

Source: MVHfH, Author 
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Appendix E: HOMEOWNER QUESTIONNAIRE (English Version) 

Source: MVHfH, Author 
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(Continued: Page 2) Appendix E: HOMEOWNER QUESTIONNAIRE (English Version) 

Source: MVHfH, Author 
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(Continued: Page 3) Appendix E: HOMEOWNER QUESTIONNAIRE (English Version) 

Source: MVHfH, Author 
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Appendix F: PACKET, Letter (English Version) 

Source: MVHfH, Author 

 
 


