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This report highlights the potential economic benefits 
of resolving title for residential heirs’ properties in 
urban areas. It presents a prospective Social Return on 
Investment (SROI) analysis that predicts the value yielded 
by investments in interventions by community-based 
nonprofit practitioners whose people and programs 
specialize in heirs’ property resolution.

Heirs’ property can arise when real property is “passed 
down to multiple family members via inheritance, often 
across multiple generations,” resulting in legal, economic, 
and other issues.1 When an owner dies without a will (or 
without an estate plan or with a will that is not probated), 
legal ownership of the property may be passed to multiple 
heirs by default while still legally recorded in the decedent’s 
name, creating a “clouded” or “tangled” title. The result 
is shared ownership: each heir has an undivided interest 
in the property but no legally defined rights to specific 
portions of the property. Since the heirs are not listed on 
the property deed, they can face challenges in retaining, 
managing, improving, utilizing, or transferring the property.2 
Addressing these challenges can help families preserve 
their asset, use it to build wealth, and transfer the
property to future generations or, if they choose, a buyer. 

Creating these options for heirs requires identifying, 
locating, and legally recording heir owners, an often 
costly and time-consuming process that often requires 
legal, financial, and other assistance. Understanding the 
SROI from heirs’ property interventions for both families 
and communities can help philanthropic investors, local 
government, financial institutions, or even the families 
themselves, make informed investment decisions.3 The 
SROI analysis presented here shows the potential impact 
of and returns on starting, continuing, or expanding 
investments related to heirs’ property. Such investments 
and interventions help stabilize communities and help 
improve the ability of families to retain their asset,  
increase its value, and pass it to future generations,  
should they choose.

This analysis estimates that every dollar 
invested in heirs’ property interventions 
could yield between $2 and $32 in societal 
benefits. For individual families, the 
potential financial benefits range from 
$14,455 to $244,596, depending on the 
family’s financial goals and the outcomes 
of its case. 

Current estimates suggest that the total value of heirs’ 
property in the United States may reach $243 billion.4 

People of color are disproportionately affected by heirs’ 
property issues, in part because they are more likely as 
white individuals to die without a will,5 making their assets 
more prone to becoming heirs’ property. In addition, certain 
patterns of discrimination may make it difficult for people 
of color to find trusted legal services. Low-income people 
are also disproportionately affected because they may not 
have the financial resources to hire legal representation or 
to address property tax, maintenance, or other issues.

In urban residential settings, heirs’ property can lead to 
significant negative outcomes for families and society, 
including lost potential revenue from rent or property 
sales, excessive legal fees, family displacement,6 property 
abandonment, blighted buildings, and ineligibility for 
financial programs (such as home repair financing, 
property tax relief, and utility assistance). A high 
concentration of heirs’ property in a community,7 can lead 
to place-based increases in neighborhood deterioration,8 
gentrification,9 and economic disinvestment.10

PURPOSE
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The results in this report are derived from a prospective analysis and present a set of 
potential benefits for scenarios commonly observed when heirs’ property cases are 
resolved. A case is typically resolved by ensuring the heir owners’ names are recorded on 
the property deed, consolidating or clearing the title, or achieving other specific outcomes or 
agreements that are important to the family. These benefits are derived from Monte Carlo11 

simulations using the best available data,12 expert input,13 and standard economic and 
financial principles. 

While residential heirs’ property is found across the country,14 each heirs’ property case is 
unique due to variations in family structure and goals, the legal context of the case, and the 
economic and policy environment of the state where the property is located. The number 
of heirs involved also significantly impacts outcomes. Given the wide range of families, 
properties, geographies, and policy and economic environments and the varying types of 
interventions and prior philanthropic investments, retrospective estimations are challenging. 
This complexity also affects the prospective analysis offered in this brief. As such, the 
findings in this report should be interpreted as reference points illustrating the potential 
benefits of addressing heirs’ property challenges rather than exact measurements of prior 
investments. Nonetheless, the findings underscore the significant value of reducing the 
economic and social burdens associated with heirs’ property and increasing the benefits 
and opportunities for family property owners and communities.

Additional detail on the methodology is available in the Technical Appendix.

BRIEF METHODOLOGY

This analysis provides a prospective evaluation. In program evaluation, 
prospective results are forward looking, predicting potential outcomes 
based on baseline data and available information. In contrast, 
retrospective results are backward looking, analyzing actual outcomes 
after the outcomes are achieved to assess effectiveness, identify lessons 
learned, and determine whether goals were achieved. Prospective 
evaluations rely on economic models, forecasts, and assumptions, while 
retrospective evaluations use observed data and outcome measurements. 
When historical data is not available, prospective estimates provide 
understanding of an intervention’s potential performance based on current 
understanding of the intervention.
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This analysis provides a national, prospective, statistically driven analysis of SROI in 
urban residential heirs’ property interventions. As such, it offers forward-looking results 
that predict potential outcomes based on baseline national data and information. In 
contrast, retrospective results analyze actual outcomes after the outcomes are achieved 
to assess effectiveness, identify lessons learned, and determine whether goals were 
achieved. Prospective evaluations rely on economic models, forecasts, and assumptions, 
while retrospective evaluations use observed data and outcome measurements. When 
sufficient historical data is not available, prospective estimates provide understanding 
of an intervention’s potential performance based on current understanding of the 
intervention. 

