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people of color (Schwartz 2021). In response, 
Congress passed and enacted the $2.2 trillion 
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security 
Act, known as the CARES Act, in March 2020. 
The CARES Act restricted eviction filings (Hep-
burn et al. 2023, this issue), provided economic 
impact payments (Bitler, Hoynes, and Schan-
zenbach 2023, this issue), and increased and 
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COVID     -1 9  a n d  E m e r g e n c y  R e n t a l  A s s i s t a n c e

COVID-19 precipitated a public health crisis 
and forced a drastic economic shutdown in the 
spring of 2020. As a result, millions of Ameri-
cans lost their jobs and incomes and were at 
risk of losing their homes; particularly hard hit 
were those working in the hospitality, tourism, 
and entertainment industries, many of whom 
were low-wage workers and disproportionately 
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expanded the unemployment insurance ben-
efits (Ravenelle and Knoble 2023, this issue), 
among other things. Many state and local gov-
ernments established emergency rental assis-
tance programs, with funding streams avail-
able for providing rental and utility assistance 
and preventing eviction and homelessness (Ai-
ken et al. 2022). This article examines the short-
term impact of one such emergency rental as-
sistance program—the City of Philadelphia’s 
COVID-19 Emergency Rental Assistance Pro-
gram (CERA)—on households’ financial and 
mental well-being.

Over the course of the pandemic, an un-
precedented level of federal support was ap-
proved for states and municipalities across 
the country to develop and implement emer-
gency housing programs with record speed. 
In addition to the CARES Act, Congress en-
acted the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 
2021 in December 2020 and the American Res-
cue Plan Act in March 2021, which, combined, 
allocated a further $46.55 billion for emer-
gency rental assistance (ERA) for low-income 
households, known as the ERA program. 
These programs were intended to stabilize 
households facing housing insecurity during 
the pandemic and mitigate the short- and 
long-term effects of pandemic-related hous-
ing instability. However, given limited history 
of federal housing programs providing emer-
gency assistance to renters during moments 
of national economic turmoil, the evidence 
base to inform the design of these programs 
was relatively scant.

This article is one of the first to present evi-
dence of an emergency rental assistance pro-
gram’s impact on households, addressing an 
important knowledge gap. It focuses on the 
first iteration of Philadelphia’s emergency 
rental assistance program. Phase 1, the first of 
four phases, received applications in May 2020 
and disbursed just over $10 million to 4,257 
households (City of Philadelphia 2022). We ask 
how Philadelphia’s emergency rental assis-
tance program affected households in terms of 
their rent arrears, rent-related debt, and mental 
health. To answer this question, we use panel 
data constructed from two waves of surveys—
the first, embedded in the emergency rental as-
sistance application and administered in May 

2020; and the second, a follow-up in March 
2021—and program application data provided 
by the city, which included household demo-
graphic information and whether a household 
received the subsidy.

Our analysis of the panel data shows that 
receiving emergency rental assistance was as-
sociated with a lower level of rent arrears and 
with a lower likelihood of incurring rent-related 
debt. Furthermore, respondents who received 
the subsidy were less likely to experience de-
bilitating anxiety. Our analysis suggests that 
the emergency rental assistance was indeed 
critical in reducing the impact of the pandemic 
on housing burdens and, in turn, had a signif-
icant positive impact on households’ financial 
and psychological well-being. Simultaneously, 
our results also highlight the unsurprising per-
sistence of pre-pandemic difficulties that low-
income renter households continued to face 
regardless of the emergency rental assistance, 
something the program was not designed, or 
could be expected, to ameliorate. We discuss 
the implications of these findings for emer-
gency rental assistance as well as for housing 
policy more generally.

Liter ature Review 
and Background
The COVID-19 pandemic has both highlighted 
and amplified existing economic strains that 
low-income households face. Research consis-
tently documents the severe economic fragility 
of households in the United States. For instance, 
many low- and moderate-income households do 
not have enough savings to cover a $500 emer-
gency (Brobeck 2008); one in four families have 
no retirement savings, and roughly four in ten 
have less than $750 (McKernan et al. 2016). Fur-
ther, more than 25 percent of households in the 
2009 TNS Global Economic Crisis survey could 
not cover an unexpected $2,000 cost in thirty 
days, and nearly half of Americans were finan-
cially fragile (Lusardi, Schneider, and Tufano 
2011). In fact, in 2019, just before the pandemic, 
the Federal Reserve found that 37 percent of all 
adults could not cover an unexpected $400 ex-
pense and that nearly three in ten “were either 
unable to pay their monthly bills or were one 
modest financial setback away from failing to 
pay monthly bills in full” (Board of Governors 
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of the Federal Reserve System 2020, 21, cited in 
Schwartz 2021, 381).

Households use a range of coping methods 
to survive financial shocks and precarity. For 
instance, households that face financial shocks 
often pursue a “pecking order” to cover ex-
penses, with savings at the top. However, be-
cause many households do not have adequate 
savings, they then leverage other sources of fi-
nancial support, such as family and friends and 
alternative forms of credit, including payday 
loans, to cope with risk (Lusardi, Schneider, 
and Tufano 2011). Although helpful and even 
important in moments of precarity, such finan-
cial support does not ensure economic security 
and mobility for low-income households 
(Henly, Danziger, and Offer 2005). Another cop-
ing method for unanticipated shocks to income 
is decreasing household consumption of goods 
and services, such as food (Aguiar and Hurst 
2005); such reductions, however, may have ma-
terial consequences for households’ well-being. 
In this context of widespread financial precar-
ity and vulnerability to shocks, social programs 
and the safety net may play an important role 
in smoothing consumption and stabilizing 
households. For instance, unemployment in-
surance benefits have been associated with 
consumption smoothing benefits (East and 
Kuka 2015; Gruber 1997). Further, both antici-
pated and unanticipated changes to benefits—
such as anticipated increases in social security 
and the unanticipated economic stimulus pay-
ments of 2008, respectively—have been shown 
to result in large changes in consumer spend-
ing (Stephens 2003; Parker et al. 2013).

