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Introduction

Building off the contributions of previous reports on and research into Detroit homeownership and
housing finance, our project team was intrigued by a curious finding: Detroit is home to no less than 16
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) certified housing counseling agencies. This is
two-times more than any other municipality of comparable size in the U.S. Despite Detroiters having
access and  availability to homebuyer education,  very little is known about the outcomes of these
programs, their level of participation, and if participants ultimately purchase a home.

The project began with a FOIA request of HUD for 5 years’ worth of records for each of these agencies.
These agencies are  required to submit HUD Form 9902 quarterly. The plethora of programs suggests
there is strong demand for them, and by extension strong demand for homeownership in Detroit. Data
on these programs could serve as a measure of demand for single family homes in the city.

While waiting on this request the project pursued additional data on homeownership and housing
finance to better understand the context housing counseling participants experience when attempting to
buy a home in Detroit.

Consequently, our project was guided by two questions:
1. What is the demand for homeownership in Detroit, and can participation in HUD-certified

education  programs capture that demand?
2. What is the context of homeownership in Detroit that program participants face?



Background

Our second research question has interested many journalists, scholars, foundations, and community
agencies in recent years. It is no secret that Detroit faces numerous challenges rebuilding its housing
stock and making housing finance available to potential homebuyers. For example, Poethig and
colleagues (2017) at the Urban Institute identified factors related to demand, supply, and credit access
that all put downward pressure on the Detroit housing market. The National Community Reinvestment
Coalition (2018) similarly found disparities in lending behavior in Wayne County that made obtaining a
mortgage more difficult for low-moderate income and minority applicants.

Recognizing these and other challenges, the Homebuyer Ecosystem Working Group (2016) suggested
seven strategies to improve homeownership in Detroit: (1) establishing an information source for
professionals and website for homebuyers, (2) creating a “concierge/homebuyer advisor” call center for
homebuyers in Detroit, (3) converting clients who are “near-ready” into “mortgage-ready” with a
network of homebuyer counselors, (4) marketing target neighborhoods to reinforce community pride
and signal confidence to residents and homebuyers, (5) encouraging developers and CDCs to acquire,
renovate and sell more move-in ready homes, (6) providing specialized support to the realtor
community, and (7) establishing a Detroit Housing Compact to problem-solve and organize housing
strategies across organizations and sectors.

While there is now a Detroit Housing Compact to organize strategies and work towards homeownership
for low-moderate income buyers, progress on many of these strategies has been slow or incomplete. In
the face of these challenges, housing counseling has proliferated as a pre-condition for mortgage
approval, particularly for down payment assistance (DPA)  through the Michigan State Housing
Development Authority and Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) lenders.

In addition to the overall number of participants who take housing counseling programs, little is known
about their outcomes, both in terms of obtaining financing and closing on a house. There is some
literature to suggest that participating in housing counseling can improve credit scores and debt
payment behaviors, but specific program outcomes have proven very difficult to identify and assess.



Housing Demand

Much has been written over the years detailing the national and local crisis related to access to
affordable housing. To better understand the demand for affordable single family housing in Detroit, the
research team obtained data highlighted in this report from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD). HUD education programs include topics such as: financial literacy, fraud prevention,
fair housing, and pre-purchase homebuyer education, among others. Understanding the number of
people investing time in pre-purchase homebuyer education is a critical first step in better understanding
demand for single-family housing in Detroit.

Completing the pre-purchase homebuyer education program avails graduates to additional education
resources, as well as the opportunity to qualify for down payment assistance (DPA). DPA programs are
made available to buyers who qualify based on underwriting criteria including: credit score, income, and
a property that passes appraisal criteria. Buyers can qualify for up to $10,000 in DPA from the Michigan
State Housing Development Authority (MSHDA), or can seek out other programs from private lenders.
Private lender programs are often linked to their Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) programming, and
have a wide range of benefits and underwriting requirements. These programs can make
homeownership more accessible for those buyers with lower income and minimal savings, who would
not likely be able to finance a home without the benefits of a DPA program.

