Struggle of Life: A Rent Hike at Tufts
The Change in Off-Campus Rent from 2013 to 2017 and the Comparison of Patterns at Nearby Research Universities and Public Universities
Local Residents Filing Complaints

Results

Somerville and Medford, located in the suburban Greater Boston
Area, traditionally house a large population. As the Tufts student
body increases continuously, the local housing market faces more
pressure than ever. In March 2019, an article published by Tufts
Observer brings the issue of the shortage of affordable off-campus
housing back into focus (Lee & Otte). Students are impacted in a
way that only 5.3 percent of polled upperclassmen who applied to
live on-campus had the chance to live on-campus. Moreover, local
residents voice their discontent, as they are “continually displaced”
because the average Tufts student can afford and thus drive up the
exorbitant rent cost. In response, activism groups are founded,
such as the West Somerville Neighborhood Association and Our
Revolution Medford, amplifying their sentiment that Tufts housing
crisis pressures the working people, especially those in the
immediately nearby areas (Lee & Otte, 2019). Short (2019), a
Figure 1. Exorbitant Living Expense Near Research Universities.
Figure 2. Better Affordability of Rent Near Public Universities?
writer for Tufts Daily, reported the same issue earlier this year.
Demonstration of the relationship between the distance to research
Demonstration of the relationship between the distance to public
Ballantyne, Somerville City Council President, even claims that
universities and the average median rent using multi-ring buffers
universities and the average median rent using multi-ring buffers
“[Tufts] is in direct conflict” with the city’s strategic plan.
As an ongoing issue both students and local residents experience,
analyzing the off-campus housing crisis near Tufts is an incredibly 2010 Census Block Groups for Massachusetts (polygon), the
relevant task. Since GIS could visually demonstrate the spatial
University layer (point), County Boundaries (polygon), and State
data, I have taken advantage of the tool to study what limited on- Outlines (polygon) are obtained from MassGIS; two “Median
campus living spaces and Tufts’ housing policy of lottery have
Contract Rent” tables and two “Median Gross Rent as a
caused. For local residents to convincingly utter their complaints, Percentage of Household Income” tables of 2013 and of 2017
they need supporting evidence of a rent hike over the years and
(limited by data availability) are downloaded from American
Tufts driving up rents in its surrounding areas, which is what
FactFinder. All four tables contain only data from the Suffolk and
makes this project important. I set out to the study the following Middlesex County, as they are the geographical area of focus, as I
questions:
will only compare Tufts with other local universities.
 Is the rent on the rise from 2013 to 2017 in the Somerville/
Medford region?
Figure 3. Off-Campus Rent Near Public Universities Less Influenced
by the Concentration of Students. Ratio of the rent of the innermost
 Is there a strong correlation between the distance to Tufts and
buffer and that of the outermost buffer around pubic universities
median rent?
 Is this a Tufts-specific issue? Namely, can we observed the same
pattern around other research universities and public universities
The project uses ArcMap 10.6.1. First, two Census tables
were selected and exported into a new layer; given the
in the Suffolk and Middlesex county (the farther the cheaper, I
concentration of research universities in downtown Boston, I
hypothesize)? Is this a distinctive problem that a certain type of B25058 from year 2013 and 2017 were joined onto the block
groups for Massachusetts, using the 12-digit FIPS codes; so
manually selected those which are at least 1 mile apart so that
universities in the region needs to face?
were two Census tables B25071. Then, I singled “Tufts
their buffers would not overlap. Other differences from the
Table 1. Median Contract Rent and Median Gross Rent as Percentage University” out from the attribute table of “University” layer and analysis above are: first, the five-ring buffer is undissolved;
of Household Income in Areas Near Tufts in 2013 and 2017
exported the data as a point vector. I created a five-ring
otherwise, for example, all the innermost rings around all
universities become one single feature. Second, results of
Year 2013 ($) 2013 (% of income) 2017 ($) 2017 (% of income) dissolved buffer around Tufts, the distance being 0.2, 0.4, 0.6,
Area
0.8, and 1 miles. Afterwards, I used the “Spatial Join” tool to
average values are not presented in the table. I instead
Innermost buffer 1503
28.00%
1841
27.97%
join the Block Group layer to the created layer of buffers,
symbolized the feature layer by selecting the calculated average