Financial precarity translates into housing 
insecurity, as few households have enough sav-
ings to cover their housing costs for more than 
a few months in the event of an emergency. In 
addition to the financial fragility discussed, 
many renter households face high housing cost 
burdens; in 2018, nearly half of all renter house-
holds were paying more than 30 percent of 
their incomes on rent (Joint Center for Housing 
Studies 2020). Thus, with unexpected economic 
shocks like the pandemic, households—par-
ticularly those with the lowest incomes and 
fewest resources—are likely to find themselves 
not only severely financially strained but also 
susceptible to housing instability (McKernan 

et al. 2016; Morduch and Schneider 2017). Hous-
ing instability is associated with numerous 
negative consequences for both adults and chil-
dren, including adverse health outcomes, re-
duced educational performance, and interfer-
ence with employment (Harkness and Newman 
2005; Pollack, Griffin, and Lynch 2010; Meltzer 
and Schwartz 2016; Newman and Holupka 2014; 
Been et al. 2010; Desmond and Kimbro 2015; 
Lubell, Crain, and Cohen 2007).

Households have coping methods to cover 
housing costs as well. Research shows that 
households often do all they can to pay rent 
and remain housed, including cutting back on 
basic needs such as food and clothing (Rosen 
et al. 2020). Indeed, a study by the Joint Center 
for Housing Studies, aptly titled “The Rent Eats 
First,” found that 62 percent of working-age 
renter households face high housing cost bur-
dens according to the residual income ap-
proach, meaning that they are unable to afford 
a comfortable standard of living after paying 
rent and utilities (Airgood-Obrycki, Hermann, 
and Wedeen 2021). However, leveraging coping 
methods and trade-offs in household con-
sumption decisions is often still not enough. A 
recent survey of more than twenty-five thou-
sand renter households in Los Angeles found 
that, even after trading off a broad set of goods 
during the pandemic, including medical care, 
many households still could not pay their rent 
and were accumulating multiple forms of debt 
(Reina, Aiken, and Goldstein 2021).

These findings on housing insecurity can be 
grounded in the reality of federal housing pol-
icy in the United States. Put simply, the housing 
safety net in the United States is severely lim-
ited. Housing assistance for low-income house-
holds is not an entitlement, and demand far 
exceeds supply; estimates suggest that for every 
low-income renter household with a rental sub-
sidy are as many as three to four who qualify 
but do not receive it (Schwartz 2021; Reina, Ai-
ken, and Epstein 2021). However, deep subsidy 
programs are significantly beneficial for those 
households who are offered, and can use, the 
benefit. For example, rental assistance is asso-
ciated with increased housing stability, in-
creased food consumption, a reduction in 
household moves, and less likelihood of report-
ing low-quality housing and lack of housing-
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related autonomy (Mills et al. 2006; Schapiro et 
al. 2022).

COVID-19 Emergency Rental Assistance
In response to the pandemic and the subse-
quent economic shutdown in the spring of 
2020, in which millions of Americans lost their 
jobs and incomes and were at risk of losing 
their homes, Congress enacted a series of bills. 
The $2.2 trillion CARES Act, enacted in March 
2020, created a variety of programs, such as the 
economic impact payments, also known as the 
federal stimulus payments, enhanced and ex-
tended unemployment benefits, and an evic-
tion moratorium. Emerging research on the ef-
fectiveness of these programs shows that the 
federal stimulus payments significantly re-
duced overall poverty rate as well as children’s 
poverty rate in 2020 (Bitler, Hoynes, and Schan-
zenbach 2023, this issue) and that the federal-, 
state-, and local-level eviction moratoria dra-
matically reduced eviction filings, especially in 
previously high-risk communities (Hepburn et 
al. 2023, this issue).

In regard to emergency housing programs, 
the CARES Act provided three main funding 
streams, including “$150 billion for the Coro-
navirus Relief Fund (CRF), administered by the 
U.S. Department of the Treasury (Treasury); $5 
billion for the Community Development Block 
Grant CARES Act Program (CDBG-CV), admin-
istered by the U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD); and $4 billion for 
the Emergency Solution Grant CARES Act pro-
gram (ESG-CV), also administered by HUD” (Ai-
ken et al. 2022, 4). By April 2021, the National 
Low Income Housing Coalition (NLIHC) had 
identified 391 emergency rental assistance pro-
grams funded primarily by the CARES Act, ac-
counting for approximately $4 billion, some of 
which also covered mortgage assistance (Aiken 
et al. 2022). The Consolidated Appropriations 
Act of 2021, enacted in December 2020, and the 
American Rescue Plan Act, enacted in March 
2021, allocated a further $46.55 billion ($25 bil-
lion and $21.55 billion, respectively) specifically 
for emergency rental assistance for low-income 
households. This subsequent ERA program 
could be used by state and local governments 
to provide financial assistance for rent and util-
ity arrears, future rent and utility costs, and 

other housing-related expenses. Crucially, as 
the timeline from the CARES Act to the ERA 
program illustrates, most funding for emer-
gency rental assistance was not available to 
municipalities until roughly the early months 
of 2021, nearly eleven months after the pan-
demic shut down the country in March 2020. 
As a result, initial programs launched in 2020 
were often forced to balance a high level of 
need with an insufficient level of funding, as 
well as uncertainty about the availability of fu-
ture funding and, in many cases, the challenges 
of developing a program from scratch.

The City of Philadelphia’s COVID-19 Emer-
gency Rental Assistance Program (also known 
as PHLRentAssist) was one of the earliest to 
launch in the country (Reina, Aiken, Verbrugge, 
et al. 2021). The economic shutdown of the pan-
demic had struck a city with an already large 
share of low-income residents at risk of, or ex-
periencing, financial precarity and housing in-
stability. In 2018, approximately 40 percent of 
Philadelphia’s households were housing cost 
burdened, in line with many other major U.S. 
cities. However, notably, Philadelphia’s hous-
ing affordability issues owed more to low 
income levels than high housing prices; no 
other city “ha[d] a higher proportion of cost-
burdened households with low incomes than 
Philadelphia” among the ten most populous 
cities in the country. Indeed, nearly 90 percent 
of renters with incomes below $30,000 per year 
were cost burdened, 68 percent spending more 
than 50 percent of their incomes on housing 
(Pew Charitable Trusts 2020, 1). Moreover, Phil-
adelphia had a pre-pandemic baseline eviction 
filing rate of 7.6 percent—among cities with fil-
ing rates as low as 2.7 percent (Boston, Massa-
chusetts) and as high as 24.8 percent (Rich-
mond, Virginia) (Hepburn et al. 2023, this 
issue)—and, frequently dubbed the “poorest 
big city” in the United States, it had a poverty 
rate of 26 percent in 2017 (Pew Charitable 
Trusts 2019).