Homebuyer education courses must be taught by HUD-certified agencies, with HUD-certified instructors.
These courses are taught in-person, and online. Classroom time is typically about 8 hours. Certified
instructors lead the course, and sometimes supplement instruction with Realtors, lenders, and home
inspectors, who add real world expertise and context to the course material. Students receive a lot of
information on the home purchase process in a short period of time. There is some early empirical
research from the HUD Office of Policy Development and Research that shows homebuyer education
courses demonstrate positive outcomes. This research reinforces the logical position that homebuyer
education classes can help better inform and prepare first-time and returning home buyers for what
proves to be a technically and emotionally challenging experience to purchase a home.

Detroit is the largest majority African American city in the U.S. It also has sizable Spanish and Arabic
speaking communities. HUD Form 9902 provides critical insight into the programs offered by the
HUD-certified education agency, including ethnicity, race, income levels, and English language
proficiency. The document also details the numbers of participants in group education classes like those
listed previously. It also reports outcomes on the number of participants who took advantage of 1 to 1
counseling sessions, and important to this research, how many individuals self-reported having
purchased housing within 12 months of taking the program.

David Palmer, a member of the research team, is an Associate Broker and Realtor, and has volunteered
as an instructor for pre-purchase homebuyer education courses since 2013. He contacted the HUD
Detroit office in September 2020, to learn more about homebuyer education outcomes. The local office
stated that they did not have access to agency level data, reported quarterly on HUD Form 9902. In
October 2020, he submitted a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request to obtain the data.

With no response from HUD, in November 2020, he contacted Congresswoman Rashida Tlaib, whose
staff assisted with the request moving forward. HUD never formally responded to the October 2020 FOIA
request, but beginning in January 2021, did engage in an email exchange with Palmer and Rep. Tlaib’s

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/Housing-Counseling-Works.pdf


staff. Tlaib’s team provided the data, obtained from HUD, to Mr. Palmer in September 2021, 11 months
after the initial FOIA request.

Figures 1-3, show the aggregate annual outcomes of the 14 HUD-certified education agencies located in
the City of Detroit, for Federal Fiscal Years (FY) 2014-15, through 2018-19. The FY runs from October 1,
through September 30.

Figure 1: HUD 9902 Data, 2015-2019

Figure 2: HUD 9902 Data, 2015-2019, continued:



Figure 3: HUD 9902 Data, 2015-2019 continued:

Analysis
In the five year period running from FY 2014-15, through 2018-19, there were 18,318 individuals served
by 14 HUD-certified education providers. These providers include:

● Abayomi Community Development
Corporation (CDC)

● Amandala CDC
● Bridging Communities
● Central Detroit Christian CDC
● Detroit Hispanic Development

Corporation
● Family Tree, Inc.
● National Faith Homebuyers
● Neighborhood Legal Services

● New Hope CD Nonprofit Housing
Corporation

● NID-HCA Borrower Help Center
● SEED - Sowing Empowerment &

Economic Development
● Southwest Economic Solutions
● U-SNAP-BAC Nonprofit Housing

Corporation
● Wayne Metropolitan Community Action

Agency

Figure 4:



Participants in the programs self-report belonging to the following race categories. Figure 4, below,
shows the homebuyer program reporting compared to the 2019 U.S. Census estimates for the City of
Detroit:

Figure 5:

The U.S. Census Bureau 2019 Area Median Income (AMI) for the Detroit-Warren-Livona Metropolitan
Statistical Area (MSA) was $63,475. Median household income for the City of Detroit for 2019 was
$30,894. This marks Detroit’s median household income at 52% lower than the MSA. HUD-certified
education program participants self-reported the following AMI levels,

Figure 6:

Nearly 41% of program participants (4,746 individuals) completed the pre-purchase homebuyer
education workshop. This can be taken as either an in-person or an online course.

Figure 7:



Individuals who completed Pre-Purchase homebuyer education workshops who self-reported having
purchased a home within 12 months of taking the course totaled 1,445. This is equal to 19% of those
who took the workshop, and almost 8% of the 18,318 individuals who engaged with the 14
HUD-certified agencies.

Findings

In the 5 year period from 2015 to 2019, 14 HUD-certified education agencies in the City of Detroit
engaged with 18,318 individuals. Of those, 7,458 (41%) completed pre-purchase homebuyer education.
The HUD data shows that 1,445 (19%) of those completing the pre-purchase program ultimately
purchased a home within 12 months of taking the class.

