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OVERVIEW 
The MetroWest Housing Coalition is a diverse group of stakeholders who work together to 
support access to affordable housing in the MetroWest region1 (please see Appendix A for 
listing of participating organizations). We collaborate to share resources, engage in 
advocacy opportunities, and address systemic barriers to housing stability.  

In 2024, the Coalition conducted a listening project in Framingham, where residents 
shared their experiences with housing affordability, accessibility, and stability. The findings 
underscored both the severity of the statewide housing crisis and the need to understand 
its local impacts. Building on those insights, the Coalition expanded its work to 
Marlborough in 2025. 

Through 13 community listening sessions, we heard directly from 135 Marlborough 
residents about the city’s housing landscape, including its challenges, strengths, and 
opportunities for improvement.2 This report synthesizes those voices and highlights the key 
themes that emerged.  

Massachusetts faces a well-documented housing crisis, ranking among the states with the 
highest rents and lowest housing vacancy rates3. However, the pressures are not uniform 
across communities. 4 This project sought to capture the perspectives of Marlborough 
residents to better understand the city’s specific housing context and priorities. By 
elevating these voices, the findings provide guidance for future strategies that reflect local 
realities. The study also offers a valuable point of comparison with Framingham, 
highlighting both shared challenges and unique differences that deepen our understanding 
of how affordability issues unfold across the MetroWest region.  

 
1 Including the following cities/towns: Ashland, Bellingham, Dover, Framingham, Franklin, Holliston, Hopedale, 
Hopkinton, Hudson, Marlborough, Medfield, Medway, Mendon, Milford, Millis, Natick, Needham, Norfolk, Northborough, 
Sherborn, Southborough, Sudbury, Wayland, Wellesley, & Westborough. 
2 While demographic data was not explicitly collected, sessions were hosted exclusively within Marlborough and 
advertised to Marlborough residents. 
3 “Data Opens Doors: Measuring the Affordable Housing Gap in Massachusetts,” Housing Navigator MA 
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/288e6cedbd714c34b3d253c09f19704e 
4 “HOUSING STABILITY MONITOR: Massachusetts Evictions & Foreclosures,” Massachusetts Housing Partnership 
https://www.mhp.net/news/2025/housing-stability-monitor 
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I. OBJECTIVES 
a. To gain a deeper understanding of residents’ experiences in accessing 

affordable housing in Marlborough, including challenges and opportunities 
for improvement.  

b. To compile and synthesize resident input to be shared with the City of 
Marlborough and other stakeholders with the goal of informing local, 
regional, and statewide housing initiatives.  

II. APPROACH 
This research process was guided by a commitment to accessibility, community 
engagement, valuing individual experiences, and transparency. While research projects 
historically are extractive. 

 
 

Listening sessions were held in partnership with trusted community organizations across 
Marlborough, ensuring that residents could participate in familiar spaces. Stipends were 
provided to community partner sites to help support hosting and recruitment, as well as 
reduce barriers to participation. Drawing on lessons learned in Framingham, this 
adjustment was introduced in Marlborough to reduce the burden on partner organizations 
and to strengthen collaboration. 

To ensure transparency, a project introduction statement was developed to explain the 
research goals and secure informed consent from participants. Appendices B and C 
contain the introduction, guiding questions, and a feedback survey used to evaluate the 
sessions. Questions combined open-ended prompts with structured formats to capture 
qualitative and quantitative insights. 



 5      

Listening sessions combined both individual and group formats, depending on participant 
preference. Some residents chose one-on-one conversations, while others engaged in 
group dialogue. By allowing flexibility, the process honored resident choice and created 
space for people to share in the way that they felt most comfortable. All questions 
included a “decline to answer” option, and participants were reminded that they could 
contribute as much or as little as they wished. 

To protect privacy, no names or personally identifiable information were collected. This 
helped create an environment where residents could speak openly about their 
experiences. In recognition of their time and contributions, each participant received a gift 
card.  

III. PROCESS 

 

From January through March 2025, the MetroWest Housing Coalition worked with 
community partners to identify sites that serve as trusted spaces for Marlborough 
residents, particularly those most affected by housing challenges. These sites included: 

 Advocates  
 Employment Options Inc. 
 Marlborough Boys & Girls Club 
 Marlborough Human Services Office – South Middlesex Opportunity Council 

(SMOC) & The United Way 
 Marlborough Public Library 
 Marlborough Public Schools (MPS) 
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 Marlborough Senior Center 
 MetroWest Care Connection (MWCC) 
 MetroWest Free Medical Program (MWFMP) 
 Mirav Church 
 Recovery Connection – Spectrum Health Systems 
 Roland’s House Men’s Shelter – SMOC 

By engaging partners across sectors—such as health and recovery services, family support 
programs, schools, and faith-based organizations—the Coalition ensured that a wide 
range of perspectives were represented. Partnering with sites that serve specific 
populations, such as older adults, families experiencing housing insecurity, and 
individuals with disabilities, also helped ensure that historically marginalized voices were 
included. 
 
Between March and May 2025, outreach to residents was conducted through multilingual 
flyers (English, Spanish, and Portuguese) distributed at partner sites and through Coalition 
networks.  