In May 2020, Philadelphia’s Department of 
Planning and Development opened its applica-
tion portal for phase 1 of CERA. Based on initial 
funding levels, the city estimated it could sup-
port approximately four thousand households 
and proposed a lottery for the receipt of assis-
tance should there be more applicants. Within 
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1. The research team included an optional checkbox in the CERA application that enabled households to enroll 
in the study. If a household enrolled in the study, the research team could access the household’s application 

a week of opening, the program received more 
than ten thousand applications, and the city 
conducted a randomized lottery to determine 
which households would receive the benefit. 
Households were notified of their status in 
early June, at which point the city began to pro-
cess payments. Some households were wait-
listed, and a subset eventually was recontacted 
and offered assistance by the end of 2020. All 
selected tenants received rental assistance for 
up to three consecutive months, up to $2,500 
total. For this phase 1 of the CERA, the city dis-
bursed $10,071,689.00 in assistance by Decem-
ber 2020, which funds came from the CARES 
Act CDBG-CV funding stream.

To be eligible for phase 1, the applicant 
needed to meet the following criteria: rent an 
apartment or a house in Philadelphia, have a 
valid and current written lease signed by the 
landlord, and have lost income because of 
COVID-19. Assistance was limited to renters 
whose household earned 50 percent or less of 
the area median income; for a four-person 
household, the limit was $48,300. Further, for a 
tenant to participate, their landlord was re-
quired to enter into an agreement with the city, 
committing to four actions, among other 
things: first, to apply all of the CERA to their 
tenant’s monthly rent due in the months of 
May, June, and July of 2020, reducing the 
monthly rent by the amount of the CERA; sec-
ond, to allow the tenant a six-month repayment 
period for any unpaid rent, commencing from 
the latest date the CERA funds were received by 
the landlord; third, to not pursue eviction of the 
tenant for nonpayment of rent for six months 
following the latest date the CERA funds were 
received by the landlord; and, fourth, to not 
charge any late fees or penalties on unpaid 
monthly rent from April or May of 2020, or at 
any time while receiving the CERA funds.

Phase 2 accepted applications between July 
and November of 2020 and drew funds from the 
CARES Act CRF, passed through the Common-
wealth of Pennsylvania as part of Pennsylva-
nia’s Rent Relief Program. It reached 6,596 
households, providing up to $1,500 per month 
per applicant, and disbursed $31,739,593.00 

total. Phase 3, also drawing from the CARES Act 
CRF, did not accept new applications but 
reached 5,149 households that had applied to 
prior phases but that were not eligible due to 
landlord nonparticipation or lack of response; 
nearly $24 million were disbursed, and appli-
cants were eligible for up to $1,500 per month 
for up to six months. Finally, phase 4, using 
funds from the ERA Program and funds 
through the Pennsylvania’s Emergency Rental 
Assistance Program, began accepting appli-
cants in April 2021 and, as of October 2022, has 
supported 30,210 households, disbursing 
$230,493,163.09 in assistance so far. Average 
amount and duration of rental assistance for 
phase 4 have been $7,171.62 and eight months, 
respectively. In total, through the four phases, 
the City of Philadelphia has served 46,212 low-
income renter households and disbursed 
$296,121,929.09 in emergency rental assistance 
(and utility assistance for phase 4) as of Octo-
ber 2022 (City of Philadelphia 2022).

This study focuses on the initial round, 
phase 1, of the CERA, which provided house-
holds up to $2,500 total for up to three months 
of rent.

Data and Methods
This article uses panel data constructed with 
data from two rounds of applicant surveys ad-
ministered approximately ten months apart: 
the baseline survey in May 2020 and the follow-
up survey in March 2021. The baseline survey 
was embedded into the city’s application pro-
cess for the emergency rental assistance such 
that those applying to the CERA could, after 
completing their application on the city’s web-
site, follow a link and fill out the survey. The 
survey was designed to take ten to fifteen min-
utes and featured questions that dealt with a 
wide range of topics, including current and 
past housing situation, employment history 
and finances, childcare, and general mental 
health. The survey recorded 3,887 responses, of 
which 2,620 (67.4 percent of the survey data) 
could be joined to the application data pro-
vided by the City of Philadelphia.1 The follow-
up survey covered similar topics and some 
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identical questions as the baseline survey and 
recorded 932 responses. In all, 594 respondents 
with application data had responded to both 
the baseline and the follow-up surveys. Thus, 
in summary, we have an analysis sample of 594 
observations, 42.3 percent of whom (251 re-
spondents) received the CERA and 57.7 percent 
of whom (343) did not.

Explanatory Variables
Table 1 summarizes the descriptive statistics of 
several contextual variables, including the sur-
vey respondents’ race and ethnicity, family sit-
uation, employment status, and receipt of 
other forms of COVID-19-related government 
assistance. The shares are further broken down 
by the CERA status, each cell containing the 
column-wise proportions.

As table 1 shows, non-Latinx Black house-
holds were the largest ethnoracial group in the 
sample (56.4 percent). They were followed by 
Latinx households (17 percent) and non-Latinx 
Whites (15 percent). The group categorized as 
Other—Pacific Islander, American Indian, and 
multiracial—came next (7.9 percent). Asian 

households were the smallest group (only 3.7 
percent). The column-wise proportions for the 
CERA “Received” column demonstrate that, for 
the most part, the ethnoracial composition of 
those who received the CERA reflects the over-
all ethnoracial composition of the sample. 
However, some groups did have slightly higher 
instances of receiving the subsidy than others. 
For instance, non-Latinx Whites, who made up 
15 percent of the sample, represented 16.7 per-
cent of those who received the emergency 
rental assistance, whereas non-Latinx Black 
and Latinx respondents were underrepresented 
relative to the study sample composition, 55 
percent to 56.4 percent and 16.3 percent to 17.0 
percent, respectively.

The majority of the survey respondents in 
our sample (61.8 percent) had children under 
eighteen. No significant discrepancy is appar-
ent between the with-children and without-
children groups in terms of whether they re-
ceived the CERA. Individuals who responded 
that they were currently unemployed consti-
tuted 64.3 percent of the sample and were 
slightly underrepresented among those who 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Independent Variables

Total Received Not Received

CERA 42.3 57.7

Race and ethnicity 
Latinx 17.0 16.3 17.5
Non-Latinx Asian 3.7 3.6 3.8
Non-Latinx Black 56.4 55.0 57.4
Non-Latinx White 15.0 16.7 13.7
Other 7.9 8.4 7.6

Household has children under eighteen 
Yes 61.8 62.9 60.9

Currently unemployed 
Yes 64.3 62.5 65.6

Received unemployment insurance in February 2021
Yes 27.8 31.1 25.4

Received federal stimulus payment in 2021 
Yes 45.8 47.0 44.9

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: All numbers in percentages; n = 594.

information. The City of Philadelphia provided administrative data for approximately 8,800 rent relief applicants, 
more than half of the total applicants.
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2. We regress treatment (receipt of the CERA) on all of the variables in table 1 (race and ethnicity, children under 
eighteen, unemployed, unemployment insurance, and federal stimulus payments). The likelihood ratio chi-square 
test comparing the test model with a null model returned a p-value of .7954. Thus we find no signs of imbalance 
between treatment and control groups.

received the CERA relative to the sample com-
position. As for whether the respondent or any-
one in their household received other kinds of 
government assistance, 27.8 percent said they 
received unemployment insurance benefits in 
February 2021, and 45.8 percent said they had 
received a federal stimulus payment in 2021. 
Those who received other forms of subsidy 
were slightly overrepresented among those 
who received the CERA; those who received un-
employment insurance benefits and the federal 
stimulus payments made up 31.1 percent and 
47.0 percent, respectively, of those who received 
the CERA, both figures slightly larger than the 
aforementioned shares in the overall sample.