During this period, an average of nearly 1500 people in each year attended HUD-certified pre-purchase
homebuyer education programs. Program participants were generally representative of the city’s racial
make-up, which is an important equity indicator in a majority African American city.  Participants were
also reflective of the city’s economic reality, with 51% of attendees earning less than 50% of the area
median income (<$31,200).

As of September 2020, Detroit had twice as many education agencies as any other city in the U.S. with
between 600,000 and 700,000 residents. Additional research will be required to determine if the
number of agencies is correlated with program outcomes.

Figure 8:

HUD 9902 data shows consistent interest and demand from median income Detroiters who desire to
own their own home. City residents have many different choices for where to receive homebuyer
education. Unfortunately, less than 20% of those who receive the education, and an opportunity to
receive down payment assistance for their purchase, end up purchasing a home within 12 months.



Southwest Economic Solutions Participant Survey

While the HUD 9902 reports offer valuable insights into the participants of homeownership counseling in
the city of Detroit, there are still significant gaps in data tracked on these prospective homebuyers.
Specifically, besides the ‘purchased housing after counseling’ outcome on the 9902, there is no other
follow up data on what happened to these prospective homebuyers after participation that is available
for analysis. Our research team identified key gaps in our data and decided to survey the HUD-approved
agencies’ clients who attended a homebuyer education course during the 2014-2019 time period-
synonymous to our data analysis timelines. In order to survey past participants, our team created a short
survey using Survey Monkey software.

The short survey was sent out to at least 1,400 past homebuyer education participants and we received
221 responses, a 16% response rate. Most responses came from clients served by Southwest Economic
Solutions, a research team partner. The survey link was shared with all 16 of the Detroit HUD-approved
agencies to distribute, and there is some evidence that responses came from participants from other
HUD-approved agencies. Each survey participant was offered the opportunity to enter into a raffle for a
$50 gift card in exchange for the time they spent completing the survey. The survey was anonymous and
if a respondent wished to be entered into the raffle, they were directed to another page to assure them
that their contact information would not be tied to their responses.

Figure 10: break-down of respondents by HUD-approved agency.



Questions included in the survey:
● Approximately what year did you take the class?
● What organization did you take the Homebuyer Education class through?
● How long was the class?
● What topics do you remember from the class?
● Why did you take the class?
● How helpful was the Homebuyer Education course to understanding the home buying process?
● What about the class could have been improved?
● Did you end up buying a home?

○ (If yes) Where did you buy a home?
○ (If yes) What loan amount were you approved for?
○ (If yes) What was the interest rate that you were approved for?
○ (If yes) What is your monthly mortgage payment?
○ (If yes) What was the listing price of the home you purchased?
○ (If yes) How much were you able to put down as a down payment to purchase your

home?
○ (If yes) Did you use a land contract to purchase your home?
○ (If no) Why did you not buy a home?
○ (If pre-approved) What loan amount were you pre-approved for?
○ (If pre-approved) What was the interest rate that you were pre-approved for?



○ (If pre-approved) What was the estimated monthly payment based on your pre
approval?

○ (If pre-approved) What was the listing price of the home you wished to purchase?
○ (If pre-approved) Did you consider using a land contract to purchase a home?

Responses offered insight into what happened for the participants after they attended homebuyer
education. Most critically to our research, we learned the details of their home purchase or if they did
not purchase a home, and what the barriers they experienced.

Figure 11: screenshot from the survey of the question that asked participants if they purchased a home.

Findings

Based on the responses collected from the survey, we found that 99% of respondents found the class
helpful in understanding the homebuying process. Despite the usefulness of the course, only 35% of
those surveyed actually bought a home (Figure 11).

Figure 12: Shows the breakdown of how many people found homebuyer education helpful.



After further analysis of the responses collected by those who did purchase a home after attending a
homebuyer education course, we found that 58% of respondents did in fact purchase a home in Detroit.
Wayne County (not Detroit) was the second highest area that respondents purchased a home in, at 30%.
Consistent with sale prices in each of the respective areas, 91% of clients who purchased a home in
Wayne County (not Detroit) were approved for a loan greater than $75k. While only 56% of clients who
purchased a home in Detroit were approved for a loan greater than $75k.

Figure 13: Shows where survey respondents purchased a home.