summarizing the attributes as average values. The spatial join
median rent as the value field, labeled the colleges, and
2nd buffer
1371
32.26%
1653
25.79%
generated four columns of “Avg_Median Rent,”
produced Figure 1 and 2.
“Avg_MedianRent2013” (year added by myself for distinction), For Figure 3, in addition to the same steps, I generated four-ring
3rd buffer
1356
28.56%
1617
25.47%
“Avg_Percentage,” and “Avg_Percentage 2017,” in the format of buffers around public universities, distance 0.2, …, 0.8 miles,
“double”. Afterwards, I collected the data of each buffer from
and used the “Erase” tool to erase the four buffers from the
4th buffer
1247
25.87%
1456
25.91%
the attribute table and organized them into Table 1.
bigger five-ring buffer. Then the ratio is calculated by dividing
Outermost buffer 1251
25.49%
1518
26.52%
The analysis of median rent around research and public
the rent of the innermost buffer by that of the outermost and
universities is mostly the same as above. All public universities symbolized.
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According to Table 1, we found that in both 2013 and 2017, the
innermost buffer, or the area within 0.2 miles distance from Tufts, has the
highest rent compared to outer areas. The positive correlation between
the adjacency to Tufts and the median rent is clear and strong. In addition
to the overall rent hike from 2013 to 2017, the innermost buffer also
experiences the greatest increase in rent. As for the rent as a percentage
of household income, residents in this specific region in 2017 spends a
bigger part of their income compared to residents farther away from
Tufts. Although this pattern is not exactly the same in 2013, the general
trend that the closer we get to Tufts, the higher a percentage of income
people have to spend on rent is maintained (Table 1).
In year 2017, by taking nearby research universities into consideration,
Figure 1 shows a similar pattern that the region closer to the universities
has higher rents. At all seven research universities, the innermost buffer,
or the area within the 0.2-mile radius, has the greatest rent compared to
any of the outer areas. The strong positive correlation between the
adjacency and the rent exists (Figure 1). In the same year, buffers at local
public universities show a different pattern. Given the Figure 2, we found
that only the rent immediately near UMass Boston is the greatest
compared to the outer region. In contrast, for the other two public
universities, some buffer (area) in the middle has an even higher rent, and
thus we cannot conclude the positive correlation between the adjacency
to public universities and the median rent. The hypothesis generated by
the Tufts crisis does not hold (Figure 2).
By analyzing all public universities in Suffolk and Middlesex county, we
can observe more generally that the ratio of the rent of the innermost
buffer divided by that of the outermost for six out of ten public
universities is smaller than 1, meaning that the area closest to the
university has lower rent compared to areas further out, and again, we
cannot establish the correlation between adjacency and rents (Figure 3).

Conclusion

For all research universities in this project, the area immediately
surrounding them has the highest rent compared to farther, outer areas. It
suggests that because of the presence of research universities, local rents
are driven up. This corresponds to what Somerville and Medford
residents have observed over the years, and implies that the issue
reflected by their complaints of rising rent is not Tufts-specific (quite
research-university-specific). Research universities should actively
modify their housing policies so that more students are housed oncampus and would not interfere with the local housing market to a
serious degree. In contrast, public universities have less of an effect on
the rents in the nearby region. That means there are things unique of them
worth learning. For example, a larger portion of the student body is local
and they commute daily. Also, they usually have better and elaborate
infrastructures, more and bigger dormitories, for example. Could research
universities, Tufts specifically, invest more on housing students oncampus so that they shoulder the social responsibility or provide students
with the opportunity of living further and more scattered off-campus,
accompanied by farther-reaching shuttle services? In future projects, I
hope to zoom in on research universities, as the detailed pattern between
Tufts and some other research universities is different. For example, rents
around Harvard have smaller of a difference and are fairly equal (Figure
1). Meanwhile, the fact is that it houses a larger percentage of their
students. Is this what makes a difference?
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