GUIDE FOR USING THIS ANALYSIS

GIVEN THE STUDY DESIGN, WHEN USING THIS RESEARCH:

DO use the SROI to provide context for the often complex and time-consuming work of 
preventing, managing, and resolving heirs’ properties. 

DO use this analysis to consider the broad scope of both the relevant economic factors 
and potential economic outcomes related to heirs’ property interventions, including and 
beyond the heir owners.  

DO consider how housing markets, practitioner capacity, and other factors in your region 
of interest might inform your perspective on the national SROI presented.

DO NOT use the SROI to exclude particular interventions; a variety of strategic 
interventions are needed to comprehensively address challenges and facilitate asset 
retention. The SROI is not the only criteria for assessing the value of heirs’ property 
interventions.

DO NOT apply these results to a single program, specific intervention, or organization, or 
a particular home. The actual benefits and costs may vary significantly across specific 
situations. This analysis is prospective rather than retrospective and economic factors 
are not the only factors worth consideration.

DO NOT estimate derivative results such as a firm prediction of average or aggregate 
SROI or benefits using the outcomes reported. Proper aggregation would require 
information on the occurrence of each outcome in a given population.  

DO NOT assume that this analysis is evergreen; it is based on recent national data and 
changing property values in a market will alter the results.

DO NOT use this analysis as a complete accounting of the economic value of heirs’ 
property investments; no study can reliably include every possible economic outcome.
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This analysis estimates the economic impacts of resolving 
heirs’ property cases, highlighting benefits across seven 
potential outcomes.15 These benefits are assessed from 
the perspectives of three stakeholder groups: family heirs, 
government, and others. We summarize all three results in 
the SROI. 

The findings reveal significant direct monetary advantages, 
particularly in avoiding foreclosure16 and asset loss, which 
yields $107,08717 for heirs18 and $171,859 for society. 
These results underscore the critical role of resolving title 
issues in preserving wealth.

Other notable benefits include avoided loss of revenue 
from unsellable assets ($43,831 for heirs, contributing to 
$99,165 in societal benefits when taxes and third-party 
avoided losses are considered) and avoided losses of 
rental revenue due to frozen or delayed asset utilization 
($61,801 for heirs and $72,354 for society). These 
outcomes demonstrate the broader economic ripple effects 
of resolving heirs’ property cases, such as stabilized 
income streams and increased market participation.

Smaller but meaningful benefits arise in scenarios like 
avoiding excess interest from unsecured loans ($13,854 
for heirs, $24,407 for society) and mitigating net-worth 
deterioration due to asset degradation ($13,178 for heirs, 
$23,731 for society). While these outcomes represent 
lower absolute values, they collectively emphasize 
the importance of addressing heirs’ property cases to 
safeguard financial stability and promote economic equity.

* Some benefits to Government and Others are difficult to assess and monetize due to lack of evidence or data, or the complexity of estimations. Although 
we show some of these benefits as zero, they may be present and in some cases may be substantial. Examples of these outcomes are benefits to local 
governments associated with increased value of property that might otherwise deteriorate or benefits from reduced risk of neighborhood decline or 
instability. Other intangible benefits not included here are avoided loss of historical assets and harms from loss of family heritage, among other benefits 
derived from resolving heirs’ property. For detailed estimations and methods, see the Technical Appendix.

TABLE 1: PROSPECTIVE BENEFITS*

PROSPECTIVE ECONOMIC 
BENEFITS

Outcome Heirs ($) Government & 
Others ($) Society ($)

Avoided foreclosure $171,518 $32 $171,838

Avoided lost revenue from being unable to sell asset $98,205 $960 $99,165

Avoided lost rent from frozen asset $72,354 $0 $72,354

Direct monetary loss from forced sale at reduced value $26,608 $48 $26,656

Avoided excess interest due to unsecured loans $24,407 $0 $24,407

Lost net worth due to deterioration of asset $23,731 $0 $23,731

Lost revenue due to delayed sale of asset $20,886 $0 $20,886

SROI Perspectives and Stakeholders
Heirs are the main repository of benefits in the 
SROI. The government perspective encompasses 
revenues or costs associated with public 
agencies or federal, state, and local government 
administrations. These elements typically include 
tax revenues and the administrative or operational 
costs of public programs, such as public 
assistance or incarceration expenses. 

The “Others” category refers to private individuals 
(excluding heirs) who incur benefits or costs 
related to heirs’ property. This category may 
include professionals such as lawyers and real 
estate agents; in broader analyses, it may also 
include neighbors of subject properties and 
victims of crime and predatory practices. Nonprofit 
organizations working on these cases are not 
included in this category. Instead, they act as 
“channels” through which investments are used to 
generate outcomes. 

The societal perspective represents the sum 
of benefits and costs from participants’, 
government’s, and others’ perspectives.  
A technical note: when an outcome is both a 
benefit from one perspective and a cost from 
another, the societal result is the net value of  
these two perspectives.
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PROSPECTIVE RETURNS 
ON INVESTMENT IN HEIRS’ 
PROPERTY SUPPORTS

The SROI measures the societal dollar value of benefits 
generated for every dollar invested in programs and 
organizations supporting families with heirs’ property 
assets. An SROI greater than 1 indicates that societal 
benefits exceed the resources invested in these 
interventions. The SROI is calculated by dividing the 
total societal benefits by the costs of implementing the 
interventions, typically the operational expenses of  
the programs.