Between May 13, 2025 and November 13, 2025, a total of 13 listening sessions were held 
across 12 community partner sites, engaging 135 residents: 
 

 

Advocates 

1 Resident 

Employment Options 
Inc 

9 Residents 

Marlborough Human 
Services Office 

10 Residents 

Marlborough Public 
Schools 

23 Residents 

Marlborough Senior 
Center 

8 Residents 

MetroWest Care 
Connection 

6 Residents 

MetroWest Free 
Medical Program 

14 Residents 

Mirav Church 

6 Residents 

Marlborough Boys & 
Girl’s Club 

6 Residents 

Marlborough Public 
Library 

13 Residents 

The Recovery 
Connection 

29 Residents 

Roland’s House Men’s 
Shelter 

10 Residents 
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Of the 135 residents we spoke to, just over half (52%) were individuals whose primary 
language is English. Spanish was the second most represented language at 31%, and 
Portuguese accounted for 17%.  

 

 

Though additional demographic data was not explicitly collected, participants shared 
several aspects of their identities and lived experiences during conversations. Below 
please find an overview of the communities that were represented in the listening 
sessions: 

 
 

Varied Ages (Young Folks - Older Adults)

Mixed Immigration Statuses (Undocumented Folks, Newcomers, & U.S. Born Individuals)

Formerly Incarcerated Individuals

Folks with Disabilities, Behavioral Health Needs, and/or Substance Use Disorder

Diverse Household Structures (Families & Single Individuals, Multi-Generational Households)

LGBTQIA+ Identities

BIPOC, Brazilian, & Hispanic/Latino Communities

Source: Marlborough Listening Session Data 

English
52%

Portuguese
17%

Spanish
31%

Graph 1: Primary Language Of Residents
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After each session, participants were invited to complete a short survey about their 
experience. In December 2025, the Coalition analyzed the data and developed project 
deliverables, including this report and a community flyer summarizing the findings. 
Beginning in January 2026, results will be shared with stakeholders and participants. Flyers 
will be distributed in English, Spanish, and Portuguese at the sites where sessions were 
hosted to ensure accessibility. 

Please note that residents in this research project were exclusively tenants or 
homeowners, and there was no representation from landlords. 

IV. FINDINGS   
1. Housing Instability and Inadequate Housing Conditions Create 

Significant Strain for Marlborough Residents  

A startling 57% of residents reported that they are currently living in arrangements that lack 
permanence, including shelters, renting apartments they cannot afford, staying outside, 
sleeping in a vehicle, or temporarily staying elsewhere. As Graph 2 shows, residents who 
reported that they were renting but at risk of homelessness (23%) represented a larger 
portion than those living in an affordable apartment (21%).  

 

 

Source: Marlborough Listening Session Data 

8
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PERMANENTLY STAYING WITH OTHERS
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STAYING IN A VEHICLE

STAYING OUTSIDE
GROUP LIVING ENVIRONMENT

STUDENT HOUSING

Graph 2: Residents' Housing Statuses
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When examining overall rates of housing insecurity, Marlborough and Framingham are 
nearly identical.5 In both communities, more than half of participants reported insecure 
housing situations, while fewer described stable housing like homeownership or 
affordable rentals. The distribution of housing status varied between the two cities, with 
Marlborough having nearly twice as many residents who reported renting but being at risk 
of homelessness compared to Framingham. This local reality reflects Massachusetts’s 
statewide crisis with overall homelessness at the highest levels on record since 2007.6 

Housing Challenges Extend Beyond Homelessness  
Although 43% of Marlborough residents reported being stably housed, an alarming 
proportion of respondents indicated concerns regarding the quality and/or conditions of 
their accommodation. Nearly three-quarters of Marlborough residents reported 
inadequate housing situations, compared to just over half in Framingham.  

 
5 “Report on Affordable Housing Access in Framingham,” MetroWest Housing Coalition https://bhpmw.info/metrowest-
housing-coalition/ 
6 “Housing Stability Monitor: Massachusetts Evictions & Foreclosures” Matija Jankovic at Massachusetts Housing 
Partnership https://www.mhp.net/news/2025/housing-stability-monitor 

“I have no safe shelter at 
all.” 

“I just want a place to 
live.” 

“I’ve been in shelter for 5 months waiting 
for a bed through the COC to open up.” 

57%
43%

Framingham
Yes No

Source: Marlborough Listening Session Data 

Responses to “Does your current housing meet your needs?” in Marlborough vs. Framingham 

Source: Framingham Listening Session Data 

27%

73%

Marlborough

Yes No
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As Graph 3 shows, residents cited “distance from employment, medical care, and/or 
social supports” (27%) as the top reason for housing failing to meet their needs. For 24% of 
respondents, their current housing is an inappropriate housing type, such as shared 
housing when individuals need their own space, unsupported rather than supported living, 
or temporary versus long-term housing. Some residents also reported poor physical 
conditions, such as broken appliances, pests, or lack of heat.  

