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Abstract:

Public policy analysis too often follows a top-down discourse that fails to account for how the people affected by policy experience it. Public sociologists can rectify deficiencies in mainstream policy analysis when they are willing to learn from politically-engaged social workers, who often collaborate with activists in participatory-action research projects that view policies from the bottom up. We discuss a problem-driven, mixed method research collaboration that was part of an affordable housing campaign in which our research revealed that low income homeownership is often as much a liability as an asset.  Our work suggests that bottom-up participatory-action research not only informs policy struggles in localized contexts, but also policy more broadly—in this case, by interrogating the biases of the currently popular asset-based discourse. In order to be effective in achieving their goals, public sociologists need to give up the unearned privilege associated with the traditional stance of the outside researcher. 

Public policy analysis too often is narrated in a top-down discourse that fails to account for how the people affected by policy experience it (Fraser 1990; Stone 2001; Fischer 2003). Our argument in this article is that public sociologists can contribute to rectifying deficiencies in mainstream policy analysis, especially when they are willing to learn from politically-engaged social workers. Social workers often collaborate with activists in participatory action research projects that can help policymakers see policies from the bottom up (Schram 1995; Naples 2003; Brewer 2005; Strier 2005). In the following analysis we discuss our work in such a collaboration, highlighting our findings and how they contributed to policy advocacy. We draw out the broader implications of our work to demonstrate how such collaborations not only help inform efforts to change public policy in particulars case but also create the basis for making normative assessments about policy more generally (Thacher 2006). 

This case study reviews research on low-income home ownership and home repair in Philadelphia that was conducted in collaboration with advocates active in the City. Employing a bottom-up perspective, the research offered what Nancy Naples (2003) calls an “everyday world policy analysis” of the City’s home repair policies so as to highlight how the people affected by public policies experience them. From this perspective, our study findings suggest the limitations of the currently popular assets-based approach to promoting homeownership more generally among low-income families as a solution for their poverty (Sherraden 2005). Our research suggests that while it is clear that low-income families deserve the chance to acquire assets through homeownership and they may well benefit in other ways from owning a home, low-income families that own homes in poor neighborhoods are much less likely to be able to convert their own homes into appreciable assets (Harkness and Newman 2002). In fact, we find that looking at homeownership from the bottom up reveals that for many poor families, home owning may be a liability rather than an asset. When low-income families acquire cheap but old and poorly maintained homes they are frequently overwhelmed by maintenance and repair costs. This is an important caveat to recent developments in low-income housing policy. In what follows, we report on research that shows most poor families in Philadelphia own homes of very limited value and for some these homes are barely habitable. Home owning per se for low-income families is by no means a guarantee for acquiring assets. The policy approach of President George W. Bush to promote an “ownership society” in particular fails to consider that simply increasing the number of homeowners does not mean that low-income families will in most instances be able to become part of the middle class by using homeownership as an asset to acquire wealth (Schram 2006; Reid 2004; Retsinas and Belsky 2002). 

Despite the fact that our research revealed a host of problems that low-income homeowners encounter, our findings make it difficult to simply argue against low-income home owning. Low-income homeowners have few viable alternatives to owning a home such as acquiring higher quality housing or moving into good rental housing. Consequently our findings show the need for increased support for low-income families that are already homeowners to help repair and maintain their homes not so much to help them grow assets to escape poverty, but as part of a broader strategy to help increase the stock of affordable housing, both rented and owned, while preventing housing abandonment and homelessness.

Bottom-up, Participatory Action

Our analysis rests on the premise that social science research makes a difference in the policy arena, but it does so best by providing situated knowledge relevant to specific cases in particular contexts (Caterino and Schram 2006). Whether social scientists acknowledge it or not, their work affects others through what they choose or refuse to study, the questions they ask, the frameworks they use and create, and the way that their work operates and is used to legitimize, stigmatize, and privilege some people, practices, and understandings over others (Sandoval 2000). In turn, the people being studied can respond to how they are being studied, making the object of inquiry a dynamic phenomenon. Therefore, social scientists must forego the pretension that they stand outside their subject matter based on a “view from nowhere” (Nagel 1989). Researchers who collaborate with the people they are studying offer one way to make explicit and address this assumption. Social scientists who enter into dialogical relationships with the people they study make their praxis more compatible with the mission of a critical policy analysis that rejects the false neutrality of conventional policy analysis (Fischer 2003).  

Research collaboration with activists is not only consistent with, but perhaps the better response to, recent calls for social scientists to contribute to public discourse. Stanley Aronowitz (2005) suggests that it is the duty of social scientists to choose what they study carefully and engage public discourse concerning issues that matter. Michael Burawoy (2005), Frances Fox Piven (2007) and others call for a public sociology in which the sociologist practices an engaged social science geared to promoting social change. