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The program is designed with the complexity of poverty and 
housing instability in mind. ALU empowers participants to 
take charge of their lives and the well-being of their families. 
Since the inception of ALU in FY2009, 38 at-risk families 
have completed the program, including 78 children. As of 
their graduation, 37 of these 38 families were still housed,  
a success rate of 97%.

Princeton and Columbia Universities have been following 
5000 children born in large U.S. cities between 1998 and 
2000. Their Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study 
(FFCWS) followed children born to unmarried parents 
who were economically disadvantaged. According to the 
FFCWS, the average annual income of single parents was 
$18,662, and almost half of those surveyed did not finish 
high school, diminishing their chances for higher paying 
jobs. Consequently, these families struggle to have enough 
money to pay the bills, buy food, retain housing, and 
access affordable medical care. The study also found that 
single parents are more likely to suffer from depression 

and substance abuse. Children in fragile families are likely to 
experience harsher discipline and have few literacy activities. 
They also exhibit increased aggression and reduced cognitive 
test scores. At year 3 of the study, 53% of the families 
were at risk of homelessness (Kalil, A. & Ryan, R.M. (2010) 
Mothers’ Economic Conditions and Sources of Support in 
Fragile Families. Future of Children, 20(2), 39-61; http://www.
fragilefamilies.princeton.edu; http://www.icphusa.org/).  
These are our most vulnerable families.

According to CBS News, Boston rents have soared 
in the past year. The average increase has been 8.6% 
to an average rental cost of $1945 per month. Many 
neighborhoods have rents over $3,000 (http://boston.
cbslocal.com/2012/05/29/). With an average annual income 
of $18,662, single mothers of fragile families in Boston 
cannot possibly meet rental payments that could total over 
$23,000 a year, let alone pay for food, utilities, and other 
necessities without assistance.

Background

Martha is a single mother raising a severely autistic 7-year-old son. She has been separated from her husband for over 
a year, and despite having a good job, he does not pay any child support. Martha works as a nursing assistant, but 
her hours are irregular and they have been cut drastically over the last year. Her decrease in pay, unpredictable work 
schedule, and her son’s special needs often overwhelm her. She fell behind on her rent and was at risk of eviction. 
Through “A Lift Up,” City Mission Society of Boston’s homelessness prevention program, Martha got advice and 
support as she went to the management office to address the rent arrearage and stabilize her housing. Her rent was 
actually reduced because her income had suffered from the cut in work hours. “A Lift Up” is now helping her to apply 
for SSI for her son, and she was also referred to Greater Boston Legal Services to help her file for divorce and to 
receive child support. 

When Martha reflected on her first year with “A Lift Up” (ALU), she said the most useful thing that she learned was 
“how to track my expenses and how to believe in myself in going through everything with my son.” In her second year 
of the program, Martha hopes to keep working on “moving up higher in [her] life with [her] education…” Reflections 
from participants praised ALU for teaching parenting skills, budgeting, job search, and housing search. Perhaps most 
importantly, participants articulated a newfound belief in themselves, a more positive attitude, the strength to advocate 
for their needs, and a sense of perspective that, though they may encounter obstacles, they can succeed.  

[CASE STUdY ]

City Mission Society’s ALU program is a Boston-based comprehensive and collaborative 

empowerment model that addresses the range of needs critical to housing stabilization and 

support of low to very-low income female headed households. 



The report found a lack of resources directed toward 
homelessness prevention, noting that historically in 
Massachusetts only about 20% of resources allocated 
to address family homelessness go toward prevention, in 
spite of the greater efficiency of prevention efforts. Most 
significantly, the report lists the following core components 
of successful housing prevention interventions: Cash 
assistance, flexibly used, in concert with intensive case 
management supports; income maximization strategies; 
and use of interagency collaborations to leverage resources 
for households served (p. 9) – all of which are features of  
“A Lift Up.”  

ALU offers intensive, holistic case management that 
empowers women with financial literacy, parenting support, 
stress reduction techniques, unwavering case management 
support, and a caring community. It is a resource hub for 
education, employment, and legal assistance. More than 
just a referral service, ALU follows through to ensure that 
participants have accessed and are utilizing the services 
and resources available to them to implement their 
personalized Budget and Action Plans.  

ALU benefits the women in the program and their extended 
families. Because the individual case management in ALU 
is holistic in nature, the children in these families benefit 
from referrals to therapy when needed, advocacy around 
school issues, and parenting support and suggestions. ALU 
is also a resource for securing summer jobs, after-school 
care and other enrichment programs. 

ALU provides two years of services: the first year consists 
of intensive case management and stabilization services to 
participant families, in combination with flexible funding to 
meet emergency needs. The second year provides flexible 
support in achieving the goals articulated in a participant 
informed Budget and Action Plan. Currently, twenty-one 
female head of households and 38 children are participating 
in the program, 11 in their first year and 10 are in their 
second year.