 

For those living in overcrowding, there were overwhelming concerns around health 
impacts. One individual staying in shelter expressed gratitude for having somewhere to 
stay but noted “you never have your own space, and it wears on you. Therapy only helps so 
much.” This sentiment was shared by countless residents in shelter, temporarily staying 
with others, and living in units that were too small. Research shows that severe crowding 
can result in negative health outcomes—echoing what Marlborough residents described 
during listening sessions.7 

 
7 “Shut Out: Understanding the affordable housing crisis in MetroWest,”slide 9, MetroWest Health Foundation 
https://d2yy08d49bfqoo.cloudfront.net/documents/Shut-Out_Affordable-Housing-Crisis-in-MetroWest-December-
2022.pdf 

Source: Marlborough Listening Session Data 

INADEQUATE SIZE , 20%

FAR FROM 
EMPLOYMENT, SOCIAL 

SUPPORTS, OR MEDICAL 
CARE, 27%

INAPPROPRIATE TYPE OF 
HOUSING

24%

POOR PHYSICAL 
CONDITION, 4%

SAFETY CONCERNS, 20%

Graph 3: Reasons That Housing Fails to Meet Resident Needs
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Residents described living in housing that consumes most of their income yet still fails to 
meet their needs. Many spoke of accepting housing that was “better than nothing” despite 
knowing it was unsuitable, because no other options existed:  

Fear of retaliation—such as rent hikes for requesting repairs or threat of eviction—further 
discourages tenants from advocating for safe conditions. Like in Framingham, feelings of 
disempowerment were prevalent among residents. One mother shared that she currently 
lives in an affordable unit with her son, who is on the Autism spectrum. Though the unit is 
affordable, the building is unsafe and negatively impacting both her and her son. However, 
she cannot afford to move out of a subsidized unit in the current housing market. With 
limited options, residents often worry that self-advocacy could jeopardize their present 
housing and leave them with nowhere else to go. 

This gap points to a deeper issue: even when residents in Marlborough secure housing, it 
frequently fails to provide the conditions, space, safety, or proximity to essential services 
that they require. For many Marlborough residents, stability alone does not guarantee 
suitability or accessibility. 

Barriers to Stable Housing in Marlborough  

“I had to get rid of everything I owned 
to move into a one-bedroom and 
there are three of us there.” 

"I'm in a motel but it is 
unsustainable." 

"I am renting a one bedroom for 
my daughter and am staying in 

the living room because I can’t 
afford anything else." "It is hard not to worry about the 

uncertainty of a month-to-month 
lease, but that’s all the landlord 

will give me." 

"I'm limited even in my own 
apartment because it’s 

inaccessible but it’s my only 
option or be homeless." 
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As Graph 4 shows, there are diverse challenges that Marlborough residents face when 
trying to secure stable housing, with affordability identified as the most significant barrier.  

 

 

63% of all reported barriers were tied to affordability, including high market rents, low or 
fixed incomes, limited supply of income-based units, and insufficient financial assistance 
programs. These local patterns mirror statewide trends with Massachusetts continuing to 
face historically low vacancy rates, rising costs, and demand for affordable units far 

LOW AND/OR FIXED 
INCOME

16%

HIGH HOUSING COST 
OF MARKET RATE UNITS

17%

LIMITED SUPPLY OF 
AFFORDABLE/INCOME-

BASED UNITS
15%

LIMITED FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE 
(EX: SUBSIDIES, RENTAL 

ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS,ETC)
15%

DISCRIMINATION
10%

LACK OF KNOWLEDGE 
ON AVAILABLE 

RESOURCES / UNSURE 
WHERE TO GO

15%

CONCERNS AROUND FINANCIAL 
IMPLICATIONS OF ACCESSING 

HOUSING SUPPORT (EX: OWING 
THE STATE)

5%

ELIGBILITY REQUIREMENTS 
(EX: BACKGROUND 

CHECKS, CORI, CREDIT)
4%

CONCERNS AROUND IMMIGRATION 
IMPLICATIONS OF ACCESSING 

HOUSING SUPPORT
3%

Graph 4: Reported Barriers to Affordable Housing

Source: Marlborough Listening Session Data 
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outpacing supply.8 Residents’ reports of long waitlists and trade-offs between rent and 
basic needs echo what state data show: affordability pressures are forcing households to 
make difficult choices.9 

These factors create a gap between household earnings and local housing costs that 
residents cannot close without sacrificing other essentials. The consequences of this gap 
are profound, with 75% of residents reporting that they must decide between paying for 
housing and covering basic needs like food, medication, and utilities. Even homeowners, 
who are often perceived to be stably housed, are struggling to meet the high cost of living. 
For many, this is not an occasional hardship but a constant reality that erodes financial 
stability and health: 

 

Medical costs and food were reported as the top expenses that residents find themselves 
unable to afford, highlighting concerns for public health. As research shows, inadequate 
access to housing, food, and healthcare puts individuals at higher risk of chronic illness, 
increased ER visits, and poorer health outcomes.10  

 
8 According to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, affordable housing “is housing on which the 
occupant is paying no more than 30 percent of gross income for housing costs, including utilities.”  

9 “Food insecurity in Massachusetts reaches 37%, affecting 2 million adults,” MassLive 
https://katherineclark.house.gov/in-the-news?ID=72FEC927-EF48-4C22-AB4B-E541EDB7567C 
10 “Housing and Homelessness as a Public Health Issue,” American Public Health Association 
https://www.apha.org/policy-and-advocacy/public-health-policy-briefs/policy-database/2018/01/18/housing-and-
homelessness-as-a-public-health-issue 

“To pay for my house I can’t afford 
health insurance” 

“I pay the rent first, then spend 
on food, and lastly on medical or 

other expenses.” 