Our prospective analysis reveals that when a specialized 
nonprofit helps a family with its heirs’ property case, the 
family is six times more likely to resolve the heirs’ property 
successfully compared to cases where the families 
proceed without any legal guidance. Moreover, specialized 
nonprofits19 are twice as effective20 as private legal 
practices lacking expertise in this area. 

Based on reported costs and staffing structures from 
existing heirs’ property programs and specialized private 
practitioners, we estimate an average cost of $6,859 per 
case. This number serves as a reference point; actual 
costs may vary significantly across organizations due 
to differences in delivery models, staffing, and funding 
structures. For instance, some organizations may rely more 
on volunteer staff, while others may cover a substantial 
portion of probate fees or other expenses. In addition, 
costs vary in different regions of the country. Given this 
variation in cost structures, we estimate the average cost 
for nonprofits by using market values for similar cases 
and subtracting typical profit margins, as detailed in the 
Technical Appendix.

The SROI estimates highlight the significant social and 
financial benefits of investing in interventions to resolve 
heirs’ property cases. The prospective SROI shows that 
for every dollar spent in these programs, the prospective 
societal and economic returns can reach $36, depending 
on the specific outcome of the case.21 Actual returns may 
vary from the statistical analysis presented here, based on 
a variety of factors, including place-based variations in  
home prices. 

– 1 –
Avoided 

foreclosure and 
loss of asset

– 2 –
Avoided lost 

revenue from 
prevented sell of 

asset

– 3 –
Avoided lost rent

– 4 –
Avoided direct 
monetary loss 

from forced sale 
at reduced value

– 5 –
Avoided excess 
interest due to 

unsecured loans 

– 6 –
Avoided lost net 

worth due to 
deterioration of 

asset 

Benefits $244,596 $135,602 $72,354 $45,193 $31,405 $14,455

Cost $6,859 $6,859 $6,859 $6,859 $6,859 $6,859

SROI $36 $20 $11 $7 $5 $2

TABLE 2:  PROSPECTIVE SROI BY POTENTIAL OUTCOME*

* All cases include savings from avoided legal costs and benefits from 
other associated outcomes. However, most of these scenarios are 
mutually exclusive and they cannot be aggregated to obtain total 
benefits and returns. Averaging them is also not possible since the 
actual probability of each outcome among the universe of heirs’ property 
cases is unknown. Each scenario assumes that the outcome is avoided 
mainly due to the help of the nonprofit program. See detailed tables in 
the Technical Appendix.

   We estimate benefits associated with seven outcomes for which 
sufficient information was available to reasonably conduct simulations. 
However, we report six SROI estimates, as benefits from the seventh 
condition—avoided legal costs—occur simultaneously across the other 
six outcomes. Similarly, benefits from foreclosure prevention include 
adjusted benefits from other outcomes that are likely to occur if a 
foreclosure is avoided. Detailed estimates can be found in the  
Technical Appendix.

Interpreting Prospective Data
These SROI estimates should not be interpreted 
as a range of possible SROIs for an specific 
case or a single organization. For example, one 
family may avoid foreclosure with the help of an 
organization, resulting in an SROI of $32, while 
another family working with the same organization 
may prevent further deterioration of their home, 
leading to an SROI of $2. These are independent 
cases, and the average SROI for the organization 
would depend on how cases are distributed 
across the six scenarios. In other words, these 
SROI estimates are point estimates—we do not 
report confidence intervals for each SROI, nor do 
we calculate a single average SROI, as doing so 
would require knowledge of the likelihood of each 
of the seven outcomes, which remains unknown. 
Actual cumulative SROI for a specific case could 
also include additional outcomes and so could be 
higher or lower.
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The most substantial benefit comes from avoiding 
foreclosure and asset loss, with a conservatively estimated 
benefit of $244,596 and an SROI of $36 for every dollar 
invested. Similarly, mitigating lost revenue from unsellable 
assets and avoiding rental income losses from frozen 
properties yield notable returns of $20 and $11 per dollar 
invested, respectively. Smaller, yet still meaningful, benefits 
include reducing the financial burden of forced sales at 
reduced values, avoiding excess interest from unsecured 
loans, and minimizing losses due to property deterioration. 
These interventions each deliver SROIs above 1 in the 
analyzed scenarios, underscoring their value.

Overall, these findings reinforce the economic and 
societal importance of resolving heirs’ property issues, 
demonstrating that such investments can lead to 
substantial financial gains for families and communities 
and long-term societal benefits. Table 2 summarizes the 
monetary benefits, costs, and SROI for various outcomes 
typically addressed through title work. 

Strategic funder investments that address heirs’ property 
not only have positive economic and social impacts for 
family property owners but also create lasting benefits 
for communities, such as stable neighborhoods and 
community reinvestment. The national and prospective 
design of this study provides a strong starting point for 
additional return on investment research, including:

•	 Place-based research—This analysis used median 
values from national data, but home purchase, repair, 
rental, legal, and other costs vary by region. For 
example, as of September 2024, the median price of 
an existing single family home in the United States 
was $404,500, but state medians range from $241,000 
in Iowa to $947,000 in Hawaii.22 Similarly, fair market 
value for a two-bedroom apartment ranges from 
$846 per month in Arkansas to $2,197 per month 
in California.23 Also, some regions have particular 
ownership types (e.g., co-ops in New York City) or 
municipal programs (e.g., grants for home repair24 or 
overdue property taxes25) that may warrant a targeted 
approach to determining SROI. In addition, place-
based studies on the prevalence of heirs’ property can 
inform the value of the investment.26 The place-based 
return on investment will differ significantly based on 
variation in these and other factors. 

