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1. Data-driven research tracking who we are as a region and 
analyzing our pressing challenges

• Our central focus from the beginning

• More educational in nature

• Lead topics: population trends, especially by race/ethnicity; immigration; and income, 
poverty and wealth

• Other descriptive research on topics like housing, education, and transportation

THE WHAT
(the work we produce)





2. Policy analysis, design and modeling

• More recent addition over the past few years

• Big Ideas policy papers modeling promising state and local policy ideas for 
making change at scale

• The Color of the Capital Gap, A Guaranteed Income for Massachusetts, Zoned Out

• Seizing the Moment - A suite of 15 curated guest white paper 
submissions proposing ideas for building a just and equitable recovery 
from the pandemic.

THE WHAT
(the work we produce)





3. Racial wealth equity

• We’re in the third year of this effort, with two main components:

1. New research on topics like retirement security, homeownership support 
programs, and perceptions of wealth in Native American communities

2. Online resource library summarizing best existing research on determinants of 
the racial wealth gap

THE WHAT
(the work we produce)





• Written publications ranging from short articles to white papers to long-form reports
• Convenings
• Presentations and briefings to community groups
• Close partnerships with TBF program leaders, outside researchers and advocates. 

Recent examples of outside partnerships:
• UMass Boston and the four freestanding research institutes representing our region’s Black, Asian 

American, Latino and Native American communities
• The Brookings Institution
• Joint Center for Housing Studies at Harvard

• Proactive research support for local advocacy coalitions
• Responsive data support for TBF staff
• Media engagement

THE HOW
(how we produce the work)











In 2022, no European country 
made the top 10.

In 1990, six of the top 10 countries 
of origin were from Europe…













Wide-Ranging Research Questions

• How do cash payments affect employment?
• How is the money spent?
• Does GI improve long-term career trajectories and financial security?
• Does GI improve physical or mental health?
• Does GI improve housing stability?
• What payment amounts and durations are most effective?
• How do administrative costs for GI compare to traditional programs?
• Do short-term gains persist after payments stop?
• How does GI compare to other anti-poverty interventions?
• If done at scale, does GI contribute to inflation?



The Research Backdrop

COVID-19 context
• Overlapping interventions and rapid macroeconomic rebound make 

isolating GI impact tricky.

Programs were time-limited
• Participants knew payments would stop, affecting spending 

behavior (e.g., long-term leases).

Modest monthly payment levels
• e.g., $500/month for a household of 4 means only $125/person

Flexibility of cash leads to diffuse benefits



The Unconditional Cash Study 
by OpenResearch

Scale of Program
• Three-year duration, longer than most
• $1,000/month, higher than most
• 3,000 low-income individuals across two states 

(Texas and Illinois)

Evaluation Details
• Control group received $50/month
• Very low attrition rate
• Paired survey responses with administrative data 

(credit reports, health metrics).
• Ongoing tracking of participants post program



Conflicting interpretations of the same study…



Chelsea Eats

• Launched at height of COVID in Chelsea

• Led by city and Shah Foundation to supplement 
food distribution efforts

• ~2,200 households (15% of city households)

• Monthly cash payments of $200–$400

• Relatively short 6-to-9-month duration

• RCT design with low attrition

• Paired survey responses with administrative 
data (e.g. Chelsea Public Schools)



Cambridge RISE

• City of Cambridge has emerged as a leader in GI, 
launching multiple efforts in recent years.

• Initial Cambridge RISE pilot (2021) used an RCT.

• Small program size (130) and somewhat high 
attrition rate (30%) over 18 months.

• Precursor to Rise Up Cambridge (June 2023-Feb 
2025), which expanded program significantly with 
a universal approach covering ~2,000 households

• Evaluation of Rise Up is underway.



Labor Force Participation

• Chelsea Eats and Cambridge RISE showed no meaningful employment 
reductions.

o Cambridge=most optimistic local results. Participants saw full-time employment 
rise from 36 percent to 40 percent, while control group’s rate declined by 2 
percentage points.

• OpenResearch found a small reduction: 2 percentage points less likely 
to be employed, 1.3 fewer hours per week.  And earned income decline 
by about 5 percent. 

o This reduction was concentrated among participants under 30 who used some 
of the time for education or caregiving

o Leisure time went up for all age groups.



Labor Force Participation

Meta-analysis from Guaranteed Income In The Wild: Summarizing Evidence From 
Pilot Studies and Implications for Policy, Jain Family Institute



Spending, Savings, and Debt

Short-term spending

• Funds overwhelmingly used for essentials: food, housing, transportation.

• Helps participants reduce financial stress.

• No increase in spending on non-essentials or luxury goods.

• OpenResearch: Credit scores increased by an average of six points.

Savings and Debt

• OpenResearch: Participants slightly more likely to pay down debt and build 
emergency savings.

• Other studies (Compton Pledge) found some people able to avoid new debt or pay 
off small balances.



Education & Entrepreneurship

• Participants more likely to engage in job training or entrepreneurial 
activity, especially younger adults

• Cash allowed financial risk taking, reduced hours at low-wage jobs, 
paid for course fees/startup expenses

• Increased entrepreneurial intention, though no direct business creation 
during short pilots

• Cambridge RISE found modest improvements in children’s academic 
outcomes and increased parents’ expectations for their children’s 
education.



Health & Mental Health

Health

• Chelsea Eats: 27% decrease in emergency room visits. Other studies don’t find this 
reduction.

• Baby's First Years: Saw some faster brain development among infants in families 
receiving cash transfers.

• There are some new MA pilots focused on birth outcomes, child development, and 
disease management.

Mental Health

• Qualitative research consistently finds strong appreciation for how unconditional cash 
provides flexibility, dignity and personal agency.

• Most find improvements with stress, depression, or self-reported mental health. Some 
effects fade.



Housing & Food Security
Housing: 

• Participants feel better able to pay rent, cover utilities. And less likely to face eviction.

• But…rare to see statistically significant changes in housing stability or rent burden.

• Denver Basic Income Project (targeting homeless adults): Homelessness declined, 
but not statistically significant for treatment vs. control in long-term stability

Food Security: 

• Chelsea Eats and OpenResearch: Early improvements in food security. Some gains 
faded.

• Baby's First Years, Chelsea Eats, OpenResearch all found improvements in food 
quality—i.e. more fresh produce and higher satisfaction with meals

• Interestingly, use of food distribution in Chelsea actually increased among treatment 
group, suggesting trust building and complementarities



Beyond Local Pilots:
Lessons From Longer-Running Cash Programs

• Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend 

• Eastern Cherokee Casino Revenue Payments 

• Unconditional Cash Transfers in Low- and Middle-Income 
Countries

• COVID-19 Federal Stimulus Payments

• Expanded Child Tax Credit





Thank you!
Please sign up for the Boston Indicators email distribution list to receive our latest research:
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