“Expenses are costly and sometimes 
we don’t even have enough for food” 

“I have to pay housing expenses instead 
of going to the doctor” 

“It is either pay the rent or eat. 
My older children help me.” 
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As we heard in Framingham, many residents struggle to afford the upfront move-in costs 
(first month, last month, and security deposit) required to sign a lease, given the high rents. 
While programs like the Residential Assistance for Families in Transition (RAFT) can help 
cover these costs and do not require legal immigration status, fear and uncertainty remain 
significant barriers.11 Several residents expressed concern that accessing assistance 
could negatively impact their immigration status, even though this is not the case for RAFT. 
In fact, 3% of respondents reported worries about potential immigration implications, and 
5% shared concerns about financial repercussions, such as owing money to the state. 
These fears often prevent residents from seeking support they are eligible to receive. 

Residents also identified administrative hoops as another set of barriers when trying to 
access stable housing. Eligibility requirements for housing (both affordable and market-
rate)—such as credit checks, CORI screenings, and eviction history—were repeatedly 
cited as barriers that exclude applicants despite urgent need. As one older adult shared 
with us, “I have bad credit but it’s because I lost my husband, but they don't care why.” 
Families also reported restrictions tied to household composition, such as landlords 
refusing to rent to families with children.  

Top Community Concern: Scarcity of Affordable Housing Options 
When asked, “What is your biggest concern around housing in the community?”, residents 
overwhelmingly identified affordability as the most pressing issue. Over half of 
respondents (52%) cited high rents, cost of living, and unrealistic income requirements as 
their primary concern. This finding makes sense given the high cost of living in MetroWest, 
where a family with one earning adult and two dependent children must earn $49 per hour 
to adequately pay for food, shelter, and other basic needs.12 This stark figure illustrates 
that the gap between wages and the cost of living is forcing households into difficult trade-
offs—such as sacrificing food, healthcare, or safety to maintain housing: 

 
11 Apply for RAFT, https://www.mass.gov/how-to/apply-for-raft-emergency-help-for-housing-costs 
12 “Housing and Homelessness Prevention,” Community Foundation for MetroWest 
https://www.communityfoundationmw.org/grants-programs/action-projects/housing-and-homelessness-prevention/ 

“I worry I won’t have enough 
money and will be on the 

streets with my daughter.” 

“I applied to 50 apartments 
and heard back from 1.” 

“Rent is getting more expensive 
every day and life here is very 
costly! I am very afraid of not 
being able to pay my rent.” 
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Concerns about homelessness and shelter access were also prevalent (21%), with 
residents expressing fear of eviction and the lack of emergency options. Notably, residents 
emphasized the urgent need for a women’s shelter in Marlborough, citing the absence of 
safe, gender-specific spaces for those experiencing homelessness.  

While affordability was the dominant theme, residents also raised issues around limited 
housing supply and the lack of diverse housing options. Participants stressed that 
Marlborough needs housing that accommodates different income levels, family sizes, and 
age groups, including units for older adults, young adults transitioning to independence, 
and families seeking multi-generational living arrangements. Several residents noted 
frustration that new developments often prioritize luxury units over affordable ones, 
leaving few options for those with modest incomes. 

  

2. Gaps In Knowledge and Siloed Service Systems Limit Access to 
Housing Support 

Residents’ experiences reveal that Marlborough’s housing support system faces 
challenges beyond affordability. Structural and informational gaps make assistance 
difficult to access, creating a fragmented system that feels overwhelming, particularly for 
those already under stress from housing instability. A 2023 United Way report underscores 
this issue at the statewide level, noting that siloed systems and poor coordination make it 
“nearly impossible” for families and even frontline workers to navigate housing assistance 
effectively.13 These barriers are compounded by an insufficient number of housing 
navigators and providers, limiting the system’s capacity to guide residents through 
complex processes. 

While affordability remains the most significant barrier to housing stability, the listening 
sessions highlighted that lack of knowledge and systemic fragmentation are equally 
critical obstacles. Residents repeatedly described feeling confused and unsupported 
when trying to access housing resources, noting that even when programs exist, they often 
remain out of reach due to limited awareness, unclear eligibility requirements, and siloed 
service delivery. 

Of the 135 residents who shared their experiences, 71 (53%) identified lack of knowledge 
about available housing resources as a primary obstacle to obtaining housing stability. 

 
13 “New Report Sheds Light on Impact of Service Silos on Housing Crisis in Massachusetts,” Xavier Andrews, United Way 
Massachusetts Bay https://unitedwaymassbay.org/blog/new-report-sheds-light-on-impact-of-service-silos-on-housing-
crisis-in-massachusetts 
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Despite the presence of resources in MetroWest, many residents do not know what 
support exists, whether they qualify, or how to begin the process.  