Having noted these discrepancies, we check 
for any statistical imbalance between the treat-
ment and control groups and find that they are 
balanced across these observable characteris-
tics.2

Outcome Variables
To ascertain the impact of the CERA on allevi-
ating financial and psychological burdens 
faced by tenants during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, we focus on the following questions 
from the follow-up survey, from which we de-
rive our dependent variables:

Are you behind on rent? If so, what is the 
total amount of rent that you owe?

Have you borrowed money to pay rent?

Over the last two weeks, how often have you 
been bothered by not being able to stop or 
control worrying?

Have you consumed less food since Novem-
ber 2020 to make life more affordable?

Have you gone without medicine or seeing 
a doctor since November 2020 to make life 
more affordable?

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics for 
the key outcome variables and their breakdown 
by the CERA status.

The majority of the sample (60.8 percent) 

responded that they were behind on rent as of 
the follow-up survey, months after the dis-
bursement of the CERA, and, descriptively, the 
receipt of the grant does not appear to have 
made a significant difference on whether a 
household is behind on rent. However, compar-
ing the median dollar value of the amount 
owed in rent for the subset of the sample re-
spondents who were behind on rent shows that 
the CERA may have been instrumental in re-
ducing the amount of back rent. Among the 361 
respondents who were behind on rent, the me-
dian dollar amount owed was $2,400; the me-
dian for those who received the CERA was 
$2,100 (mean = $2,394.55), relative to $2,550 for 
those who did not (mean = $3,169.11). The ma-
jority of the sample (57.6 percent) had also bor-
rowed money to pay rent, and a comparison of 
shares by CERA status suggests that the sub-
sidy may have affected the outcome. Of those 
who received the CERA, only 51.8 percent bor-
rowed money to cover rent compared to those 
who did not receive the CERA (61.8 percent).

As for being unable to stop or control wor-
rying in the last two weeks, 26 percent of the 
respondents answered that they were bothered 
by worrying uncontrollably “nearly every day”; 
19.9 percent responded with “more than half 
the days”; 37.5 percent worried “several days”; 
and 16.5 percent indicated “not at all.” These 
responses to the follow-up survey reflect an 
overall worsening in the respondents’ mental 
health as the COVID-19 pandemic carried on. 
For instance, between the baseline survey and 
the follow-up survey, the share of respondents 
who selected “not at all” decreased from 27.3 
percent to 16.5 percent, and the share of re-
spondents who chose “nearly every day” in-
creased from 23.2 percent to 26 percent. With 
respect to CERA status in the follow-up survey, 
the distribution of responses among those who 
received the CERA is more concentrated on the 
“less worried” end of the spectrum (that is, 
“not at all” and “several days”) relative to the 
distribution of responses among those who did 
not receive the CERA, which is more skewed 
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3. Equivalent question in the baseline survey was “Have you made any of the following adjustments in the past 
two years to make life more affordable? (Check all that apply).” The response option was “reduced total food 
consumption.”

4. The response option here was “went without medicine or seeing a doctor.”

toward the “more worried” end of the spectrum 
(“more than half the days” and “nearly every 
day”), suggesting that the CERA may have 
helped in renters’ mental health.

The next set of outcome variables concerned 
whether respondents were forced to adjust es-
sential consumption decisions to keep life af-
fordable. Regarding food consumption, nearly 
40 percent reported that they had resorted to 
eating less, and receipt of the CERA does not 
appear to have made a difference. Regarding 
going without medicine or seeing a doctor, al-
most 25 percent indicated that they had chosen 
not to seek medical care to save money, and, 
again, the CERA does not seem to have affected 
this outcome.

As mentioned, the baseline and follow-up 
surveys contained several identical outcome-
based questions. Where possible, we test for 
differences in the treatment and control 

groups at pre-treatment baseline, so that, pro-
vided no difference, we have greater confi-
dence that the effects observed in our models 
are a function of the treatment. Of our depen-
dent variables, the outcome variables for 
which we have matching questions in the base-
line and follow-up surveys are the following 
three variables: “over the last two weeks, both-
ered by not being able to stop or control wor-
rying,” “reduced food consumption since No-
vember,”3 and “went without medicine or 
seeing a doctor since November.”4 For the out-
come variables “behind on rent” and “bor-
rowed money to pay rent,” we test the closest 
proxy in the baseline survey: “needed money 
for housing expenses like rent, mortgage, or 
security deposit.” For all of the outcome vari-
ables, the treatment and control groups do not 
exhibit any statistically significant difference 
at baseline (p > .05).

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Outcome Variables

Total Received Not Received

CERA (n = 594) 42.3 57.7

Behind on rent (I = 594)
Yes 60.8 59.4 61.8

Borrowed money to pay rent (I = 594)
Yes 57.6 51.8 61.8

Over the last two weeks, unable to stop or  
control worrying (I = 562) 41.8 58.2

Not at all 16.5 19.6 14.4
Several days 37.5 38.7 36.7
More than half the days 19.9 18.3 21.1
Nearly every day 26.0 23.4 27.8

Reduced food consumption since  
November 2020 (I = 594)

Yes 39.2 38.6 39.7

Went without medicine or seeing a doctor since  
November 2020 (I = 594)

Yes 23.1 21.9 23.9
Amount owed in rent (I = 361) – Median $2,400 $2,100 $2,550

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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5. Rather than using a technique that more explicitly deals with the sample selection bias, such as a Heckman 
two-stage model, we assign the value of 0 to those who do not owe back rent and use quantile regression to 
model the effect at the 75th percentile, which roughly corresponds to the mean of the nonzero values of rent 
arrears, for both simplicity and ease of interpretation.

