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Nearly four years after communities across the country began
implementing rapid-rehousing programs on a large scale, the
approach has gained a reputation as the best available strategy
for solving homelessness. Yet the understanding of how programs
are structured, whom they serve best, and which local characterist-
ics are important for their success is limited because programs
vary so widely from community to community. Consideration of
these factors is key to crafting cost-effective programs that address
homelessness and promote household stability. This brief presents
a case study of Philadelphia’s experience with rapidly rehousing its
homeless population between 2010 and 2012. It highlights the role
of data collection and analysis in effectively using rapid-rehousing
programs as part of a larger, comprehensive homeless-services effort.

The City of Philadelphia

More than one in four Philadelphians lives below the federal
poverty threshold (between $11,670 for a single adult and
$23,850 for a family of four), making Philadelphia the poorest
city in the United States with a population over one million.
Although Philadelphia has a reasonably affordable housing mar-
ket— the median monthly housing cost for renters is $876,
and fair market rent for a two-bedroom apartment is $1,075 —
57% of Philadelphia households spend at least 30% of their
income on rental and other housing expenses.'

Homelessness in Philadelphia

Philadelphia’s Office of Supportive Housing (OSH) coordinates
the city’s homelessness system, serving 18,743 people, 46% of
whom lived in families in 2011. OSH manages two separate in-
take centers (one for families and single females and another for
single men) and during the height of HPRP implementation co-
ordinated 6,103 emergency, transitional, and Safe Haven beds,
1,352 rapid-rehousing beds, and 4,732 permanent supportive hous-
ing beds. At intake, OSH case managers place households in
emergency shelter if space is available. If the system is at capac-
ity, households must find other places to stay until beds become
available. Once clients are admitted to shelter, they are screened
and referred to all appropriate programs, including transitional
housing, rapid rehousing, and permanent supportive housing. Clients
who are turned away from emergency shelter due to space con-
straints are still eligible for other housing-assistance programs.
OSH also coordinates with the Philadelphia Housing Authority,
which annually sets aside a combination of public housing units
and Section 8 housing choice vouchers for 300 homeless fami-
lies and 200 single adults.?
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Philadelphia’s Approach to Rapid Rehousing
Philadelphia’s rapid-rehousing program began with a one-time
Homelessness Prevention and Rapid Rehousing Program (HPRP)
grant in 2009 of $21.5 million, about half of which, $11.2 mil-
lion, was used for rapid rehousing. To qualify for rapid-rehousing
assistance, clients had to currently reside in emergency or transi-
tional housing and could not have significant behavioral health
issues that could be managed more effectively by other programs.
To receive prevention aid, clients had to be imminently at risk
of homelessness and in need of temporary financial assistance to
stabilize existing housing. HPRP funds for both prevention and
rapid rehousing could cover costs associated with housing search
and placement and provide limited case management relating to
housing stability, legal services, credit repair, and/or outreach. Local
housing and homeless-service providers in Philadelphia disbursed
funds to cover up to 18 months of rental assistance; missed rent
payments; security and utility deposits; utility payments; moving
costs; and motel and hotel vouchers for homeless and at-risk house-
holds who earned 50% or less of the area median household
cash income. Throughout implementation of the program, OSH
officials collected and analyzed data, evaluated outcomes, and
changed eligibility guidelines and program procedures to better
target prevention dollars to households most likely to become
homeless and rapid-rehousing assistance funds to those already
homeless and most likely to maintain stable housing after assis-
tance ended.’