•	 Retrospective analysis—As new data and impact 
assessments from recent philanthropic investments 
in heirs’ property become available, they can inform a 
data-driven retrospective analysis, providing insights 
based on actual outcomes rather than relying on 
projections from a statistically driven prospective 

CONCLUSION AND AREAS OF  
FURTHER INQUIRY

SROI analysis. Heirs’ property has long coexisted 
with individual property ownership, and funders have 
historically supported families navigating this issue, 
either directly or indirectly. However, in recent years, as 
philanthropic interest and investment in heirs’ property 
are increasing significantly, a shift from forward-
looking estimates to evidence-based evaluations may 
become possible.

•	 Analysis of other outcomes—This analysis focused 
on seven potential outcomes of the many possible 
outcomes. Future research could address additional 
outcomes, potentially in a place-specific manner. For 
example, including the cost differential between the 
housing expense associated with owner occupancy 
and the expense of renting could impact the SROI, 
particularly in a place-based analysis. Place-based 
research may allow the estimation of benefits 
from outcomes that are more easily identified and 
measured in local contexts, such as costs related to 
gentrification, crime, or displacement. Outcomes that 
are not easily monetized, such as preserving cultural 
or heritage assets or avoided gentrification, may be 
included alongside SROI results to show the wide 
spectrum of benefits associated with resolving heirs’ 
property. 

•	 Program-specific analyses—Practitioners have 
numerous methods for assisting families with heirs’ 
property, including wills clinics, education, legal 
services, financial assistance for home repair, state 
and municipal policy change,27 and more. A program-
specific analysis that examines the family and 
community return based on a particular program could 
help funders determine what kinds of heirs’ property 
investments to make.

•	 Stronger input data—Any analysis is only as strong 
as its starting data. There are still significant gaps 
in housing-related data that, if filled, could be used 
in future SROI analyses. For example, heirs can be 
displaced from affordable family homes and forced 
into expensive rentals. Understanding the full scope 
of those transitions and their associated cost is not 
currently possible; additional data would contribute to 
a more robust SROI.

This SROI analysis can serve as a foundation for 
understanding the significant and broad impact of funding 
the people and programs that serve families with  
heirs’ properties and the communities in which those 
properties exist.
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Methods and Data

This prospective analysis illustrates the potential societal 
value of nonprofit programs working to resolve heirs’ 
property cases. To generate these estimates, we use a 
mixed-method approach that includes standard economic 
and statistical analysis, Monte Carlo simulations, and a 
combination of experts’ input and available data. This 
approach allows us to model uncontrollable factors or 
variables for which data are not available, such as the heirs’ 
willingness to cooperate, specific legal regulations, and 
availability of required documentation. 

The Monte Carlo simulation explicitly incorporates 
randomness into the models; the inputs used in the 
simulation are carefully selected based on experts’ input 
and the best available evidence. In all simulations, we 
start by constructing a range of possible values and a 
probabilistic function that best resembles the real-world 
behavior of the variables. The results of this work are 
probabilistic and prospective.

Experts’ input was obtained from interviews with private 
practice lawyers specializing in heirs’ property, as well 
as focus groups, conversations, and reports and data 
from nonprofit providers. Various parameters used in the 
simulations, such as real estate and financial data, come 
from industry reports. 

Social Return on Investment 

The prospective SROI is a framework for measuring 
and accounting for the economic value created by an 
organization, initiative, or project. It includes social and 
community benefits, allowing stakeholders to assess 
the full impact of their investments or activities. The 
SROI presented in this report shows the value of heirs’ 
property solutions delivered by nonprofits and community 
organizations, mainly by helping heirs clear the property 
title. The main recipients of benefits are the heirs and 
family members, but other agents in society are included 
whenever relevant and feasible. The key features of the 
heirs’ property SROI include:

•	 MONETARY REPRESENTATION The SROI 
analysis translates legal and financial outcomes into 
monetary terms to express the total value created 
relative to the investment made. For example, an SROI 
ratio of 3:1 means that for every $1 invested, $3 of 
social value is generated.

•	 STAKEHOLDER FOCUS The process involves 
identifying the outcomes that matter most to 
stakeholders and measuring how the project or 
investment affects them. In the heirs’ property SROI, 
the main stakeholders are the heirs; we also include 
benefits accrued by government agencies, e.g. in the 
form of increased tax revenues, and in some cases 
gains to private agents who benefit from a successfully 
resolved heirs’ property case. 

•	 ACCOUNTABILITY AND TRANSPARENCY 
SROI provides a structured way to demonstrate and 
communicate the value generated, which can be useful 
for making decisions, funding proposals, or justifying 
resource allocation.

SROI ESTIMATES ARE:

Information for comparing and understanding 
opportunities. An estimate of monetary return allows 
for the weighting of similar and dissimilar programs.