Regression Analyses
We use three regression techniques to test the 
relationship between the receipt of the CERA 
and our five outcomes of interest. First, for the 
continuous dependent variable, “amount owed 
in rent,” because the amount owed in rent is 
observable only for those respondents behind 
on rent, we assign those who are not in rental 
arrears zeros and use quantile regression to ac-
count for this sample selection bias and the 
variable’s skewed distribution from the added 
zeros.5 For the three binary dependent vari-
ables (“borrowed money to pay rent,” “reduced 
food consumption,” and “went without medi-
cine or seeing a doctor”), we use logistic regres-
sion to see if receiving the CERA is associated 
with these outcomes. Finally, we use ordinal 
logistic regression to test whether receiving 
CERA is associated with a lower likelihood of 
experiencing more frequent worrying and anx-
iety (in ascending order, “not at all,” “several 
days,” “more than half the days,” and “nearly 
every day”).

For all of the models, we first start with a 
basic model with just the CERA status as the 
independent variable; then control for baseline 
conditions where identical questions from the 
baseline survey enable us to incorporate pre-
treatment responses; then control for basic de-
mographic and socioeconomic characteristics, 
such as race and ethnicity, the presence of chil-
dren under eighteen, and employment status; 
and finally include other forms of government 
assistance that the respondents received dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic (that is, the unem-
ployment insurance benefits and the federal 
stimulus payment).

Findings
In this section, we discuss the results from our 
regression models for the five outcome vari-
ables. For the logistic regression models, we 
provide the model results, in which the coeffi-
cients signify the log odds, followed by a sepa-
rate table showing the average marginal effects 

(in probability) for statistically significant vari-
ables for ease of interpretation.

1.  “Are you behind on rent? If so, what is the 
total amount of rent that you owe?”

Table 3 illustrates the results from the quan-
tile regression model estimating the effect at 
the 75th percentile of the dependent variable, 
“amount of rent owed.” As mentioned, those 
who responded that they were not currently be-
hind on rent were assigned zeros. Models 1, 2, 
and 3 consistently show that receiving the 
CERA predicts owing less in back rent. After 
controlling for demographic and socioeco-
nomic variables, as shown in model 3, the 
CERA is associated with a $525 decrease in the 
amount of rent owed. Being currently unem-
ployed is associated with a $1,275 increase in 
the amount of rent owed. Notably, receipt of 
unemployment benefits is also associated with 
a $575 reduction in the amount of rent owed, 
an effect size that is greater than the CERA. The 
models show that, as observed at the 75th per-
centile, receiving the CERA is associated with a 
significantly lower amount of back rent owed 
(for a plot of the coefficient values along the 
quantile levels, see figure A.1).

2.  “Have you borrowed money to pay rent?”

Table 4 summarizes the logistic regression 
model outputs for “borrowed money to pay 
rent.” Model 1 shows that receiving the CERA 
is statistically significantly associated with a 
lower likelihood of borrowing money to pay 
rent (coefficient = –0.410, p < .05); this equates 
to an average marginal effect of reducing the 
probability of incurring rent-related debt by 
0.10 (see table 5). Model 2 again illustrates that 
the CERA is a statistically significant predictor 
(coefficient = –0.394, p < .05) for not borrowing 
money to cover rent; neither family status nor 
unemployment status is significant. Model 3 
affirms the effect of the CERA (race is no longer 
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significant controlling for other forms of gov-
ernment assistance). The results in tables 4 and 
5 consistently demonstrate that households 
that received the CERA were less likely to bor-
row money to cover rent.

3.  “Over the last two weeks, how often have 
you been bothered by not being able to 
stop or control worrying?”

Table 6 shows the results from the set of or-
dinal logistic regression models that were lev-
eraged to address the ordinal nature of the cat-
egorical dependent variable, whose levels in 
ascending order are “not at all,” “several days,” 
“more than half the days,” and “nearly every 

day” in response to the survey question, “Over 
the last two weeks, how often have you been 
bothered by not being able to stop or control 
worrying?” We regress the outcome variable on 
the respondents’ answers to the same question 
in the baseline survey, in addition to the key 
independent variable of CERA status and the 
usual control variables of race and ethnicity, 
family status, and other forms of government 
assistance. Thus, we are able to control for the 
respondents’ pre-treatment conditions in these 
models.

Overall, across models 2 through 4, receiving 
the CERA is statistically significantly associated 
with reporting less frequent uncontrollable 
worrying in recent weeks. For instance, model 

Table 3. Quantile Regression Model (tau = 0.75) 

Dependent variable: Amount of rent owed

(1) (2) (3)

Received CERA –600.00** –450.00** –525.00**
(285.50) (206.97) (221.28)

Race and ethnicity (Ref: Non-Latinx White)
Non-Latinx Black 350.00 120.00

(511.34) (578.12)
Latinx 700.00 420.00

(581.96) (655.33)
Non-Latinx Other 150.00 –155.00

(493.59) (572.58)
Non-Latinx Asian –600.00 –560.00

(1101.05) (1358.74)

Children under eighteen 650.00** 725.00**
(195.79) (211.49)

Currently unemployed 1,250.00** 1,275.00**
(188.10) (185.10)

Other forms of assistance
Unemployment insurance –575.00**

(279.35)
Federal stimulus payment 0.00

(184.84)

Constant 3,000.00** 1,400.00** 1,680.00**
(233.27) (515.11) (599.87)

Observations 591 591 591
Akaike Inf. Crit. 10,928.49 10,874.05 10,868.86

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
*p < .05; **p < .01
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Table 4. Logistic Regression Results, Borrowed Money

Dependent variable: Borrowed money to pay rent (=1)

(1) (2) (3)

Received CERA –0.410* –0.394* –0.390*
(0.168) (0.169) (0.17)

Race and ethnicity (Ref: Non-Latinx White)
Non-Latinx Black 0.504* 0.481

(0.246) (0.25)
Latinx 0.318 0.291

(0.3) (0.302)
Non-Latinx Other 0.118 0.1

(0.367) (0.368)
Non-Latinx Asian 0.62 0.613

(0.494) (0.494)

Children under eighteen –0.056 –0.047
(0.177) (0.178)

Currently unemployed 0.074 0.06

(0.175) (0.179)

Other forms of assistance
Unemployment insurance –0.024

(0.196)
Federal stimulus payment –0.208

(0.172)

Constant 0.481** 0.093 0.217
(0.111) (0.261) (0.282)

Observations 594 594 594
Log Likelihood –401.913 –399.082 –398.287
Akaike Inf. Crit. 807.826 814.163 816.574

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
*p < .05; **p < .01

Table 5. Average Marginal Effects for Significant Variables, Borrowed Money

Dependent variable: Borrowed money to pay rent (=1)

(1) (2) (3)

Received CERA –0.10* –0.09* –0.09*

Race and ethnicity (Ref: Non-Latinx White)
Non-Latinx Black 0.12*

Source: Authors’ calculations.
*p < .05; **p < .01
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Table 6. Ordinal Logistic Regression, Worrying

Dependent variable: Over the last two weeks, how often have you been bothered by not being able to 
stop or control worrying?

