
Healthy Housing Best Prac�ce Policy Brief

This policy brief builds on the learnings from Penn Center for Public Health's October 17, 
2025, Healthy Housing Symposium. It outlines evidence-informed recommenda�ons and 
prac�ces to reduce the risks and burdens of unhealthy housing and to expand access to healthy 
homes. Our recommenda�ons priori�ze 
proac�ve, proven ini�a�ves that support the 
diverse needs of the community. 

These recommenda�ons are based on the 
understanding that structural inequality drives 
unhealthy housing condi�ons that 
dispropor�onately impact people of color, 
which in turn lead to worse health outcomes. 
While these recommenda�ons offer a means to 
rec�fy health inequi�es, we recognize our 
shared ability as a city to come together to iden�fy, pass, and implement addi�onal policies that 
address structural inequality and build toward a healthier future for our city's residents, in 
which we all have the opportunity to thrive. 

Philadelphia is at the Forefront of 
Healthy Housing. 

Philadelphia has emerged as a na�onal leader 
in advancing healthy housing ini�a�ves, 
expanding and protec�ng safe and affordable 
housing through programs such as: Right to 
Counsel in Evic�on Court, Evic�on Diversion 
Program, Basic Systems Repair (BSRP), Adap�ve 
Modifica�ons Program (AMP), PHL Housing +, 
Turn the Key, and Philly First Home. These 
programs, in tandem with local community 
partners, offer na�onal models for integra�ng 
services for home repair, health care, and legal assistance. 

Despite Progress, Gaps and Challenges Remain. 

Quality & Stability 
Substandard housing condi�ons, the need for repairs, and lack of rou�ne inspec�ons con�nue 
to drive chronic illnesses and injury due to exposure to mold, pests, lead, and other hazards. 
While Philadelphia has made significant progress on evic�on diversion, the threat of evic�on 
s�ll prevents some renters from repor�ng substandard housing condi�ons. Right to Counsel has 

Housing is Healthcare. 

The quality, affordability, and accessibility of a 
home directly impacts residents’ health, driving 
high rates of asthma, chronic disease, and mental 
health strain. Policy ac�on must address these 
health hazards resul�ng from inadequate, costly, 
and unstable housing condi�ons. 

What is a Healthy Home? 
The Na�onal Center for Healthy Housing defines 
the cri�cal components of a healthy home as: dry, 
clean, pest-free, ven�lated, safe, contaminant-free, 
maintained, thermally controlled, accessible, 
affordable, and ready for natural disasters. 
Structural inequali�es shape dispari�es in access to 
health housing, contribu�ng to inequali�es in 
health and well-being.  