A tool for increasing knowledge about the impact of 
heirs’ property investments.

A system for identifying insights and supporting the 
development of heirs’ property solutions. 

TECHNICAL APPENDIX
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How SROI Is Calculated

•	 Define Scope and Identify Stakeholders. Determine the purpose of the analysis and 
involve stakeholders to understand the outcomes they value.

•	 Map Outcomes. Identify inputs (resources), outputs (activities), and outcomes 
(changes or benefits).

•	 Measure Outcomes. Estimate the potential value of outcomes associated with the 
resolution of heirs’ property cases using the mixed-method approach. 

•	 Measure Monetary Value of Outcomes. Assign monetary values to outcomes using 
proxies or benchmarks and determine their financial impact.

•	 Establish Impact. Adjust for factors like attribution (how much of the outcome is 
directly due to the activity) and displacement (whether the benefit simply replaced 
another benefit elsewhere). In this report, we present scenarios showing benefits and 
returns under different sets of outcomes. Each scenario is independent and results 
cannot be aggregated across these estimates because many of the outcomes are 
mutually exclusive; for example, heirs cannot rent their property to gain revenues and 
sell it at the same time. However, some outcomes are correlated other outcomes; for 
instance, if a house is lost due to foreclosure, those heirs wanting to rent the property 
would lose not only the asset but also the future rent income. In these cases, we 
incorporate the relevant benefits of indirect outcomes, adjusting for the probability of 
the outcome. 

•	 Calculate Cost of Intervention. Identify the costs of the program or intervention, 
usually operational costs reflected in financial reports, including the cost of items 
directly related to the outcomes of interest and relevant indirect cost such as overhead 
costs. We summarize the assumptions and methods used to estimate cost of 
intervention below.

Limitations of Prospective SROI Analysis

Given the statistical methodology, national focus, available data, and the diversity of 
residential heirs’ properties, the SROI results presented here are not:

•	 The only criteria for assessing the value of heirs’ property interventions. Qualitative 
evaluations and assessments of community needs are also central to understanding 
this topic.

•	 A report card on nonprofits working on heirs’ property. A nonprofit can fulfill its own 
mission and have meaningful impact without scoring high on SROI indicators. Also, this 
analysis is prospective rather than retrospective.

•	 Exact and unchanging. Neither the data we capture nor the formulas we apply are 
perfect; in particular, the results presented in this report are stochastic in nature. SROI 
models are designed to evolve with additional research and refined calculations.

•	 A complete accounting of the economic value of heirs’ property investments. Although 
resolution of heirs’ property cases generates noneconomic outcomes, such as improved 
well-being, environmental sustainability, and increased social cohesion, this analysis 
does not incorporate these types of outcomes. Some SROI models monetize intangible 
outcomes using a variety of techniques; however, insufficient evidence or data currently 
exists to allow such estimates for heirs’ property. Note that this limited scope does not 
imply the absence of such outcomes for heirs’ property, but only that the monetization 
process is difficult or not feasible given the existing information. 

•	 Applicable to any single particular city, program type, or home. 
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Descriptions of Key Benefits

1—LOSS OF ASSET DUE TO FORECLOSURE

Outcome analysis: Unresolved heirs’ property cases can lead to foreclosure28 if the heirs 
are unable to make mortgage payments or keep property taxes current due to a lack of 
coordination, inability to access or afford capital, or administrative delays.29 Resolving a 
case promptly could save a family an estimated $151,106, on average. While the broader 
economic and societal impacts of avoiding foreclosure—such as reduced crime, improved 
neighborhood property values, and better health outcomes for affected families—are well 
documented, these indirect benefits are not monetized here due to limited data and the need 
to avoid speculative assumptions. This estimation highlights the potential financial benefits 
of resolving heirs’ property cases before foreclosure occurs, underscoring the importance of 
timely intervention.

Estimation: The average value of at-risk properties is calculated using a Monte Carlo 
simulation based on a triangular probability distribution of urban residential heirs’ property 
values. The assumed range includes a minimum property value of $50,000, a maximum 
of $332,879, and an “average” value of $71,905.30 The minimum and average values are 
informed by data on resolved cases reported by nonprofit organizations specializing in heirs’ 
property issues.31 The maximum value is derived from urban property values reported  
by the Office of Policy Development and Research at the Department of Housing and  
Urban Development.32

2—REDUCED REVENUE FROM PREVENTED SALE

Outcome analysis: Families intending to sell heirs’ property often encounter delays or 
legal obstacles that render the asset frozen, or unsellable. An inability to sell can result in an 
average loss of $87,652 per prevented sale. Additionally, such delays impact tax revenues, 
potentially costing taxpayers up to $1,170, and use of other services, costing private 
stakeholders approximately $847 in lost professional fees and income. 

Estimation: The estimated loss is derived from the average property value obtained using a 
Monte Carlo simulation with a triangular probability distribution. The parameters are based 
on a meta-analysis of heirs’ property valuations across the United States, with a particular 
focus on southern states. For context, the average property value in low-income areas 
in these regions ranges from $50,000 to $150,000. To account for broader variability, the 
simulation includes values up to $200,000, with an assumed average of $71,900.

