
KEY TAKEAWAYS
Tenants with access to full legal assistance in housing court obtain more favorable outcomes 
than those without legal assistance. 

Two randomized evaluations have tested the impact of providing legal services to tenants compared to no offer of 
legal services on eviction court outcomes. Both studies found that legal services improved eviction court outcomes 
considerably.2,7 In New York City, an offer of full legal services reduced eviction warrants by 45 percent, reduced 
failure to appear by 44 percent, and reduced judgments by 39 percent.7 In Shelby County, Tennessee in 2022, an 
offer of legal services decreased eviction judgments by 37 percent after 30 days and by 23 percent after 180 days 
and reduced how much tenants owed in judgments by 34 percent. After a concurrent emergency rental assistance 
program ended, the effects on judgements and amount owed in judgements became smaller and diminished to 
zero after 180 days. The researchers suggest that the effectiveness of Right to Counsel is associated with the 
availability of rental assistance resources.2 One quasi experimental evaluation of New York City’s roll out of a Right to 
Counsel initiative found that tenants with access to legal representation were between 41 and 78 percent less likely 
to ultimately be evicted. Tenants with the highest risk of losing their case experienced the largest effects.3
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2 More research is needed to determine 
the effectiveness of unbundled legal 
services. 

Two randomized evaluations have tested the impact 
of an offer of full legal services compared to an offer 
of unbundled legal services (defined on the following 
page).5,6 In Boston, Massachusetts an offer of full legal 
services increased the likelihood that tenants 
remained in their units by 74 percent.6 However, 
another study in Massachusetts provided conflicting 
results, finding that full legal services were no more 
effective at improving housing outcomes compared 
to unbundled legal services.5 This null result could 
reflect the strength of the particular provider’s 
unbundled program or—as the authors suggest—stem 
from the less confrontational, more facilitative 
approach used by attorneys in the housing court 
proceedings; different outreach, intake, and case 
selection mechanisms; or the policy environment. 
More research is needed to determine the 
effectiveness of full services relative to unbundled 
legal services and of unbundled services alone.

23–45 PERCENT2,7

An offer of full legal services 
reduced eviction warrants by

Those who took up the offer 
experienced an even larger effect, with 
eviction warrants falling by 77 percent 
relative to unrepresented tenants.7 

7.5 MORE 
MONTHS OF RENT

Individuals who received full legal 
representation received payments 
or rent waivers worth

on average, than the comparison group.6

Legal Services 
in Housing Court
Existing research shows that full legal representation for tenants in housing 
court can reduce evictions.



INTERVENTION DETAILS
Evictions involve the forced displacement of people 
from their homes and dramatically increase the 
likelihood of homelessness. Landlords traditionally have 
a substantial advantage in housing court: in eviction 
court proceedings, landlords are legally represented in 
83 percent of cases while tenants are represented in 4 
percent of cases.1 The broad constitutional right to an 
attorney, as recognized by the US Supreme Court, 
applies only to criminal cases. Courts at the state and 
federal level have recognized a right to counsel in 
some civil cases, but none have done so in the 
housing context, and most tenants facing eviction 
cannot afford private lawyers.2 

Two major categories of legal services for tenants 
facing eviction are full legal representation and 
unbundled legal services. Legal providers also 
frequently provide brief advice, which is not included 
in this publication. 

Full legal representation provides comprehensive, 
individualized support throughout the duration of the 
case. Unbundled legal services involve a licensed 
attorney providing a reduced set of legal services, 
usually during a critical time in the case—such as 
during pretrial sessions—while the tenant represents 
themselves during all other stages of the case. 
Because they require a lighter level of engagement, 
attorneys can take on higher caseloads when 
providing unbundled services. Unbundled legal 
services are therefore generally less costly to provide 
than full representation. 

In jurisdictions with Right to Counsel laws, attorneys are 
provided to tenants at no cost, typically funded by the 
government and delivered through contracted legal 
service providers. In other jurisdictions, tenants may 
access pro bono or discounted legal assistance 
through nonprofit organizations, some of which 
proactively reach out to tenants, while others rely on 
tenants to seek out services. 

CITATIONS
Papers included in this brief are limited to quasi-experimental 
and randomized evaluations of legal representation for 
tenants in eviction court in the United States. 

1. Benfer, Emily A., Peter Hepburn, Valerie Nazarro, Leah 
Robinson, Jamila Michener, and Danya E. Keene. 2025. 
“A Descriptive Analysis of Tenant Right to Counsel Law 
and Praxis 2017–2024.” Housing Policy Debate 35(3): 
470–495.

2. Caspi, Aviv, and Charlie Rafkin. “Legal Assistance for 
Evictions.” Working Paper, October 2025. 

3. Cassidy, Michael T., and Janet Currie. 2023. “The effects 
of legal representation on tenant outcomes in housing 
court: Evidence from New York City’s Universal Access 
program.” Journal of Public Economics 222: 104844. 

4. Ellen, Ingrid Gould, Katherine O’Regan, Sophia House, 
and Ryan Brenner. 2021. “Do Lawyers Matter? Early 
Evidence on Eviction Patterns After the Rollout of 
Universal Access to Counsel in New York City.” Housing 
Policy Debate 31(3–5): 540–61. 

5. Greiner, D. James, Cassandra Wolos Pattanayak, and 
Jonathan Philip Hennessy. "How Effective Are Limited 
Legal Assistance Programs? A Randomized Experiment 
in a Massachusetts Housing Court." Working Paper, 
September 2012.

6. Greiner, D. James, Cassandra Wolos Pattanayak, and 
Jonathan Hennessy. 2013. “The Limits of Unbundled 
Legal Assistance: A Randomized Study in a 
Massachusetts District Court and Prospects for the 
Future.” Harvard Law Review 126: 901-989.

7. Seron, Carrol, Martin Frankel, Gregg Van Ryzin, and Jean 
Kovath. 2001. “The Impact of Legal Counsel on 
Outcomes for Poor Tenants in New York City's Housing 
Court: Results of a Randomized Experiment.” Law & 
Society Review 35(2): 419-434. 

Author: Kate Christie, J-PAL North America

Editor: Laina Sonterblum, J-PAL North America

Scientific Advisor: David Phillips, Wilson Sheehan Lab 
for Economic Opportunities

Acknowledgements: Content in this brief builds upon 
previous work written by Kalila Jackson-Spieker, Sara 
van Nes, and other J-PAL staff.

RIGHT TO COUNSEL

In 2026, “Right to Counsel” (RTC) laws for 
tenants facing eviction had been adopted 
by 28 jurisdictions including New York City, 
Los Angeles, and five states, to provide free 
defense attorneys in eviction cases. Two 
quasi-experimental evaluations have 
assessed the impact of RTC programs at 
scale3,4; more research is needed to 
understand how other housing market 
factors may respond to legally mandated 
representation, rather than legal services 
provided by local nonprofits. 