To better understand what services residents are aware of, they were asked where they 
might go if they were to have a housing issue. As in Framingham, residents overwhelmingly 
cited South Middlesex Opportunity Council (SMOC) as the main resource they are aware of 
when facing housing challenges. Faith communities were continually identified as one of 
the most trusted community spaces for folks to go when they are in need.  
 
Other community partners identified include: 

• Advocates 
• Boys & Girls Club 
• Department of Children & Family 

Services (DCF) 
• Department of Transitional 

Assistance (DTA) 
• Employment Options Inc. 
• Marlborough Community 

Cupboard 
• Marlborough Human Services 

Office 
• Marlborough Public Schools (MPS) 

• Marlborough Senior Center 
• Marlborough Human Services 

Office 
• Marlborough Public Schools (MPS) 
• Marlborough Senior Center 
• MetroWest Free Medical Program 

(MWFMP) 
• MetroWest Care Connection 

(MWCC) 
• Mirav Church 
• St Vincent De Paul  

 
While these organizations play a critical role in supporting various community needs, such 
as food insecurity, clothing, and medical services, residents emphasized that awareness 
of specific housing assistance programs is limited: 

 

Access challenges are particularly acute for new arrivals and those facing language 
barriers, who described feeling “lost” in a system that assumes familiarity and English 
proficiency. One resident shared, “when you don’t speak English it is very difficult.” For 

“You hear about housing 
programs, but no one tells 

you where to start.” 

“At this moment, I don’t know 
where to go for housing.” 

“I get different information 
from everyone I talked to.” 



 

  
The MetroWest Housing Coalition is convened by: 
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these residents, lack of knowledge is not just an information gap, but indicative of larger 
structural barriers that disproportionally impact marginalized communities from accessing 
the very programs designed to support them.  
 
Fragmented Processes and Systemic Complexity 
Even when residents manage to connect with assistance programs, they often encounter 
duplicative steps, unclear requirements, and long delays. Among those who had 
previously accessed housing resources, 99% reported needing to engage with programs 
multiple times. This statistic reflects two realities: 
 

 Systemic complexity—residents restarting applications or re-submitting 
documents due to inconsistent timelines and confusing eligibility rules.  

 Cyclical housing instability—residents who successfully obtained housing but later 
found themselves in need of assistance again due to recurring instability. 

 

As one resident who was living in shelter shared, “My health makes it hard to sustain 
housing and my housing situation makes it hard to focus on my health. I need stability to be 
able to do both.” This sentiment was echoed by others facing housing insecurity and health 
challenges.  
 
The cyclical nature of housing insecurity was a recurring theme in both the Framingham 
and Marlborough listening sessions. Residents described moving in and out of stable 
housing over time, often due to job loss, health crises, or rising costs. For many, housing 
assistance is not a one-time need but an ongoing struggle. Without clear coordination and 
streamlined processes, residents risk falling through the cracks—delaying access to 
housing and prolonging instability. 
 
Rising Demand for Navigation Services 
The challenges described by residents are magnified by capacity constraints. Housing 
navigators and providers are in short supply, making it difficult to get timely, person-



 

  
The MetroWest Housing Coalition is convened by: 
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centered guidance. Appointments are scarce, staff are stretched thin, and proactive 
follow-up is rare. 

 

Residents reported complex barriers to navigating housing service systems, including 
language access, transportation, childcare, and documentation challenges. Program-level 
data reinforce this trend. The MetroWest Care Connection—a regional community 
resource hub—has seen a steady rise in housing-related needs among Marlborough 
residents seeking help: from 12% of people supported in 2023, to 27% in 2024, and 34% in 
2025. This increase underscores what the listening sessions reveal – housing challenges 
are intensifying, and demand for navigation and support services is growing faster than the 
system’s ability to respond. 

When asked about ways to improve the accessibility of housing support programs, 
residents emphasized the need for: 

 More housing navigators and providers  
 Increased public education on available resources  
 Expanded language access  
 Greater coordination among programs 
 Increased assistance with transportation and childcare barriers 

 

3. Discrimination And Stigma Create Additional Barriers to Housing 
Access 

Residents’ experiences reveal that stigma and discrimination remain pervasive barriers in 
Marlborough’s housing landscape, as we also found in Framingham. These issues 
compound affordability and accessibility challenges, leaving many residents feeling 
marginalized and further disempowered in their search for stable housing. 

“It is very difficult to navigate the 
system. Sometimes, I go around in 

circles and don't get anything 
done.” 

“When I submit a CHAMP 
application, I don’t have anyone I 

can contact to follow up.” 

“Our system is so 
overwhelmed…its bulging at 

the seams.” 
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Discrimination: A Systemic Barrier 
A striking 77% of residents reported experiencing discrimination during the housing 
process, underscoring the systemic inequities that persist even when Marlborough 
residents meet financial or eligibility requirements. Discrimination was reported across 
multiple dimensions, as shown in Graph 5: 

 

 

This distribution highlights two critical insights: 

1. Economic bias is deeply entrenched, with many landlords refusing government 
assistance or imposing penalties for family size. This disproportionately harms low-
income households and families. 