Refine, Target, Stabilize

Federal HPRP guidelines allowed communities to disburse
funds to households making below 50% of the area median
income, which amounts to between $27,075 (for a single adult)
and $45,100 (for a household of six) in Philadelphia. After
the first year of implementation, OSH targeted a larger portion
of the HPRP grant to rapid rehousing and less to prevention
assistance, also changing the program-eligibility requirements
to ensure that they were reaching households most in need
yet also most able to maintain housing. Using demographic data,
OSH began targeting rapid-rehousing assistance to households
earning between 20% and 30% of the area median income (be-
tween $10,900 and $16,350 for a single adult and between
$18,040 and $27,100 for a family of six), as opposed to the pre-
viously allowed 50% and below, and requiring eviction notices
from those receiving prevention aid. OSH realized that Phila-
delphia households under 20% had too little income to remain
stably housed after temporary subsidies ended and that those
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above 30% would more likely be able to maintain housing even
without temporary subsidies.*

With these new guidelines in mind, case managers at emergen-
cy or transitional-housing facilities screened clients for rapid-
rehousing program eligibility and forwarded applications to
OSH for decisions about enrollment. Once applications were
approved, each provider found housing options for clients through
its own network of landlords, accompanied clients to a maxi-
mum of three apartment visits, and helped to negotiate lease
terms. The process took roughly 60 days from referral to lease
date. To incentivize landlords and provide stability to rapidly
rehoused tenants, OSH disbursed aid for a minimum of 12
months, with tenants contributing 30% of household income
toward rent. Housing providers were instructed to work with
clients to find homes whose rents would not be more than 50%
of current household income, as OSH found that households
paying more than that were more likely to return to shelter.

Results Over Time

By the end of the grant period, Philadelphia had provided 4,286
households with prevention services and 1,379 households
with an average of $6,000 in rapid-rehousing assistance; some
households received both. Median monthly household income
at entry was between $501 and $750, and in FY2011 13% of all
homeless people in the city, at most, received rapid-rehousing
assistance. Figure 1 shows the results for those clients who
received rapid-rehousing assistance. Over the grant period,
more than two-thirds (69%) of all people—individuals and
families—exited the program to permanent housing without
any ongoing subsidies, covering rent on their own; 15% moved
to permanent supportive housing; and 13% left the program
for permanent housing with some other ongoing subsidy, such
as public housing, Veterans Affairs Supportive Housing (VASH)
subsidies, or housing choice vouchers.

Figure 1
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When differences between families and individuals were ex-
plored, a much higher percentage of families than singles were
found to have exited to permanent supportive housing (18%
vs. 3%) or exited the program with some other ongoing hous-
ing subsidy (16% vs. 4%). For the 34% of families who exited
into either permanent supportive housing (18%) or housing with
subsidies (16%), assistance was used primarily to tide over house-
holds in shelter or other temporary housing who were awaiting
placement into long-term programs such as supportive housing,
public housing units, or housing choice vouchers. The remaining
two-thirds of families exited to permanent housing without fur-
ther rental assistance. In addition, almost nine out of ten single
adults (89%) who participated in the program exited without
further subsidies.

What is unknown for both individuals and families who exited
without subsidies is whether the assistance was sufficient to
stabilize households or if additional funds were needed but un-
available. On one hand, the high percentage in both groups
who did not receive subsidies could reflect the efficiency with
which the program was targeted to households that had spec-
ific income ranges and were in housing that was affordable to
them at their current, rather than expected, income levels. On
the other hand, the disparity between the proportion of single
households exiting to housing without subsidies and that of fam-
ilies doing so may also reflect the different barriers facing each
group. Affordable housing may be easier to find for one person
than for a family of two or three. Families must also shoulder
additional expenses for child care, clothing, food, transportation,
and other necessities for children. Only more detailed and longer-
term data that distinguishes between families and individuals
can answer the many remaining questions about the effectiveness
of the program; nevertheless, the availability of affordable hous-
ing and the existence of longer-term housing subsidies in Phila-
delphia are worth noting in the overall evaluation of the program.