https://cph.upenn.edu/seminars/
https://www.phila.gov/services/property-lots-housing/get-free-legal-help-to-avoid-eviction/
https://www.phila.gov/services/property-lots-housing/get-free-legal-help-to-avoid-eviction/
https://eviction-diversion.phila.gov/#/
https://eviction-diversion.phila.gov/#/
https://phdcphila.org/residents-and-landlords/home-repair-and-improvements/basic-systems-repair-program/
https://phdcphila.org/residents-and-landlords/home-repair-and-improvements/adaptive-modifications-program/
https://phdcphila.org/residents-and-landlords/home-repair-and-improvements/adaptive-modifications-program/
https://phdcphila.org/residents-and-landlords/homebuyers-and-renters/phlhousing-plus/
https://phdcphila.org/turnthekey/
https://phdcphila.org/residents-and-landlords/homebuyers-and-renters/philly-first-home/
https://www.housinginitiative.org/uploads/1/3/2/9/132946414/hip_philadelphia_housing_needs_may2025.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2022-09/Improving%20Philadelphia%27s%20Rental%20and%20Housing%20Support%20Systems.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2022-09/Improving%20Philadelphia%27s%20Rental%20and%20Housing%20Support%20Systems.pdf
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2019.112571__;!!IBzWLUs!Wc2qDpgfm-wD2BdDcWuWHiT_Idaz6m-UR2WD8ISo8rT8-p5PjrbZc1p3im0eBCCQdk2WaHg3slHzTUAFPhE9Pd5cGQT7T6ziHd_TfQ$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2019.112571__;!!IBzWLUs!Wc2qDpgfm-wD2BdDcWuWHiT_Idaz6m-UR2WD8ISo8rT8-p5PjrbZc1p3im0eBCCQdk2WaHg3slHzTUAFPhE9Pd5cGQT7T6ziHd_TfQ$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.jstor.org/stable/26472163__;!!IBzWLUs!Wc2qDpgfm-wD2BdDcWuWHiT_Idaz6m-UR2WD8ISo8rT8-p5PjrbZc1p3im0eBCCQdk2WaHg3slHzTUAFPhE9Pd5cGQT7T6zZAlNv8A$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0091674921014536?casa_token=ysUrbEb5l4EAAAAA:NC-80j8_xXVkh9dCnWc-A-qw3eoGDJNqj8XmrWGxYrpRsgysM-GvCGmNefBaMkzoPrCHc60BJPg__;!!IBzWLUs!SUQTKdLCZKoGcZ4bu293oApvB5C-twgTk0zNdfF-h2-wpSxzO9wy2BTxATOLYl065vID1FM97kTaFhY-9ve4V5ic3tBfQngSbpyhXQ$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.92.5.758__;!!IBzWLUs!SUQTKdLCZKoGcZ4bu293oApvB5C-twgTk0zNdfF-h2-wpSxzO9wy2BTxATOLYl065vID1FM97kTaFhY-9ve4V5ic3tBfQnh1BCN--Q$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0749379719301709?casa_token=4VFNNndGtr8AAAAA:u7myQHGMzyoiVvZtU6yiMOO4wqbUz0hDtD-re5BTz07C2MTP30_fODMW_EIcQN5KsayFtunfOco__;!!IBzWLUs!SUQTKdLCZKoGcZ4bu293oApvB5C-twgTk0zNdfF-h2-wpSxzO9wy2BTxATOLYl065vID1FM97kTaFhY-9ve4V5ic3tBfQnjarNBaEg$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0749379719301709?casa_token=4VFNNndGtr8AAAAA:u7myQHGMzyoiVvZtU6yiMOO4wqbUz0hDtD-re5BTz07C2MTP30_fODMW_EIcQN5KsayFtunfOco__;!!IBzWLUs!SUQTKdLCZKoGcZ4bu293oApvB5C-twgTk0zNdfF-h2-wpSxzO9wy2BTxATOLYl065vID1FM97kTaFhY-9ve4V5ic3tBfQnjarNBaEg$
https://nchh.org/information-and-evidence/learn-about-healthy-housing/healthy-homes-principles/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36525958/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36525958/
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demonstrated benefits both na�onally and here in Philadelphia, but as of FY2024, reached 
fewer than 25% of eligible tenants facing evic�on in the five covered city zip codes. These issues 
contribute to chronic disease, par�cularly to the city’s high asthma rate. More than 20% of 
Philadelphia’s children have asthma, which is the top cause of missed days of school in the city, 
and asthma dispropor�onately impacts the city’s children of color and low-income children. 
Poor housing quality also worsens mental health for both children and adults. Philadelphia does 
not yet have laws or regula�ons that establish a cooling standard for rental housing, an 
increasingly pressing issue as extreme heat events become more frequent. And while important 
work has been done in recent years to address water insecurity in the city, water shutoffs s�ll 
impact many low-income Philadelphians. 

Poten�al Solu�ons 

1. Reduce unlicensed rental units by ensuring adequate funding for the Department of
Licenses and Inspec�ons (L&I) to conduct outreach and educa�onal campaigns for
landlords, iden�fy unlicensed landlords, and increasing penal�es for noncompliance.