Outcome Heirs ($) Government & 
Others ($) Society ($)

Foreclosure/loss of assets $151,106 — $151,106

Lost sale revenue from not being able to sell $61,854 — $61,854

Lost sale revenue from no sale–Other agents in society — $398 $398

Lost sale revenue from no sale of asset–Taxes — $53 $53

Lost/reduced rent revenue from frozen/delayed renting of asset $20,600 — $20,600

Avoided cost of services to resolve case $10,553 — $10,553

Benefits $244,565 $451 $244,565

TABLE A1—AVOIDED FORECLOSURE: DETAILED BENEFIT COST ESTIMATES
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This average value is calculated net of administrative fees and taxes, which are  
separately accounted for in the SROI framework from the perspectives of government  
and private stakeholders.

3—LOSS OF REVENUES FROM RENT INCOME

Outcome analysis: Heirs intending to rent out a property may lose an estimated $61,801 
in rental income during the period when the asset is frozen or cannot be rented due to 
unresolved ownership or legal issues.

Estimation: We base this calculation on the assumption that an heirs’ property in an urban 
area could be rented for an average of $1,217 per month. Rental rates vary significantly 
across the United States, ranging from the low $800s in less-populated markets to over 
$3,000 in high-density cities.33 As with other parameters in this analysis that have a wide 
range, our model uses an average closer to the lower end of the spectrum. While this 
assumption may undervalue benefits in cases involving higher rental values, we use it 
to ensure our estimates remain conservative. For comparison, informal estimates from 
Zillow.com place the median monthly rent for single-family homes in the United States at 
approximately $2,000. 

We assume heirs are unable to rent their properties until the associated legal cases are fully 
resolved. Based on a Monte Carlo simulation, the average case duration is estimated to be 
4.8 years. The total lost rental income over this period is then discounted to present value 
using a 3% discount rate to account for the time value of money. This approach provides a 
realistic estimate of the financial impact of delays in resolving heirs’ property cases.

Outcome Heirs ($) Government & 
Others ($) Society ($)

Lost rent revenue $61,801 — $61,801

Cost of services to resolve case $10,553 — $10,553

Benefits $72,354 — $72,354

TABLE A3—AVOIDED LOST RENT REVENUE: DETAILED BENEFIT COST ESTIMATES

Outcome Heirs ($) Government & 
Others ($) Society ($)

Lost sale revenue from not being able to sell $123,696 — $123,696

Lost sale revenue from no sale–Other agents in society — $1,194 $1,194

Lost sale revenue from no sale of asset–Taxes — $159 $159

Cost of services to resolve case $10,553 — $10,553

Benefits $135,602 $1,353 $135,602

TABLE A2—LOST REVENUE FROM PREVENTED SALE: DETAILED BENEFIT COST ESTIMATES
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sale, and in many cases, the element of surprise. Heir 
owners often have no desire to sell the property but are not 
able to quickly access the financial, legal, and other support 
needed to retain their home. In many cases, depending on 
state and local policy, homes are sold against the owners’ 
wishes for well below market value, resulting in a predatory 
transaction. 

Condition of Property. Many properties sold under forced 
conditions are not well maintained because previous 
owners lacked the financial resources to perform necessary 
upkeep, further reducing the sale price.

Additionally, in cases of forced sales, the (often below 
market) proceeds must be divided among all identified 
heirs, leaving each heir with only a share of proceeds 
already diminished by the forced sale process.35

Estimation: We estimate that the forced sale price of a 
property represents a reduction of 15%–40% from its fair 
market value, with an average reduction of 28%. Using 
a Monte Carlo simulation and a triangular probability 
distribution, we calculate the average reduced value of the 
property. This estimation applies the assumed range of sale 
price reduction to the previously simulated property value.

4—AVOIDED LOSS FROM FORCED SALE

Outcome analysis: When an heirs’ property case results 
in the forced sale of an asset, the sale price is often 
significantly lower than the property’s fair market value 
under normal circumstances. In this outcome, we include 
partition sale cases in which a sale of jointly owned 
property is ordered by the court when co-owners (heirs) 
cannot agree on how to divide or manage it or in which 
third-party investors purchase an interest from an heir and 
bring a partition action. In both cases, the court orders a 
forced sale when it determines that a sale—rather than 
a physical division of the property—is the most practical 
solution. In these cases, heirs become susceptible to 
predatory practices by opportunistic investors looking to 
acquire properties at a steep discount. 

The fair market value of a property reflects the price it 
can achieve under standard selling conditions—adequate 
marketing time, no undue pressure on either party—
considering factors such as location, property condition, 
and market demand. In contrast, the price of a forced sale, 
which occurs under circumstances like a tax or mortgage 
foreclosure, bankruptcy, or partition, is typically much 
lower. This disparity arises from several key factors:

Discount on Value. Properties sold under forced 
conditions often sell at a 10%–40% discount compared to 
market value.34 The specific discount depends on factors 
such as the urgency of the sale, property condition, market 
dynamics, and the general public’s access to information 
about bidding, the sale process, and the value and 
condition of the property. In some circumstances, unfair 
bidding practices during the auction process may also 
negatively affect the final price of the property. 

Time Pressure. Forced sales are often executed under 
tight time constraints, leading to lower bids and faster 
transactions than normal market sales.