2. Identity-based discrimination remains widespread, affecting residents based on 
race, ethnicity, language, disability, and sexual orientation. These patterns mirror 
broader fair housing concerns across Massachusetts, where historically 
marginalized groups face compounded barriers to stability.14 

Residents described being denied housing or facing punitive conditions based on these 
factors. Examples include landlords refusing to accept government assistance, imposing 

 
14 “Housing and Homelessness Prevention,”Community Foundation of MetroWest 
https://www.communityfoundationmw.org/grants-programs/action-projects/housing-and-homelessness-prevention/ 

Source: Marlborough Listening Session Data 

Disability
10%
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14%
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Gender Identity 
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14%
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If Receiving Gov't 
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Graph 5: Experiences of Discrimination in Housing
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rent hikes for families with children, or rejecting applicants due to sexual orientation. One 
participant shared: “I got financial help to rent a house, but the landlord would not rent to 
me because I have 5 kids.” 

These practices perpetuate inequity and force residents into unsafe housing, unaffordable 
housing, or homelessness. 

Stigma: The Hidden Weight 
In addition to discrimination, residents described the emotional toll of stigma—feeling 
judged, dismissed, or devalued when seeking housing assistance. Stigma often stems 
from harmful stereotypes, such as assumptions that those experiencing housing instability 
are “lazy,” “drug users,” or undeserving of help. This discourages individuals from 
disclosing housing needs or pursuing assistance, reinforcing cycles of insecurity. 

 
Stigma also appeared in recovery contexts, where some residents felt pressured to relapse 
to qualify for housing: “They basically told me to go use and then they could help me.”  

As these experiences highlight, stigma and discrimination work together to create a 
housing environment where residents face not only financial and logistical challenges but 
also social and psychological ones.  

Community Strength: Informal Support Networks  
Despite stigma, discrimination, and systemic barriers, residents consistently emphasized 
the importance of informal and interpersonal support networks. These networks—friends, 
family, and peers—often serve as lifelines when formal systems fail. Residents described 
sharing housing, pooling resources, and exchanging information about available units or 
assistance programs. 

Several participants noted borrowing money from one another to cover rent or utilities, 
demonstrating how community solidarity fills gaps left by inadequate institutional support. 
One individual shared that they were “crashing on the floor in a friend’s motel room” 
because no other options were available. Others described helping each other navigate 
housing applications or accompanying one another to resource fairs. 

“I’ve been treated as if I don’t 
matter.” 

“They treat me with 
indifference” 
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A particularly powerful example emerged during a listening session: Several Spanish-
speaking women attended the session, including one who was new to Marlborough and 
unfamiliar with local resources—even the location of the food pantry. During the 
discussion, the women exchanged phone numbers and created a group chat to share 
information about housing, food, and community services, helping one another navigate 
the system. 

However, reliance on informal networks is not a substitute for structural solutions—it 
reflects gaps in formal housing systems that must be addressed. Strengthening these 
networks through peer-led navigation programs, community ambassadors, and resource-
sharing platforms could amplify their impact while systemic reforms take shape. 

 

V. RECOMMENDATIONS 
Due to the small sample size of this study, larger-scale research on affordable housing 
experiences in Marlborough is necessary. To ensure that policies, projects, and 
interventions are responsive to the experiences of those impacted by housing issues, the 
following recommendations are provided: 

Expand Resident-Centered Research 
 This report highlights critical insights from Marlborough residents, however the 

small sample size limits generalizability. Future research should build on these 
findings by continuing to amplify resident voices through listening sessions, 
interviews, and surveys. Including qualitative methods will help uncover nuanced 
barriers such as language access, systemic fragmentation, and discrimination that 
quantitative data alone may overlook. Importantly, future efforts should ensure that 
historically marginalized voices—including immigrants, non-English speakers, and 
individuals with disabilities—are intentionally included. Doing so will help address 
the stigma and discrimination residents reported, creating research that reflects the 
experiences of those most impacted by housing instability and informs equitable 
solutions. 

 
Engage Diverse Stakeholder Perspectives in Research 

 Residents shared concerns about housing eligibility requirements, discrimination, 
and fear of retaliation when requesting repairs. Including landlords and property 
managers in future research will provide a more complete understanding of rental 
practices, barriers to participation in affordable housing programs, and 
opportunities for collaboration. This engagement can inform strategies to reduce 
bias and improve landlord-tenant relationships. Additionally, engaging housing 
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service providers is critical to understanding systemic challenges such as siloed 
programs, capacity constraints, and language access gaps. Their input can help 
identify where processes break down and inform strategies to make housing 
systems more responsive to residents’ changing needs.  
 

Analyze Qualitative Data Compared to Housing Stock 
 Listening sessions revealed incongruence between residents’ needs and available 

housing options—such as overcrowding, inaccessible units, and lack of affordable 
rentals. Comparing these qualitative findings with local housing inventory data will 
help identify gaps in unit types, affordability levels, and accessibility features, 
guiding future development priorities. 
 

Examine Larger Political Trends 
 Housing challenges in Marlborough are influenced by broader policy and economic 

conditions. Future research should explore how statewide legislation, funding 
priorities, and regulatory changes impact local housing systems—particularly as 
new bills and budget decisions are introduced during the current legislative cycle. 
Understanding these external forces will help stakeholders anticipate emerging 
challenges and design strategies that remain responsive in a shifting policy 
environment. 