When they are admitted to the program, many  participants 
have already received a 14-day notice to quit and/or have 
been to housing court. All participants are facing some 
kind of housing crisis and have been referred to ALU from 
one of our partnering agencies. These agencies include the 

United Way of Massachusetts Bay and Merrimack Valley, 
Project Bread, HomeStart, Greater Boston Legal Services, 
Project Hope, Span, Inc., Boston Area Rape Crisis Center, 
the Women’s Lunch Place, Room to Grow, Solutions at 
Work, and Lend a Hand Society. This network also provides 
resources not offered in-house such as child care, career 
counseling and training, and legal assistance. 

Program participants receive case management services 
from Homelessness Prevention director Lynda Watson, 
supported by a graduate-level social work intern. 
Participants receive monthly individual sessions with 
their case manager at the CMS offices and are eligible 
for up to $2,000 in cash assistance during the first year. 
The relationship between participant and case manager 
is driven primarily by the participant’s Budget and Action 
Plan, which she has assisted in creating. The case manager 
and participant work together to identify the participant’s 
personal needs to assure housing and economic stability. 

ALU also runs a monthly Resource and Support Group for 
its participants, where they have the opportunity to join with 
their peers to gather information and identify resources. A 
monthly curriculum for the meetings has been developed 
in consultation with participants that includes financial 
literacy and credit; job readiness and career exploration; 
stress management; parenting skills; tenants’ rights; and 
responding to domestic violence. ALU provides age-
appropriate child-care that frees the mothers to participate 
in the groups.

“A Lift Up”
ALU was developed in response to a ground-breaking 2007 report by the Boston  

Foundation called Preventing Homelessness and Promoting Housing Stability. The Boston 

Foundation highlighted the crisis of individuals and families who are homeless and at risk  

of homelessness in Boston, and the need for homelessness prevention programs. 
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Financial literacy. 
Year One participants completed a series of three financial 
literacy sessions which included budgeting, credit, banking 
and tax information. On the financial literacy section of the 
post-test, Year One participants showed a 42% increase in 
their scores. All Year One participants have completed their 
Budget and Action Plan. Year Two participants have their 
action plan in place and, with the help of quarterly meetings 
with their case manager, are actively making progress 
toward their goals. Taken together, 84% of both groups are 
complying with their plan.

Housing Stability.
Through intensive case management, group support, 
and limited financial assistance, 20 of the 21 (95%) ALU 
participants retained permanent housing this year. One 
woman voluntarily left her housing to escape domestic 
violence. She is currently residing in a domestic violence 
shelter and we anticipate that she will be back in permanent 
housing sometime during her second year of ALU. On the 
post-test, Year One participants showed a 38% increase in 
their scores in Housing Stability.

Education/Vocation.
Year Two of the program focuses on income maximization, 
education and training, and economic self-sufficiency.  
Year Two participants averaged an increase of 52% on their 
post-test Education/Vocation scores. Six participants are 
actively pursuing their educational and training goals, while 
12 participants either retained their employment, found new 
employment, or are actively seeking employment:

 One participant started graduate school at Northeastern • 
University; 

 One has been accepted at Salem State’s Master’s in • 
Social Work Program; 

 One of the mothers began an undergraduate program  • 
at Northeastern University;

 One began her undergraduate education at  Roxbury • 
Community College; 

 One participant recently completed her nursing degree; • 

 One participant completed a training program in medical • 
coding and billing and is currently engaged in an 
internship at a local hospital;

 Two participants secured full-time employment;• 

 Three found part-time employment;• 

Two are in a full-time job-search;• 

 Five maintained employment secured before entering  • 
the program.

Motivation.
Year Two participants averaged a 45% increase in their 
overall post-test scores. Attendance for both group and 
individual meetings among participants demonstrates their 
motivation to improve their economic situation: 

 Year One participants had an 85% attendance rate for • 
individual meetings and an 80% attendance rate for 
group meetings. 

 Year Two participants found it more difficult to attend • 
group meetings because of work and school schedules, 
but 100% participated in individual case management 
meetings by phone or in person.  

 Completion and implementation of Budget and Action • 
Plans also demonstrate participants’ motivation.

Outcomes

All Year One participants complete an initial clinical Assessment when they enter the 

program. This tool measures progress in four areas: Financial Literacy, Housing Stability, 

Education/Vocation, and Motivation. The outcomes for current participants are as follows:

“ Being a part of “A Lift Up” has redirected me 
and given me hope. At one point in my life, I 
felt hopeless and I thought nothing would work 
out. This group has made me realize that I’m not 
alone and you can get help. This program has really 
helped me in so many ways, not just financially, 
but emotionally. Even though these are hard times, 
my goal is to work on being in a better financial 
situation and maintaining it. Thank you.”  
                     - ALU Participant
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The importance of homelessness prevention, as distinct from 
helping people become rehoused after they have suffered 
homelessness, is illustrated by the following statistics:

 Over the past 12 months, over 7,000 families were • 
assisted with emergency shelters

 The number of families in the Emergency Assistance • 
shelters increased by 230% between October 2005  
and October 2010

 As of June 2011, there were over 3,600 families with • 
children in Mass Emergency Assistance Shelters

These statistics demonstrate the critical role played by  
often overlooked and underfunded homelessness 
prevention services like ALU. To address these statistics,  
we need not only increase shelter options for families 
but we need to make sure that more families don’t go 
into shelter in the first place. ALU is a unique resource 
that accomplishes this, thereby saving the City and the 
Commonwealth considerable amounts of money.  