PARTICIPANT DESTINATIONS AT PROGRAM EXIT AFTER RECEIPT OF RAPID-REHOUSING AND/OR DIVERSION ASSISTANCE
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As part of its ongoing efforts to evaluate and improve its hous-
ing and homeless services, OSH commissioned an analysis and
found that 13.6% of households who received rapid-rehousing
assistance between October 2009 and July 2013 returned to
shelter, compared with 39% in a matched comparison group
(a comparison between individuals and families is unavailable).
A separate survey of clients six months after program exit found
that 69% of respondents were still residing in the same units
they had occupied when they exited the program, 51% were cur-
rent on their rent, and 65% were not in the eviction process
(see Figure 2). These results raise concerns, as half (49%) of the
households are not current on their rent at the six-month mark,
35% are in the eviction process, and only one-quarter are keep-
ing up with their utility bills. While only half of the surveys
sent out (47%) were returned and the proportion of respondents
who received prevention funds as opposed to rapid-rehousing
assistance is unclear, the survey shows some of the strongest data
to date about the utility of targeting rapid-rehousing aid to house-
holds who have income. Still, neither distinguishes between fam-
ilies and single-adult households, nor does either present hous-
ing outcomes after 12 and 24 months. Without longer-term,
household-specific data, these studies are of limited utility in
understanding program impacts.’

Figure 2
HOUSEHOLD OUTCOMES AT 6-MONTH FOLLOW-UP
(by percent of clients)

Resided in the same unit

at 6-month follow-up 69%

Stated that funds
helped to resolve their
housing issues

Current on their rent after
assistance ended and at
6-month follow-up

NOT in the eviction process

at 6-month follow-up 5%

Current on their utilities at
6-month follow-up

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Percent of survey respondents

n=1,404; non-responses = 1,245.
Source: City of Philadelphia Office of Supportive Housing.

page 3

assistance ended, despite income’s remaining fairly constant. The
more than one in four adults who had no income at all at the
end of the program likely represent households in need of more
intensive service interventions or awaiting placement into perma-
nent subsidy programs. The fact that this group made up a quar-
ter of the population served points to the need for a multifaceted
and targeted approach that includes temporary service-rich hous-
ing options, permanent housing subsidies, and rental assistance.

Figure 3
MONTHLY CASH INCOME OF HPRP CLIENTS
(by percent of clients)
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The vital importance of using household income to target ser-
vices and resources is apparent when data show that 90% of
all households had no change in income between entering and
exiting the program (see Figure 3). Because OSH chose to target
rapid-rehousing assistance only to those with sufficient income
at entry, strong housing outcomes were still achieved even after

Lessons Learned

There is much to learn from Philadelphia’s experience. OSH
did not use rapid-rehousing dollars as a panacea; instead, it
used data to refine targeting for prevention and assistance mon-
eys. Officials set parameters to direct aid to people most in
need of assistance and most likely to remain stable afterward.
They understood that a one-size-fits-all approach was simply
not going to be the most effective way to serve all who experi-
enced homelessness in their city.
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Key to the program’s tentative success were the community con-
ditions in Philadelphia, namely the relatively affordable housing
market. By concurrently targeting the program to households
with income at program entry and encouraging providers to find
housing based on current instead of expected income, OSH
achieved relatively stable housing outcomes. In addition, the exis-
tence of other types of housing interventions in the community
enabled OSH officials to direct certain households to short-term
rapid rehousing and still have transitional and supportive hous-
ing options available for those in need of more intensive services.
Longer-term outcomes are needed to fully understand the results
of Philadelphia’s program. Only time will tell if families remain
stably housed two or more years after assistance ends. However,
the city’s use of rapid rehousing as just one of many housing inter-
ventions available in the community is a large part of what has
made it a promising practice so far.

Still, it is important to note that there is no single definition of
rapid rehousing and that what works in one community may not
work in another. Communities need to analyze, refine, and target
programs based on the needs of particular homeless populations and
the available local resources. As the nation pivots to rapid rehous-
ing as the answer to homelessness, understanding for whom and
under what circumstances these programs work best has never
been more important. Not every household is the same. While rapid
rehousing may be enough for some families and individuals, it

is insufficient for many others. Acknowledging this reality and
building it into efforts to address homelessness is the best way

to set homeless families and individuals on a pathway to success.
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