The survey results showed that 56% of people who purchased a home had a monthly mortgage payment
that was $800 or less and 20% of respondents had a mortgage payment between $800 and $999. Of the
people who purchased a home in Detroit, 67% of respondents had a mortgage payment that was $800
or less. According to HUD, households should not spend more than 30% of their monthly income on
housing. The median household income for the City of Detroit in 2019 was $30,894, which would make
the average monthly household income $2,575. This means that the average Detroiter should not be



spending more than $773 on housing each month. Luckily, we can see through the data that most likely
67% of the people are paying around or below that amount on a mortgage.

Figure 14: Shows the breakdown of monthly mortgage payment.

Since 65% of participants surveyed did not purchase a home, it is critical to understanding the barriers to
homeownership. Of the response options prompted the top three were, 13% of respondents could not
find a home in the area that they wanted, 10% of respondents could not find a move-in ready property
and 10% did not get approved for a loan. 62% of respondents chose the ‘other (please specify)’ option
and gave a written response to this question. Some consistent themes captured in the narratives
participants gave include:

● Needed to work more on credit score/finances
● Still looking for a home
● Homes needed too many repairs/renovations

Figure 15: Shows the breakdown of the reasons why respondents did not purchase a home.



Overall, the survey responses collected show two things. The first is, out of 221 respondents, 142 have
not bought a house. This is synonymous with the mortgage market, or lack thereof, in the city of Detroit.
The second is that there are significant gaps in the HUD 9902 data that is tracked and we need better
methods and resources to follow up with our homebuyers, even after the completion of services.



Housing Context

Property Sales and Mortgage Data

To better understand the context homebuyer education participants faced trying to buy a home in
Detroit, the research team purchased property sales data from Data Driven Detroit. These data were
records of all property transfers within the city from 2009 to 2019, as captured by the Detroit City
Assessor’s Office. Each observation included the parcel ID, the property address, its geographic ID (i.e. a
unique state, county, and census tract identifier), sale date, sale price, sale terms (e.g. valid arms length,
etc.), sale instrument (e.g. warranty deed, etc.), and property class (e.g. commercial, industrial,
residential, etc.). Numerous parcels in the data were sold more than once between 2009 and 2019. Our
analysis included the information for the parcel’s most recent sale.

Additional criteria for inclusion in our analysis were as follows. We limited our research to sales between
2015 and 2019 to correspond with our data on HUD-certified homebuyer education programs. We
included only properties classified as residential (i.e. property class value 401-499). Please see the
Michigan Assessor’s Manual for details on property classifications. A total of 46,894 residential property
transfers were included in our analysis.

Mortgage data used in this project came from the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, in two batches.
The first batch was pulled from the public use data available on the CFPB website. The public use data
was mortgage-level data from 2007 to 2017. It included the mortgage’s purpose (i.e. refinance, home
improvement, or home purchase), action taken (i.e. originated, denied, etc.), amount, census tract, and
other additional information. Our analysis included originated home purchase mortgages, and were
filtered to include only Detroit’s census tracts.

The second batch of mortgage data also came from the CFPB website, but from 2018 and 2019. These
years were not part of the public use data file, and were not at the mortgage level. They were instead at
the census tract level. However, they were similarly organized to include the mortgage’s purpose, action
taken, and loan amount. A total of 6,639 originated home purchase mortgages were included in our
analysis.

Analysis
In order for the Assessor data and the HMDA data to complement each other, each observation had to
include the same geographic unit of measurement. Fortunately, each observation included the census
tract. By overlaying a map of Detroit’s neighborhood clusters on top of a map of Detroit’s 2010 census
tracts, it was possible to assign the appropriate neighborhood clusters to each property and mortgage
loan in their respective datasets. A similar process was used to identify city council districts. See Figure
16.

https://www.michigan.gov/documents/treasury/Merged_Volume_III_With_All_Edits_051817_575835_7.pdf
https://www.consumerfinance.gov/data-research/hmda/historic-data/
https://ffiec.cfpb.gov/data-publication/aggregate-reports
https://portal.datadrivendetroit.org/datasets/D3::master-plan-neighborhoods-detroit/explore?location=42.353023%2C-83.100509%2C11.53
https://catalog.data.gov/dataset/tiger-line-shapefile-2016-state-michigan-current-census-tract-state-based
https://catalog.data.gov/dataset/tiger-line-shapefile-2016-state-michigan-current-census-tract-state-based


Figure 16: Detroit Census Tract, Neighborhood, and Council District Key

With each residential property transfer assigned to a specific neighborhood cluster, it was possible to
create a denominator of all property transfers in each neighborhood cluster in each year. Similarly, with
each mortgage loan assigned to a specific neighborhood cluster, it was possible to create a numerator of
all originated home purchase mortgages in each neighborhood cluster in each year. Based on these two
figures our research team calculated a mortgage sale proportion in each neighborhood cluster for each
year.

