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Pre-Analysis Plan: Upstream Legal Literacy as an Eviction Prevention Mechanism: an RCT
Hypothesis to be Examined
This pilot will assess the operational feasibility of a study to investigate a proposed intervention to transform eviction legal services from reactive and downstream to preventative and upstream. The intervention may also increase take-up of legal services. The intervention is the provision of legal information at a time when tenants are in danger of informal eviction. The information both describes further resources tenants can access (thus making take-up of such services a primary outcome variable of interest) and articulates recommended courses of action for tenants facing informal eviction (thus making housing security a primary outcome variable of interest).

We hypothesize that tenants are aware neither of legal services available should they face formal eviction nor of their pre-litigation legal rights and responsibilities with respect to their housing.[footnoteRef:1] As a result, high rates of tenants are evicted – formally and informally – without asserting available defenses or because they make procedural mistakes, some pre-litigation, such as inadequately documenting a landlord failure to make repairs or failing to keep sufficient records of payments for repairs they make themselves. This pilot will assess the operational feasibility of a study to investigate the following questions: Do those receiving housing-related Know-Your-Rights-information via text remain more housing-secure than those not receiving such information?  And do those receiving information via text about available services use those services more frequently? [1:  See generally, Alissa R. Gomez, Demand-Side Justice, 28 Geo. J. of Poverty L. & Pol’y 411 (Spring 2021).] 


Outcomes
The primary outcomes are whether those who receive information about and available legal services about their housing-related legal rights take up eviction prevention legal services more often and remain more housing-secure than those who do not.  To understand take-up of legal services, the research team will access publicly-available court data related to housing through an online court record search (which will also provide information on whether litigation was filed).  These data will include counsel-of-record information that identifies the legal services provider as well as the specific attorney by name.  The A2J Lab will also include survey questions to elicit whether participants accessed limited scope services that might not appear in court records, such as lawyer-for-a-day programs, brief advice clinics, or community-based legal self-help centers.  In addition, these survey questions will assist in validating court record data by asking about filings and attorney interaction. Finally, understanding eviction case information, such as whether an eviction was filed and the outcome of that filing, will help to understand if this prevention mechanism is serving to reduce formal evictions.

To assess housing security and informal evictions, the A2J Lab will use surveys designed and successfully employed in other studies investigating dimensions of housing security, including stability, cost, unit adequacy, and neighborhood.  Coupled with this survey data, the research team will access housing records from the HMIS and the public utility companies serving the area.  The A2J Lab will define housing instability as relocation or becoming homeless within a year as measured by surveys and administrative data.

Statistical Models and Methodologies
We will implement a pilot of an RCT to test our hypothesis that if tenants are provided with information about their housing rights and responsibilities, they will better prevent and defend against wrongful evictions, both formal and informal, thus improving housing security, and they will seek out legal services more frequently.

In the pilot, we partner with the University of Houston School of Law and Connective[footnoteRef:2], the latter of which will provide the interventions through text.  One of the two-three texts Connective sends each week will ask recipients whether they self-identify as at-risk for eviction, as housing unstable, or as challenged by the conditions of their rental property or their landlord.  Those that do so self-identify will receive another text asking if litigation of these issues is already pending.  Those that indicate litigation is not pending will receive information about the study and a request to consent to participate. The pilot will assess the rate of those willing to consent.  The A2J Lab will randomize consenting pilot participants either to receive or not to receive Know-Your-Rights information via texts.  Texts will include information about what actions may put a tenant at risk for eviction, about proactive steps a tenant can take when at risk of eviction, and about how to access available legal services. [2:  See, https://www.connectivetx.org. Connective is a Houston non-profit operating in the Texas Gulf Coast region.  Connective came into existence to coordinate recovery efforts after Hurricane Harvey, setting up online applications for assistance and ensuring that resources made it to those in need. In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, Connective started a new program called Connective Texts (https://www.connectivetx.org/texts/). Connective Texts is a texting service that sends residents information about how to access free resources in the Greater Houston area. People sign up to receive two to three text messages per week. Resources shared in these texts include food distributions, rent payment assistance, utility assistance, and legal support. Connective Texts currently has over 58,000 voluntary enrollees, many of whom learned about the program while applying for rent relief and direct assistance payments relating to COVID-19 hardships, which Connective coordinated for Harris County and the City of Houston.] 


We conducted power calculations that estimate power of a full study. While the pilot will assess attrition rates, we can assume some attrition with a best guess of enrollment at 50 people per month for a period of two years.  Assuming a worst-case rate of usage of legal services at 0.5 and two years of enrollment, a 0.8 power of detection would fall close to -0.075 from baseline.  Assuming a relocation rate of 0.25, a 0.8 power of detection for housing stability would similarly fall close to -0.075 from baseline.
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