 
 

VI. CONCLUSION  

Securing affordable, accessible housing in Marlborough continues to prove challenging. 
Due to historically low vacancy rates and an incredibly high cost of living, Marlborough 
residents are struggling more than ever to find housing that is sustainable and meets their 
needs. The following data points highlight the severity of the housing crisis: 
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Alignment of Marlborough and Framingham housing security trends suggests that housing 
instability is not isolated to one area but reflects a broader regional challenge. Combined 
with affordability constraints and systemic barriers, these conditions appear to create a 
pathway into housing that is often difficult for residents to navigate successfully. 

The development of local and regional housing strategies offers an important opportunity 
for Marlborough to make a positive impact on the housing landscape. It is hoped that the 
findings from this report will provide insight into the complexity of the housing crisis and 
serve as a foundation for future research and collaborative action to create a more 
equitable and accessible housing system. 

 

 

57% of respondents are currently living in unstable housing situations

63% of respondents' reported housing barriers were tied to affordability, 
including high rents and low or fixed incomes

75% of respondents' must decide between paying for housing expenses 
and paying for necessities such as food, medication, and clothing

77% of respondents reported experiencing discrimination during the 
housing process
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VII. APPENDIX 
A. MetroWest Housing Coalition Organizational Membership List 

The Coalition has representation from the following organizations, departments, offices, & 
municipalities: 

Advocates, Ashland Human Services, Assabet Valley Collaborative, Anchored in Recovery, 
Bethany Hill Place, Callahan Senior Center, City of Framingham, Community Foundation 
for MetroWest, Elemental Intuition, Emerson Home Care, Family Promise MetroWest, First 
Congregational Church of Natick, Framingham City Council, Framingham Community 
Justice Support Center, Framingham Department of Public Health, Framingham FORCE, 
Framingham Housing Authority, Framingham Juvenile Court Clinic, Framingham Police 
Department, Framingham Public Schools, Greater Framingham Community Church, 
Hopkinton Youth & Family Services, Hudson Health Department, Jewish Family Services of 
MetroWest, Marlborough Public Schools, Massachusetts Department of Correction, Metro 
Community Development Corporation, MetroWest Center for Independent Living, 
MetroWest Food Collaborative, MetroWest Health Foundation, MetroWest Legal Services, 
MetroWest Mediation Services, MetroWest YMCA, Natick Health Department, Natick 
Housing Authority, Natick Public Schools, Natick Service Council Inc., Office of Senate 
President Karen Spilka, South Middlesex Opportunity Council, Spectrum Health Systems, 
Town of Acton, Town of Ashland, Town of Southborough Youth and Family Services, Tufts 
Medical Center Cancer Care Framingham, United Way of Tri-County, Wayside Tempo 
Young Adult Resource Center, Westborough Youth and Family Services, Westborough 
Housing Authority. 

 

B. Community Listening Session Introduction & Questions 

Introduction 
The MetroWest Housing Coalition is a group of organizations and housing service providers 
who come together to support affordable housing in Marlborough. The coalition is currently 
working on a project to better understand community members’ experiences with housing 
in order to: 

1. Improve housing services 
2. Increase access to resources 
3. Advocate for the community’s needs 

 
As a community member, you have important knowledge, experiences, and insights into 
the realities of accessing housing in the MetroWest area. By participating in this 
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community conversation, you will be providing valuable information that is necessary to 
improve affordable housing resources and advocacy efforts. This information will help us 
to better support you in accessing housing resources and will guide our efforts to 
strengthen affordable housing in our community.  

Your input in today’s session will remain anonymous. We will be taking notes during our 
conversations, but we will not record your name or any identifying information. We ask that 
everything shared today remains confidential and is not shared with anyone outside the 
listening session. You may skip or choose not to answer any question. 

To compensate you for your time today, you’ll receive a Visa gift card.  

Once we have analyzed the information from today’s conversations, we will follow up with 
the community organization and provide updates to be shared with you all.  

Do you have any questions? 

Thank you very much for participating in this exercise.  

Listening session questions: (you may decline to answer any question) 

1. Where are you currently living/staying?* 
a. I own a home 
b. I am renting an apartment that I can afford 
c. I am renting an apartment that I cannot afford and/or am at risk of losing 
d. I am renting a room 
e. I am staying in a motel/hotel 
f. I am temporarily staying with others (ex: with friends, family, community 

members, etc.) 
g. I am permanently staying with others (ex: with friends, family, community 

members, etc.) 
h. I am staying at a shelter 
i. I am staying in a vehicle  
j. I am staying at a group home, transitional living program, sober living 

program, etc. 
k. I am staying outside  
l. I am living/staying in another situation: _____________________ 

 
2. Does your current housing meet you and your family’s needs?  

a. For example, is your housing:  
i. The proper size to for your family 



 

  
The MetroWest Housing Coalition is convened by: 

26  

ii. Close to your employment  
iii. Close to your relatives/family/community supports 
iv. Close to your medical care and/or social services 
v. In acceptable physical condition (ex: proper sanitation, free from lead 

& mold, meets structural codes, etc.) 
vi. Physically accessible (ex: if needed - has a wheelchair ramp, large 

doorways, bathroom handrails, etc.) 
vii. The appropriate type of housing (ex: shared vs independent living) 

viii. A permanent/long-term vs a temporary accommodation  
ix. A safe environment (ex: free from fear of harassment/discrimination) 
x. Other___________________________________________________ 

 
3. Have you ever had to decide between paying your housing expenses or taking care 

of you/your family’s other essential needs?  
a. For example, having to pay housing expenses instead of buying food, going to 

the doctor, paying for medication, etc. 
 