Findings
Maps of each neighborhood cluster’s mortgage sale proportion provided the best visualization of
neighborhood-level disparities in Detroit. For additional context, each map also records a graduated
symbol based on the total number of residential property transfers in each neighborhood. Please see the
maps on the accompanying page.

Although the maps show growth in the number of neighborhood clusters with a high proportion of
mortgage sales, particularly in 2019, overall most neighborhood clusters have fewer than 20 percent of
their residential property transfers financed through mortgages. Moreover, the proportion of mortgage
sales is often lowest in neighborhoods with the most residential property transfers. For example, Denby,
on Detroit’s east side, and Evergreen, on the city’s northwest side, are consistently neighborhoods with a
high number of property transfers but a low proportion of mortgage sales. The Central Business District



and Indian Village, respectively, are neighborhoods with a very low number of property transfers but a
high proportion of mortgage sales. In other words, of the few residences that were purchased in these
neighborhoods, almost all of them used mortgage financing.





MSHDA DPA Loans and Proposal N

Michigan’s largest program for homebuyers is the Down Payment Assistance (DPA) loan program through
the Michigan State Housing Development Authority. To better understand if DPA loans were providing
pathways to homeownership for Detroit residents, our research team submitted a FOIA request to
MSHDA for all DPA loans made to Michigan homebuyers from 2015 to 2019. Accordingly, we were
provided information on 13,706 DPA loans during that time. Each observation included the loan’s
originator, amount, address, city, county, and closing date.

Of the 13,706 DPA loans made between 2015 and 2019, 414 were in Detroit. This ranked Detroit 8th

among municipalities receiving DPA loans. Figure 17 shows where these loans were made in Detroit over
neighborhood-level mortgage sales for 2019.

Figure 17 also includes a geocoded map of homes targeted for stabilization through Proposal N. These
are homes meant to go to low to moderate income Detroit residents after rehabilitation.

Figure 17: Proposal N Homes and MSHDA DPA, with % mortgage sales by neighborhood cluster

https://www.michigan.gov/mshda/0,4641,7-141-45866---,00.html
https://www.michigan.gov/mshda/0,4641,7-141--358142--,00.html


DPA loans do not appear to be evenly distributed across Detroit’s neighborhoods. Rather, they appear to
concentrate in neighborhoods where mortgage sales are more common, particularly on the city’s
northwest side. Nor do they appear to overlap with Prop N stabilization homes, which are located
primarily in neighborhood clusters where mortgage financing is uncommon.

Two findings stand out after mapping these data points. First, DPA loans do not appear to help Detroiters
in areas of the city that are difficult to finance home purchases. However, without better financing
opportunities most residents will not be able to take advantage of Prop N homes after they are
rehabilitated.



Recommendations

Our research project has revealed considerable demand for single-family housing in Detroit through
participation in pre-purchase housing counseling. However, this demand is not translating into either
greater mortgage availability, or home purchase success. Based on these findings, our research team
makes the following set of recommendations to make homeownership more achievable for Detroit
residents.

● Equity by geography
Data from 2015 to 2019 show areas of demarcation, where housing finance works and buyers
have access to credit to buy homes, and areas where homes are bought and sold almost entirely
through cash. Any opportunities to improve homeownership in the city must attend to these
areas of demarcation.

Achieving equity by geography will require greater coordination to make them available first to
Detroits with low to moderate incomes, particularly of homes targeted for stabilization through
Prop N.

● Alternative financing mechanisms
Pre-purchase housing counseling is often a requirement for mortgage approval, but this financial
product is not working for most of the participants in these programs, nor for large swaths of the
Detroit housing market. The volume of individuals completing housing counseling suggests there
are thousands of Detroiters who are credit-worthy for conventional mortgages. Lenders would
position themselves well if they could offer a product that graduates of housing counseling
programs would be eligible for, and would help them purchase a home.
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