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Received CERA –0.296 –0.357* –0.370* –0.364*
(0.155) (0.163) (0.164) (0.165)

Worrying at baseline survey (ref: “Not at all”)
Several days 0.820** 0.810** 0.807**

(0.213) (0.214) (0.214)
More than half the days 1.087** 1.027** 1.013**

(0.244) (0.245) (0.245)
Nearly every day 2.334** 2.277** 2.282**

(0.249) (0.251) (0.252)
Race and ethnicity (ref: Non-Latinx White)

Non-Latinx Black –0.475* –0.500*
(0.234) (0.238)

Latinx –0.123 –0.144
(0.287) (0.29)

Non-Latinx Other –0.476 –0.494
(0.348) (0.35)

Non-Latinx Asian –0.786 –0.787
(0.463) (0.465)

Children under eighteen –0.221 –0.217
(0.172) (0.172)

Currently unemployed 0.374* 0.412*
(0.17) (0.173)

Other forms of assistance
Unemployment insurance –0.185

(0.185)
Federal stimulus payment 0.185

(0.165)

Constant
Not at all | several days –1.748** –0.986** –1.306** –1.268**

(0.133) (0.180) (0.296) (0.313)
Several days | more than half the days 0.043 1.003** 0.726* 0.767*

(0.106) (0.181) (0.293) (0.310)
More than half the days | nearly every day 0.929** 2.024** 1.768** 1.812**

(0.113) (0.195) (0.300) (0.317)

Observations 562 533 533 533
Residual deviance 1499.262 1324.073 1309.821 1307.888
Akaike Inf. Crit. 1507.262 1338.073 1335.821 1337.888

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
*p < .05; **p < .01
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2 shows that, for respondents who received the 
CERA, the odds of responding that they have 
been more worried than not (“several days,” 
“more than half the days,” or “nearly every  
day” versus “not at all) is 0.70 times (coeffi-

cient = –0.357, p < .05, e^(–0.357) = 0.70) that of 
respondents who did not receive the CERA. Ta-
ble 7, which lays out the average marginal ef-
fects for each outcome level from “not at all” to 
“nearly every day,” helps with the interpreta-

Table 7. Average Marginal Effects for Significant Variables, Worrying

Dependent variable: Over the last two weeks, how often have you been bothered by not being able to 
stop or control worrying?

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Response level: “Not at all”
Received CERA 0.04* 0.04* 0.04*
Worrying at baseline survey (Ref: “Not at all”)

Several days –0.14** –0.14** –0.14**
More than half the days –0.17** –0.16** –0.16**
Nearly every day –0.26** –0.25** –0.25**

Race and ethnicity (Ref: Non-Latinx White)
Non-Latinx Black 0.05* 0.05*

Currently unemployed –0.04* –0.05*

Response level: “Several days”
Received CERA 0.05* 0.04* 0.04*
Worrying at baseline survey (Ref: “Not at all”)

Several days –0.04** –0.04** –0.04**
More than half the days –0.07** –0.07** –0.07**
Nearly every day –0.26** –0.27** –0.27**

Race and ethnicity (Ref: Non-Latinx White)
Non-Latinx Black 0.06* 0.07*

 Currently unemployed –0.05* –0.05*

Response level: “More than half the days”
Received CERA –0.02* –0.03* –0.03*
Worrying at baseline survey (Ref: “Not at all”)

Several days 0.07** 0.08** 0.08**
More than half the days 0.09** 0.09** 0.09**
Nearly every day 0.09** 0.09** 0.09**

Race and ethnicity (Ref: Non-Latinx White)
Non-Latinx Black –0.03* –0.03*

Currently unemployed 0.03* 0.03*

Response level: “Nearly every day”
Received CERA –0.06* –0.07* –0.07*
Worrying at baseline survey (Ref: “Not at all”)

Several days 0.10** 0.10** 0.10**
More than half the days 0.15** 0.14** 0.14**
Nearly every day 0.44** 0.42** 0.43**

Race and ethnicity (Ref: Non-Latinx White)
Non-Latinx Black –0.09* –0.09*

Currently unemployed 0.06* 0.07*

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
*p < .05; **p < .01



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	 c o v i d -1 9  a n d  e m e r g e n c y  r e n t a l  a s s i s t a n c e 	 2 21

tion. Receiving the CERA, on average across the 
sample, is associated with an increase in the 
probability of reporting “not at all” by 0.04 and 
reporting “several days” by 0.05 relative to not 
receiving it; it is associated with a decrease in 
the probability of reporting “more than half the 
days” by 0.02 and reporting “nearly every day” 
by 0.06.

Model 2 also illustrates that those who re-
sponded with a greater frequency of worrying 
in the baseline survey are more likely to report 
a greater frequency of worrying again in the fol-
low-up survey. For instance, for those who re-
sponded that they had been bothered by not 
being able to stop or control worrying “nearly 
every day” in the baseline survey, the odds of 
responding that they have been more worried 
than not are 10.3 times (coefficient = 2.334, 
p < .01, e^(2.334) = 10.3) than of those who had 
responded “not at all” in the baseline survey. 
Put in terms of probability, as shown in table 
7, those who experienced debilitating anxiety 
“nearly every day” in the baseline survey have 
a 44-point higher probability of responding 
“nearly every day” in the follow-up survey than 
those who did “not at all.” Models 3 and 4 af-
firm the preceding findings and add that un-
employment is a significant predictor of more 
anxiety. Other forms of government assistance 
are not statistically significant.

Although the strongest predictor of debili-
tating worrying in recent weeks appears to be 
the respondent’s mental state as recorded in 
the baseline survey, we find that receipt of the 
CERA is a consistently significant predictor of 
a lesser degree of worrying.

4.  “Have you consumed less food since No-
vember 2020 to make life more affordable?”