In calendar year 2011, CMS provided financial assistance 
to nine participants. All had rent arrearages, and several 
had received a Notice to Quit and had gone to housing 
court. The average payment required was $675 per family, 
or roughly $6,000 total. Thanks to the intervention of ALU, 
all nine have remained housed. Taking into account CMS’s 
overhead for salaries, office expenses, etc., the cost per 
family was just over $7,000, or $63,000 for all nine families.

In contrast, the average cost to shelter a family in 
Massachusetts is over $26,000 per family. If all nine of 
these ALU families had gone into shelter, it would have cost 
$234,000. Keeping these 9 families out of shelter saved the 
state over $170,000.

ALU avoids the trauma of homelessness, retains women 
and their families in their communities, and ensures that 
children’s schooling is not interrupted, all this at a cost that 
is a fraction of the cost of shelter.  

Cost Savings

       ALU’s unique homeless prevention  
services can save the city and the  
Commonweath considerable amounts of money   

ALU cost to provide financial 
assistance to a single family  

to avoid homelessness

State yearly cost to  
shelter a homeless family  

in Massachusetts

$26,000

$7,000
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It spares the family the emotional, economic, educational, 
and social costs of living in a shelter, including devel-
opmental and educational delays for the children and 
potential job loss for the mother. Emotionally, it spares  
the mother the impact of hopelessness and despair.

Stable housing, education, vocational training, financial 
education, parenting support, and emotional encouragement 
provide a foundation from which these women headed 
households can begin to plan for a brighter future. ALU is 
a new program model with very encouraging measurable 
outcomes. Many elements must be identified and aligned 

to provide housing stability and to empower the strength 
that these women possess. By comprehensibly addressing 
a single mother’s economic hardship and the inevitable toll 
this takes on her and her children, ALU staff alleviates the 
mother’s overwhelming task of determining where to begin 
to change her life. A Lift Up provides women in poverty  
who are the head-of-households with hope, empowerment, 
and a path to a new life for themselves and their children.

Impact

Housing instability can be a chronic problem that takes an enormous toll on the family.  

By keeping ALU participants housed and by developing a Budget and Action Plan to 

maintain that housing through financial literacy, education, and training toward greater 

earning capacity, families avoid the harsh toll of homelessness.

[CASE STUdY ]

Joan is the mother of 5 girls; she works as 
a personal care attendant. She receives 
only $200 a month in child support, so has 
trouble making ends meet every month. 
CMS assisted her with a rental arrearage 
to help her get back on track. Joan has 
a teen daughter who developed mental 
health issues. Because of work demands, 
it was difficult for Joan to take time off to 
find services for her. Her “A Lift Up” case 
manager linked the family with a mental 
health clinic which assigned a home-based 
therapist to help with her daughter’s issues.
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Based on the level of need, the growth of 

“A Lift Up” is a high priority. At the same 

time, the program’s success depends on the 

strength of the relationships involved. ALU 

participants receive a great deal of focused 

attention. Over many years, we have learned 

that our participants’ barriers to economic 

stability are best addressed in an individual 

or small-group setting. These intimate 

settings promote the development of trust 

and provide opportunities for participants to 

find support as they work to move on to the 

next stage in their lives.

Next Steps

About the Author: For almost 30 years, Mary MacDonald has been working in the human service field at such non-profit organizations 
as the Pine Street Inn, Housing Assistance Corporation, and the Women’s Lunch Place. Her experience includes program support, 
resource development, and communications. In recent years, Mary has specialized in consulting with a variety of non-profit organizations to 
communicate the essence and impact of their organization’s mission, programmatic goals, and accomplishments through grant writing, case 
statements, newsletters, web content, opinion pieces, and impact statements.

City Mission Society of Boston (CMS), the oldest multi-service agency in New England, has been serving the educational, economic and 
social needs of impoverished Boston area residents since 1816. Last year CMS provided services to nearly 45,000 individuals, both directly  
and through sponsorship of volunteer work. City Mission Society has three program areas:

•   “Homelessness Prevention” devotes its resources to identifying and assisting families and individuals who are at risk of homelessness,  
as it is far more caring and cost-effective to intervene before someone needs to be re-housed.  

•   “Community Engagement” creates opportunities for participants to learn first-hand about social justice issues. 
•   “Youth Peace Empowerment” sponsors training and social activities that equip Boston youth to address problems of violence  

in their communities.   

One mother had these words for future ALU participants:

“ Times may be hard. Boundaries may get in the way. Roads that we cross may  
get bumpy, but hang in there and stay strong and tomorrow will be a better day.” 

For more information about City Mission Society and “A Lift Up,”  
contact Paul Baxter at pbaxter@cmsboston.org visit www.cmsboston.org.


