




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:



Today's Presentation:

• Overview of 24 guaranteed income programs across Massachusetts

• Key themes from interviews with program administrators

• Spotlight on Camp Harbor View's successful model

• Strategic pathways for scaling and implementation
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 Complete catalog of all 
24 programs available in 
the full report appendix

Catalog of Guaranteed Income Programs in 
Massachusetts



• Research Approach: 9 in-depth 
interviews with 17 individuals 
across 12 organizations, plus 
review of evaluations, websites, 
and media coverage

• 24 Total GI Programs, 12 
Organizations Interviewed

• Interview Participants

o Program Leaders Directors and 
coordinators from GI programs 
across the Commonwealth

o Municipal Staff City officials from 
Cambridge, Chelsea, Somerville, 
and Salem

o Evaluators & Nonprofits 
Research teams and nonprofit 
administrators implementing 
programs
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Key Themes from Interviews
•  Responsible Spending Across all programs, participants overwhelmingly use cash 

for essentials: food, housing, transportation, and utilities. No evidence of misuse.

•  Dignity & Choice "GI restores dignity and choice to people that they should have 
had from the beginning" - Program Administrator

•  Family Impact United South End Settlements: Nightly reading to children rose 
from 7% to 33% in just months. "Mom happy, baby happy."

•  Stabilization vs. Mobility Programs show evidence of stabilization enabling other 
positive changes, rather than direct economic mobility transformation.
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Core Finding: GI creates conditions for advancement rather than directly producing economic 
mobility, providing essential stability that enables families to pursue longer-term goals.



Program design approaches
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Key Design Decisions: Massachusetts 
programs made strategic choices about 
funding, targeting, payment structure, and 
duration based on local needs and 
constraints.

Funding Models:
• Private Philanthropy
• Federal Relief Funds
• Public-Private Partnerships

Target Population Strategies:
• Income-Based Targeting
• Program Participation
• Experience-Based

Payment Structure Variations:
• Amount Range: $200-$2,000/month (most 

programs $400-$600) 
• Duration: 12-36 months (18 months most 

common) 
• Special Models: Completion bonuses, step-

down payments, etc.



Program Spotlight - 
Camp Harbor View Guaranteed Income Program

Program Design

• Target: Families connected to youth programming earning less than $70,500 per adult 
household member - above typical housing assistance thresholds to avoid benefit cliffs.

• Approach: Monthly payments of $583-$653 for 24-28 months, plus optional EmPath mobility 
mentoring and regular community gatherings.
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Why This Program Stands Out: One of the largest privately 
funded GI programs in the U.S., targeting the "mighty middle" - 

families earning too much for benefits but still struggling 
financially.



Camp Harbor View Success Factors
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 Strategic Targeting Focuses on "benefit cliff" families - those earning too much for public 
assistance but facing serious financial strain.

 Community Connection
Builds on existing relationships through youth programming, ensuring trust and engagement.

 Private Funding Model Entirely philanthropically funded, demonstrating sustainability through 
donor engagement and proven outcomes.

 Research-Informed Independent evaluation with treatment/control groups showed 
improvements in financial stability and family well-being.

Key Outcomes: Evaluation found significant improvements in financial stability, reduced anxiety, 
and enhanced family well-being. The model informed permanent program design and expansion.



Pathways Forward
•  Go Big at State Level - Create state-level GI program, expand EITC to increase its 

generosity, cover additional populations like those with no earned income, and/or scale 
up Child and Family Tax Credit significantly for transformative reach.

•  Make Programs More "Cash-Like" - Redesign existing programs to capture GI 
benefits. Add cash supplements to food distribution, home visiting, and other services.

•  Support Targeted Populations - Immigrant households, young adults aging out of 
foster care, people reentering from incarceration, and those facing medical crises.

•  Cash Benchmarking - Evaluate new programs against simple cash transfers. If 
programs don't outperform cash alone, choose cash-based supports instead.
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Core Insight: Trusting people with resources and giving them freedom to decide how to use them 
works. The question is how Massachusetts will build on this foundation.