2. Develop proac�ve rental inspec�ons for which costs would be at least par�ally offset by
the impact on parents’ ability to work when children are not sick with asthma, and by the
future academic and economic success of children who miss fewer days of school. This will
require addi�onal investment in L&I to allow the hiring of addi�onal inspectors (this was
discussed in the FY26 budget hearings and deferred to give L&I more �me to develop a
budget es�mate). Recent research suggests that ini�al approaches could include:

a. Pilo�ng with a targeted effort: Begin with subset (e.g., large landlords) to start
modestly and build momentum.

b. Por�olio-wide enforcement: Once code viola�ons are iden�fied, inspect all
proper�es held by this landlord.

c. Suppor�ng small and compliant landlords: A proac�ve rental inspec�on program
could expand exis�ng supports such as the Rental Improvement Fund and offer
incen�ves (e.g., low frequency, discounted inspec�ons) to small landlords and
those with good prac�ces to ensure that the program does not increase rent for
tenants or price out small property owners, while maintaining accountability for
landlords.

3. Improve access to legal ac�on to protect renters:

a. Consider redesigning the Landlord-Tenant court process in municipal court to give it
the enforcement power to require landlords to make repairs as done in Boston and
New York.

b. Expand the Right to Counsel program, add housing quality issues to its purview, and
consider incorpora�ng a private right of ac�on that includes atorneys’ fees into the
Right to Counsel legisla�on, a mechanism used successfully in other jurisdic�ons.

https://www.phila.gov/documents/right-to-counsel-annual-reports/
https://www.phila.gov/documents/right-to-counsel-annual-reports/
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/151/5/e2022058351/191045/A-Health-System-Initiated-Intervention-to?autologincheck=redirected
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/151/5/e2022058351/191045/A-Health-System-Initiated-Intervention-to?autologincheck=redirected
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34599980/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0091743517303419?via%3Dihub
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joule.2025.101876
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joule.2025.101876
https://datasmart.hks.harvard.edu/using-data-prevent-water-shutoffs-philadelphia
https://www.phillytrib.com/news/local_news/some-philadelphia-residents-could-lose-water-access-as-annual-shutoff-moratorium-comes-to-a-close/article_23e220b0-cedd-4df7-aba9-f5a46a9b7711.html
https://www.phillytrib.com/news/local_news/some-philadelphia-residents-could-lose-water-access-as-annual-shutoff-moratorium-comes-to-a-close/article_23e220b0-cedd-4df7-aba9-f5a46a9b7711.html
https://www.pew.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2021/02/24/who-are-philadelphias-landlords
https://www.pew.org/en/research-and-analysis/reports/2021/11/rental-code-enforcement-in-philadelphia
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29722589/
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/improving-philadelphias-rental-regulatory-and-housing-support-systems
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/jurisdiction-and-work-of-the-housing-court
https://ww2.nycourts.gov/courts/nyc/housing/general.shtml
https://hrlr.law.columbia.edu/files/2019/04/HRLR-50.2-Ferron_Suring-for-the-City_Expanding-Public-Interest-Group-Enforcement-of-Municipal-Ordinances.pdf
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Affordability 

Philadelphia has a shortage of over 64,500 affordable units available to households with the 
lowest incomes (making less than 30% of area median income (AMI)). This, coupled with the 
risk of losing addi�onal units in the next decade due to loss of federal subsidies, drives a 
concerning gap in highly affordable rental housing, forcing low- and moderate- income 
households into costlier homes and causing widespread rent-burden. These costs, in turn, drive 
down available spending on healthy food, adequate hea�ng and cooling, and healthcare, while 
increasing stress and worsening mental health for many city residents. Simply put, housing 
affordability is a public health crisis. 

Poten�al Solu�ons 

1. Ensure investments include expanding housing op�ons for those making less than 30% of
the AMI Because of limited op�ons affordable to this group, many end up occupying
housing affordable to those at 30-50% or more of AMI, resul�ng not only in rent burden for
themselves, but also a lack of affordable op�ons for those in that next �er of income.

a. The City should act now to work with local non-profit agencies to preserve exis�ng
deeply affordable housing to prevent a worsening of the supply gap.

b. Expand direct financial subsidies to low-income renters through programs such as
PHL Housing+.

c. Consider capping rent increases to maintain exis�ng affordable rentals.

d. Explore op�ons used successfully in other ci�es and states such as a revolving loan
fund and social housing models.