Buyer Purchasing Power. Buyers in forced partition sales 
typically have purchasing power due to greater access to 
capital, greater legal and financial capacity to complete 

Outcome Heirs ($) Government & 
Others ($) Society ($)

Direct monetary loss from forced sale at reduced value $34,537 — $34,537

Lost sale revenue from sale at reduced price–Other agents in 
society — $910 $91

Lost sale revenue from sale at reduced price–Taxes — $12 $12

Cost of services to resolve case $10,553 — —

Benefits $45,090 $103 $34,537

TABLE A4—AVOIDED LOSS FROM FORCED SALE: DETAILED BENEFIT COST ESTIMATES
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5—EXCESS FINANCIAL COST FROM LACK OF COLLATERAL ASSETS

Outcome analysis: Fractional ownership of heirs’ property prevents families 
from using the asset as collateral, often forcing them to rely on higher-interest 
unsecured loans for emergencies or significant expenses. This limitation can 
result in an estimated excess cost of $20,852 in interest payments over the life of a 
typical home equity loan.

Estimation: As of the third quarter of 2024, the average home equity loan in 
the United States is $47,900, with an interest rate of 8.59%. Over a 15-year term, 
the total interest paid on this loan would amount to $58,312. In comparison, an 
unsecured loan at an interest rate of 12.49% would result in $79,164 in interest 
over the same period. By opting for a home equity loan, heirs could save $20,852 
in interest costs. This calculation assumes that, without assistance from nonprofit 
legal programs, heirs would be unable to resolve their property rights issues 
and would incur the full cost of the unsecured loan. Interest rates for unsecured 
loans vary widely, depending on the borrower’s creditworthiness, loan terms can 
differ significantly, and unsecured loans usually have shorter terms than home 
equity loans. Additionally, in some cases, heirs may resolve their property issues 
before the unsecured loan term ends, allowing them to refinance at a lower rate, 
potentially reducing the excess financial burden. However, for this estimation, we 
assume identical loan terms for both the secured and unsecured loans and use a 
conservative interest rate for the unsecured loan.

6 - REDUCED VALUE OF ASSET DUE TO DETERIORATION

Outcome analysis: Deferred or inadequate maintenance and repairs can 
significantly reduce a property’s value and diminish the equity of its owners. When 
property rights are unclear, heirs often face barriers to securing financing for 
necessary repairs. Additionally, coordination challenges among heirs can result in 
inefficient maintenance. We estimate that deterioration resulting from an inability 
to access financing or difficulties in coordinating among heirs may reduce a 
property’s value by an average of $2,767 over the resolution period.

Estimation: According to the Internal Revenue Service, a home depreciates at a 
rate of 3.636% per year under the General Depreciation System, a rate that applies 
only to the building and excludes the land’s value. In contrast, houses typically 
appreciate at an annual rate of 3%–5%. For this estimation, we assume that 
delayed maintenance accelerates depreciation while slowing appreciation.

Outcome Heirs ($) Government & 
Others ($) Society ($)

Avoided excess interest due to unsecured loans $20,852 — $20,852

Cost of services to resolve case $10,553 — $10,553

Benefits $31,405 — $31,405

TABLE A5—AVOIDED EXCESS INTEREST DUE TO UNSECURED LOANS: DETAILED BENEFIT COST ESTIMATES
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Due to insufficient data, we cannot quantify these effects precisely; therefore, we 
conservatively estimate that a poorly maintained house depreciates at the average rate of 
3.636% per year, while its market value appreciates at the lowest observed industry rate 
of 3%. This estimate results in a net annual loss in value of 0.636%. Using a Monte Carlo 
simulation of the resolution period and the asset’s value, we calculate the present value of 
this loss to be $2,767. This method is based on average annual deterioration and does not 
account for more severe cases, such as roof replacements or other major repairs. In such 
instances, the avoided costs could be significantly higher. However, we do not explicitly 
include these scenarios in the analysis, as doing so would require incorporating multiple 
probabilistic factors, such as the incidence of severe repairs, home age, and other variables.

These assumptions highlight the financial risks associated with delayed maintenance in 
unresolved heirs’ property cases.

7 - INCREASED LEGAL COSTS
Outcome analysis: Typically, a family or heir hiring private lawyers to resolve an heirs’ 
property case will incur approximately $10,553 in legal fees. The total cost depends on 
factors such as the number of heirs, their willingness to cooperate, the complexity of the 
case, and local market conditions. Additionally, the size and pricing structure of the law 
firm handling the case significantly influence the final cost. This cost typically includes 
the lawyer’s fees, filing expenses, and third-party services, such as lineage establishment, 
document preparation, and affidavits. When families work with community organizations, 
these legal costs are often substantially reduced. Such organizations may cover or waive 
most legal fees and some related expenses, such as filing fees and charges for third-party 
services.

The assumed value of legal costs was determined through input from private lawyers and 
market research, providing a realistic estimate of the financial burden associated with 
resolving heirs’ property cases.

Estimation: Using the number of heirs as the primary cost determinant, we estimate 
an average resolution cost of $10,553, with a minimum of $6,153 and a maximum of 
$15,000. These estimates are derived from a Monte Carlo simulation of 10,000 cases, 
using parameters from private practice lawyers as well as feedback and program data from 
nonprofit providers.