4. When you have a housing related need, where do you/would you go for assistance?  
a. Which organizations, community spaces, families, or community leaders do 

you trust? 
 

5. What housing resources/supports are you aware of in the Marlborough community? 
a. If you’ve ever tried to access housing resources – what was your experience? 

(Were you able to find the resources you need? Were they helpful?) 
b. How many times have you tried to access housing resources 

 
6. What affordable housing resources do you think are missing in Marlborough? 

 
7. What type of challenges do you face when trying to access affordable housing? 

Affordable housing is housing that meets your needs and is financially 
sustainable – this means that you are able to pay your rent, bills, and 
for your necessities & you are not at risk of losing your housing due to 
the cost. 

a. Examples of challenges may include: 
i. Low and/or fixed income 

ii. High housing cost for market rate units 
iii. Limited supply of affordable/ income-based housing units 
iv. Limited financial assistance for housing (ex: subsidies, rental 

assistance, utility assistance) 
v. Discrimination  

vi. Lack of knowledge on the type of housing resources that exist in the 
community 
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vii. Unsure where to go for support  
viii. Concerns around financial implications of accessing housing support 

(ex: fear of owing the state) 
ix. Concerns around immigration implications of accessing housing 

support (ex: fear of deportation, fear of negative affect on future 
immigration status) 
 

8. What changes could be made to make housing service programs more accessible?  
a. What could we improve as organizations to better support you?  
b. What barriers get in the way of you accessing housing service programs? 

(What makes it challenging for you to utilize services?) 
 

9. What are your biggest concerns around housing in your community? 
 

10. Have you ever experienced discrimination, bias, or prejudice when trying to access 
housing and/or housing resources?  

a. Do you feel like you were treated differently/unfairly because of your identity 
and/or lived experiences?  

i. Have landlords ever asked you or your family about the following:  
1. Disability or the nature or severity of disability 
2. Race 
3. Ethnicity 
4. National origin 
5. Sexual orientation 
6. Gender 
7. Language 
8. Religion, 
9. Age of the applicants’ children 
10. Marital status 
11. If receiving government benefit assistance 
12. Military status 

 
11. What are the biggest community strengths/assets in Marlborough? 

 
12. As we complete this project, how would you like us to follow up with you to share 

our findings and updates? 
a. Social media postings (Facebook, TikTok, websites) 
b. Sharing with community associations/ organizations 
c. Sharing with religious communities 
d. Posting hard copy materials in public places 
e. Another format:  
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C. Community Listening Session Experience Survey 

Thank you so much for participating in our community conversation around affordable 
housing in Marlborough. 

Please use this form to tell us about your experience & share any additional input you may 
have. The survey will take approximately 5 minutes to complete. Your feedback will be 
used to improve future community conversations. 

1. Where are you currently living/staying?  
a) I own a home 
b) I am renting an apartment that I can afford 
c) I am renting an apartment that I cannot afford and/or am at risk of losing 
d) I am renting a room 
e) I am staying in a motel/hotel 
f) I am temporarily staying with others (ex: with friends, family, community 

members, etc.) 
g) I am permanently staying with others (ex: with friends, family, community 

members, etc.) 
h) I am staying at a shelter 
i) I am staying in a vehicle  
j) I am staying at a group home, transitional living program, sober living 

program, etc. 
k) I am staying outside  
l) I am living/staying in another situation:  
 

2. How would you rate your experience?  
a) 5 – I strongly enjoyed participating & would do so again in the future 
b) 4 – I enjoyed participating & would consider doing so again in the future 
c) 3 – I am neutral & would be open to future participation 
d) 2 – I disliked participating & most likely would not do so in the future 
e) 1 – I strongly disliked participating & would not do so in the future 

If you’d like, please share how we could improve_______ 

3. Do you feel that your input was respected?  
a) Yes 
b) No 

How can we do better next time? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

4. Do you feel like you were fairly compensated for your time?  
a) Yes 
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b) No 
How could we improve our compensation in the future? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

5. Do you feel that the conversation was accessible?  
Accessible means that you were able to participate in the way that is most 
comfortable for you and met your needs. 

a) Yes 
b) No 

How can we make the conversation more accessible? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

6. Do you have any additional feedback to share your experience participating in 
the community conversation?  

a) Yes 
_________________________________________________________________ 

b) No  
7. Do you have any additional feedback to share about housing in the MetroWest 

area? 
a) Yes 

_________________________________________________________________ 

b) No  
8. How would you like us to follow up with you to share our findings and updates? 

a) Via social media postings (Facebook, TikTok, websites) 
b) Sharing with community associations/ organizations 
c) Sharing with religious communities 
d) Posting hard copy materials in public places 
e) Another format 
 

I would prefer to receive 

information______________________________________________________ 

 

 

 