Table 8 summarizes the logistic regression 
results for “reduced food consumption since 
November 2020.” Here again, we can control for 
the respondents’ pre-treatment condition of 
whether they had reduced their food consump-
tion in the past two years to make life more af-
fordable. Model 1 shows that receiving the 
CERA is not a statistically significant predictor 
of (not) reducing food consumption. Model 2 
also illustrates that the CERA did not have any 
effect. However, reporting a history of reducing 

food consumption to get by is a statistically sig-
nificant predictor of reducing food consump-
tion at the time of the follow-up survey (coef-
ficient = 0.921, p < .01): a respondent who has 
previously reduced food consumption to make 
life more affordable has a greater probability of 
reporting that they have done so recently, by 
0.21 (see table 9).

Model 3 affirms these findings and, in addi-
tion, shows that those respondents with chil-
dren under eighteen are less likely than those 
without to reduce food consumption to cope 
financially (coefficient = –0.607, p < .01); their 
probability of doing so, on average, is 0.13 lower 
than those who do not have children under 
eighteen, which suggests that reducing food 
consumption may not be a viable option for 
households with young children. Finally, ac-
cording to model 4, having received a federal 
stimulus payment in 2021 is statistically signif-
icantly associated with a lower likelihood of 
consuming less food for financial reasons (co-
efficient = –0.427, p < .05), translating to an av-
erage marginal effect on probability of –0.09. 
Thus, although the CERA did not affect food 
consumption decisions, the federal stimulus 
payment did, which corroborates the finding 
that the federal economic impact payments led 
to a reduction in poverty (Bitler, Hoynes, and 
Schanzenbach 2023, this issue). Most impor-
tant, whether someone had resorted to eating 
less food in the past was the strongest predictor 
of whether they were resorting to the same, il-
lustrating that deep, persistent financial hard-
ships are not ameliorated by a one-time rental 
assistance.

5.  “Have you gone without medicine or see-
ing a doctor since November 2020 to make 
life more affordable?”

Table 10 presents the logistic regression re-
sults from regressing “went without medicine 
or seeing a doctor” on the same set of variables 
as table 8, the only difference being the replace-
ment of the corresponding control variable 
from the baseline survey (“have you gone with-
out medicine or seeing a doctor in the past two 
years to make life more affordable?”). Models 
1 through 4 show that none of the variables are 
statistically significant, other than whether 
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Table 8. Logistic Regression Results, Food Consumption

Dependent variable: Made adjustments to make life more affordable—Reduced food consumption (=1)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Received CERA –0.042 0.003 0.019 0.026
(0.17) (0.175) (0.177) (0.179)

Reduced food consumption in past two years 0.921** 0.832** 0.836**
(0.175) (0.178) (0.179)

Race and ethnicity (Ref: non-Latinx White)
Non-Latinx Black 0.018 –0.028

(0.256) (0.261)
Latinx 0.171 0.121

(0.312) (0.315)
Non-Latinx Other –0.186 –0.223

(0.396) (0.398)
Non-Latinx Asian 0.279 0.262

(0.497) (0.497)

Children under eighteen –0.607** –0.595**
(0.182) (0.183)

Currently unemployed 0.272 0.239
(0.184) (0.188)

Other forms of assistance
Unemployment insurance –0.024

–0.206
Federal stimulus payment –0.427*

–0.181

Constant –0.420** –0.806** –0.625* –0.38
(0.11) (0.137) (0.282) (0.302)

Observations 594 594 594 594
Log likelihood –397.799 –383.717 –376.429 –373.464
Akaike Inf. Crit. 799.597 773.435 770.859 768.928

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
*p < .05; **p < .01

Table 9. Average Marginal Effects for Significant Variables, Food Consumption

Dependent variable: Made adjustments to make life more affordable—Reduced food consumption (=1)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Reduced food consumption in past two years 0.21** 0.18** 0.18**
Children under eighteen –0.13** –0.13** 

Other forms of assistance
Federal stimulus payment –0.09**

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
*p < .05; **p < .01
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someone had indeed made such a decision due 
to financial reasons in the past; if they had, 
their probability of resorting to going without 
medical care again is on average greater by 0.31 
to 0.33 than those who had not (see table 11). 
These results emphasize, again, that deep-
cutting, entrenched, and systemic issues re-
main after the one-time or short-term assis-
tance. Contending with them was, of course, 
not the goal of the COVID-19 emergency rental 
assistance programs; nevertheless, policymak-
ers must grapple with what the COVID-19 pan-

demic and the CERA experience revealed about 
the state of the housing and broader social 
safety net.

Limitations
This study has several limitations. First, our 
analysis sample is a subset of the more than 
ten thousand households that applied to re-
ceive the CERA and the 4,257 households that 
received it. The baseline survey captures 2,620 
of those who applied and could be joined to 
administrative data, and between the baseline 

Table 10. Logistic Regression Results, Medicine 

Dependent variable: Made adjustments to make life more affordable—Went without medicine or seeing 
a doctor (=1)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Received CERA –0.113 –0.043 –0.048 –0.038
(0.198) (0.225) (0.227) (0.228)

Went without medicine or seeing a doctor in the 
past two years

2.366** 2.302** 2.315**
(0.225) (0.232) (0.234)

Race and ethnicity (ref: Non-Latinx White)
Non-Latinx Black –0.071 –0.069

(0.314) (0.318)
Latinx 0.095 0.101

(0.384) (0.388)
Non-Latinx Other 0.359 0.365

(0.461) (0.464)
Non-Latinx Asian –0.193 –0.184

(0.639) (0.642)

Children under eighteen –0.39 –0.393
(0.23) (0.23)

Currently unemployed 0.229 0.26
(0.237) (0.244)

Other forms of assistance
Unemployment insurance –0.091

(0.261)
Federal stimulus payment 0.136

(0.233)

Constant –1.158** –1.968** –1.872** –1.938**
(0.127) (0.173) (0.356) (0.391)

Observations 594 594 594 594
Log likelihood –320.626 –261.047 –258.634 –258.435
Akaike Inf. Crit. 645.251 528.094 535.268 538.871

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
*p < .05; **p < .01
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survey and the follow-up survey, the retention 
rate was 22.7 percent, resulting in our analysis 
sample of 594 respondents. Furthermore, 
even though no differences between the study 
sample and the baseline survey sample are 
statistically significant, some differences be-
tween the study sample and the all-applicant 
data, though minor, are.6 For a comparison of 
the study sample with the baseline survey 
data and the all-applicant data, see tables A.1 
and A.2.7

In addition, comparing the figures with 
those derived from the 2015–2019 American 
Community Survey (ACS) Public Use Microdata 
Sample (PUMS) for low-income8 renters in Phil-
adelphia, it is evident that all of our data—the 
study sample and the pool of applicants—di-
verge from the city’s demographics. We note 
the divergence, but it is not surprising. Re-
search shows that not all eligible households 
apply to housing assistance programs in gen-
eral, and variation by race and ethnicity is also 
considerable, in Philadelphia in particular 
(Reina and Aiken 2021). Thus, although our 
data are not representative of all low-income 
renters in Philadelphia, they likely are of those 

residents who are in need and are likely to en-
gage in, and be reached by, government assis-
tance programs.