Outcome Heirs ($) Government & 
Others ($) Society ($)

Lost net worth due to deterioration of asset $3,902 — $3,902

Cost of services to resolve case $10,553 — $10,553

Benefits $14,455 — $14,455

TABLE A6—AVOIDED LOSS FROM DETERIORATION OF ASSET: DETAILED BENEFIT COST ESTIMATES
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Duration of Heirs’ Property Cases

Heirs’ property cases can be complex and challenging to resolve because consolidating or 
clearing titles or otherwise addressing the property issues can involve numerous logistical 
and legal steps. The time required to resolve a case significantly impacts legal and other 
costs and the foregone benefits heirs might otherwise derive from the asset, such as rental 
income, proceeds from a sale, or avoided costs of delayed maintenance. The duration of 
cases is primarily important for ensuring that all future monetary benefits are adjusted to 
present value, allowing for a more accurate comparison of costs and benefits.

To estimate the potential benefits from these outcomes, we incorporate a simulated value 
of the time needed to clear the title or resolve the case. This simulation uses a Monte 
Carlo approach, factoring in variables such as the number of heirs (simulated as a random 
number between 2 and 20), the willingness of heirs to cooperate, the availability of legal 
documentation, and the expertise of the organization or legal counsel handling the case. 
This method helps capture the inherent uncertainties and complexities involved in resolving 
heirs’ property cases. Based on this method, the average case duration is estimated to be 
4.8 years. The standard deviation in the simulation is about 2 years with a range from 2 
years to 9 years.  
 

Cost of Programs

Heirs’ property programs vary widely in structure and delivery models. Some nonprofits 
focus exclusively on heirs’ property resolution and prevention, while others integrate such 
initiatives within broader organizational departments or units. Some programs employ 
full-time lawyers and paralegals, whereas others rely heavily on volunteer or pro bono 
support. Additionally, some initiatives are comprehensive, encompassing outreach and 
policy advocacy, while others offer supplemental services to families alongside direct legal 
assistance for heirs’ property cases. The budgets of these programs also differ significantly, 
ranging from $10,000 or less to several million dollars.

This diversity in program models, coupled with limited specific data, makes it challenging 
to estimate the average costs of handling heirs’ property cases. To address this gap, we 
reviewed reports from nonprofits detailing their budgets and operational structures and 
consulted private lawyers specializing in this field to gain insight into cost structures and 
levels. 

Since it is not feasible to generalize or aggregate program cost data, we use a typical price 
charged by private lawyers as a proxy for the costs of inputs, overhead, and profit margins 
associated with heirs’ property cases. For instance, we estimate that private lawyers charge 
approximately $10,553 per case. Assuming a profit margin of 35%—typical of law firms 
across the United States—the remaining $6,859 can be considered a rough approximation 
of the cost of inputs for each case. We assume that this value approximates the costs that 
nonprofits accrue per heirs’ property case, with some nonprofit organizations that rely more 
on volunteer work having lower average costs and others with full-time legal staff incurring 
costs closer to, or even greater than, our estimate. The value of volunteers’ time and skills is 
included in the total cost to society.

These prospective estimates are intended as reference points, not definitive data. Program-
specific cost-benefit analyses and place-based retrospective studies are needed to better 
understand the economic returns of individual programs.
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land-limited major metro areas. For programs 
operating in markets near the upper limits 
of the value range shown, we recommend 
conducting a place-based analysis to ensure 
more accurate assessments.

31 Property values are estimated based on 
reports from the Center for Heirs’ Property 
Preservation, the Georgia Heirs’ Property Law 
Center, LISC-Jacksonville, and Ryan Thomson 
and Conner Bailey (Auburn University), among 
others. In some reports, we approximate the 
average value per title from aggregate values 
and contrast these values with U.S. real 
estate market data to ensure that values are 
representative of the entire country.

32 U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development. Retrieved from: https://www.
huduser.gov/portal/datasets/home-ownership-
value-limits.html on March 31, 2025.

33 For an overview of rent markets in the 
United States, see Average Rent by State 
2024, World Population Review. https://
worldpopulationreview.com/state-rankings/
average-rent-by-state, last visited March 23, 
2025.

34 See, for example, K.S. Kohanowski, “Taking 
the Uniform Partition of Heirs’ Property 
Act (UPHPA) out of the Rural Context and 

Strengthening It: The New York Experience and 
a Framework for UPHPA Advocacy,” in Heirs’ 
Property and the Uniform Partition of Heirs 
Property Act: Challenges, Solutions and Historic 
Reform, ed. T.W. Mitchell and E.L. Powers 
(American Bar Association, 2022), 39.

35 In the cases in which a home is appraised, 
the “fair” market value is known; however, 
appraisal value may be influenced by 
appraisal bias. See David Wheaton, Fighting 
Appraisal Bias: How the Government and 
Housing Industry Can Better Address This 
Discriminatory Practice, Legal Defense 
Fund, May 19, 2023, https://www.naacpldf.
org/appraisal-algorithmic-bias-racial-
discrimination/. For a more robust discussion 
of these and related issues, see Thomas 
W. Mitchell, Stephen Malpezzi, and Richard 
K. Green, “Forced Sale Risk: Class, Race, 
and The ‘Double Discount’” Florida State 
University Law Review 37 (2010), Univ. of 
Wisconsin LegalStudies Research Paper No. 
1102, December 22, 2009, https://ssrn.com/
abstract=1527038.
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