2. Update zoning laws to allow accessory dwelling units in all neighborhoods (not just historic
districts) and allow rooming houses or single room occupancies to expand low-cost op�ons
in the city as has been done in Minneapolis and Portland.

3. Use administra�ve data to automa�cally enroll or proac�vely reach out to individuals
about beneficial programs (e.g., Philly One Front Door). Previous data on benefit programs,
including preven�on of water shutoffs and Medicaid enrollment, demonstrates that
automa�c enrollment tends to be much more effec�ve than requiring individuals to enroll
in such programs ac�vely.

4. Increase funding for home repair programs (e.g., BSRP, AMP, Built to Last, and RIF) and
other systems that aid homeowners to repair and remediate hazards and address the needs
of people with disabili�es, helping to keep families in their homes while preven�ng or
remedia�ng housing quality and safety problems.

5. Addressing additional utility issues, such as water and energy insecurity and the creation
of cooling standards, falls outside the scope of this review, but will be important areas for
further exploration in the future, given their critical implications for public health.

https://www.housinginitiative.org/uploads/1/3/2/9/132946414/hip_philadelphia_housing_needs_may2025.pdf
https://www.housinginitiative.org/uploads/1/3/2/9/132946414/hip_state_subsidized_housing.pdf
https://www.housinginitiative.org/uploads/1/3/2/9/132946414/hip_philadelphia_housing_needs_may2025.pdf
https://www.housinginitiative.org/uploads/1/3/2/9/132946414/hip_philadelphia_housing_needs_may2025.pdf
https://phdcphila.org/residents-and-landlords/homebuyers-and-renters/phlhousing-plus/
https://publicenterprise.org/states-roll-out-revolving-loan-funds-to-accelerate-housing-production/
https://publicenterprise.org/states-roll-out-revolving-loan-funds-to-accelerate-housing-production/
https://www.allianceforhousingjustice.org/us-social-housing-principles
https://whyy.org/articles/li-commissioner-boarding-houses-arent-going-away-philly-neighborhoods-need-to-make-room-for-them/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5347083
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2024.2344628
https://datasmart.hks.harvard.edu/using-data-prevent-water-shutoffs-philadelphia
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/fund-reports/2024/mar/automatic-enrollment-health-insurance-pathway-increased-coverage
https://phdcphila.org/residents-and-landlords/home-repair-and-improvements/basic-systems-repair-program/
https://phdcphila.org/residents-and-landlords/home-repair-and-improvements/adaptive-modifications-program/
https://philaenergy.org/programs-initiatives/built-to-last/
https://rental-improvement.phdcphila.org/#/about
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Accessibility 

Barriers to access include limited funding for home repair and adap�ve modifica�on programs 
that can keep people with disabili�es in their own homes, and very limited housing op�ons for 
unhoused people who have health condi�ons that bar them from shelters (e.g., people who use 
wheelchairs or oxygen, those with substance use disorders, and those with medical condi�ons 
that make shelter requirements to leave during the day untenable). 

Poten�al Solu�ons 

1. Increase funding for home repair programs, as noted above.

2. Prevent tangled �tles by promoting will creation to ensure low-income families can
take advantage of City programs to help them remain in their homes. Expand services
to navigate resolution of tangled titles and support lien remediation.

3. Create collabora�ons to find ways to increase funding for medical respite to expand
transi�onal housing op�ons for people who lack housing and have medical needs that
cannot be met by shelters. State Medicaid, private insurance plans, health systems,
and the City must collaborate to address this ongoing issue that forces people onto the
streets and contributes to overcrowding in the city’s emergency rooms and hospitals.
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https://www.pew.org/en/research-and-analysis/reports/2021/08/how-tangled-titles-affect-philadelphia
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https://live-penn-cph.pantheonsite.io/
mailto:PennCPH@pennmedicine.upenn.edu

	Philadelphia is at the Forefront of Healthy Housing.
	Despite Progress, Gaps and Challenges Remain.
	Housing is Healthcare.
	What is a Healthy Home?