Finally, although we exploited the random 
assignment of households into treatment and 
control groups via the lottery the city con-
ducted, the assignment was not without its lim-
itations because the treatment assignment and 
the actual treatment were not delivered simul-
taneously to all households. Households that 
won the lottery were notified at the same time, 
but some had to wait longer to receive the 
rental assistance because of obstacles such as 
document verification and landlord compli-
ance. Further, households placed on the wait-
ing list were also notified that they were wait-
listed at that time, but some eventually received 
the rental assistance. These limitations could 
make our results a conservative estimate of the 
CERA’s effect. Regardless, the imperfect assign-
ment means that the causality of our findings 
should be considered with caution.

Discussion and Conclusion
Our analysis suggests that Philadelphia’s rent 
relief program had significant positive effects 

6. The City of Philadelphia shared summary statistics for the all-applicant pool with the research team.

7. Chi-square tests run for the two pairs of datasets (that is, study sample and baseline survey data, study 
sample and all-applicant data) show that the study sample and the baseline are not statistically significantly 
different with regard to basic household characteristics—racial and ethnic composition and the percent of 
households with children under eighteen. The study sample does deviate from the all-applicant data for racial 
composition, resulting in a significant chi-square test result (p = .01458), although the percentages are descrip-
tively proximate (for example, 58.1 percent Black in the study sample versus 52 percent Black in the all-applicant 
data; 19.9 percent White in the study sample versus 22 percent White in the all-applicant data). However, no 
differences based on percentage Latinx or percentage of households with children under eighteen between all 
three groups are significant.

8. Low-income was defined as households whose incomes do not exceed 80 percent of the median household 
income for the Philadelphia metropolitan statistical area.

Table 11. Average Marginal Effects for Significant Variables, Medicine

Dependent variable: Made adjustments to make life more affordable—Went without medicine or seeing 
a doctor (=1)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Went without medicine or seeing a 
doctor in the past two years

0.33** 0.31** 0.31**

Source: Authors’ calculations. 
*p < .05; **p < .01
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on households. Specifically, receiving the emer-
gency rental assistance was associated with 
lower levels of rent owed (a $525 reduction in 
rent arrears at the 75th percentile), a lower like-
lihood of borrowing money for rent (a 9-point 
decrease in the probability of incurring rent-
related debt), as well as a lower likelihood of 
reporting debilitating anxiety (a 4-point in-
crease in the probability of reporting no uncon-
trollable worrying and a 7-point decrease in the 
probability of experiencing uncontrollable wor-
rying nearly every day). The city’s emergency 
rental assistance was a much-needed subsidy 
that led to benefits, not only in housing-related 
outcomes but also in overall well-being. Given 
that our sample is balanced across the treat-
ment and control groups in both observed 
household characteristics and stated responses 
to the baseline survey, these effects can be rea-
sonably attributed to the CERA. Nevertheless, 
given the noted variations between the study 
sample and all households that applied and the 
divergence between the study sample and the 
low-income renter population in Philadelphia 
at large (tables A.1 and A.2), caution is needed 
in applying these findings to contexts beyond 
this study, such as to all renters.

Even though these findings are positive, this 
initial round of the city’s emergency rental as-
sistance was by no means a panacea. Rent relief 
did not reduce the dire trade-offs households 
were making during the pandemic, such as sur-
viving on less food or without medical care. In 
fact, baseline instances of households making 
trade-offs in the past were the most significant 
predictor of their odds of making the same 
trade-offs, which illustrates that many of these 
challenges predated the pandemic and require 
much bigger, deeper solutions. These findings 
are not surprising. The pandemic response pro-
grams were not designed to address long-
standing challenges of housing affordability 
and financial fragility. Further, phase 1 of the 
city’s emergency rental assistance program 
consisted of a $2,500 subsidy, which represents 
just over two months of the median rent in 
Philadelphia ($1,042 according to the 2015–2019 
ACS). Thus, despite being a significant sum in 
in-kind assistance, it likely was not enough to 
make substantial changes to household bud-
gets during a time of economic and public 

health crisis. However, receipt of federal stimu-
lus payments was associated with a lower prob-
ability of reducing food consumption (tables 8 
and 9). This finding is significant and resonates 
with the conclusion that the near-universal eco-
nomic impact payments reduced overall pov-
erty rate (Bitler, Hoynes, and Schanzenbach 
2023, this issue). Therefore, in assessing house-
hold well-being during this time, it is crucial to 
consider the unprecedented array of programs 
that provided support and might have been 
fungible across household spending and bor-
rowing categories.

The findings in this study on phase 1 of Phil-
adelphia’s Emergency Rental Assistance Pro-
gram are important and contribute to the 
emerging body of research on emergency rental 
assistance. In Philadelphia, phases 2 through 
4 reached more households and provided 
larger amounts in assistance through increased 
federal support and changes to program rules, 
such as direct-to-tenant assistance for those 
who were not eligible in phase 1 because of 
landlord nonparticipation or nonresponse 
(City of Philadelphia 2022). As a result, these 
later phases may be associated with even 
greater and more diverse sets of positive out-
comes. Furthermore, more than three hundred 
state and local emergency rental assistance 
programs were developed with considerable 
flexibility within the outlines of the federal 
guidelines, adapting to local needs and capac-
ity (Reina, Aiken, Verbrugge, et al. 2021; Reina, 
Aiken, Harner, et al. 2021). Thus, additional re-
search on other localities’ emergency rental as-
sistance programs and their impacts, as well as 
the later phases of the Philadelphia case, is 
sure to be instructive for future housing policy 
discussions.

The COVID-19 pandemic laid bare the 
broader systemic issues of housing and eco-
nomic insecurity in the United States that pre-
dated 2020, including a lack of housing afford-
ability and high levels of housing cost burden. 
This article shows that phase 1 of the City of 
Philadelphia’s rental assistance program had 
important, measurable benefits for recipient 
households, but it also highlights the long-
standing challenges around housing afford-
ability that cannot be addressed through an 
emergency response program.
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Figure A.1. Estimated Parameters by Quantile Level, Rent Owed

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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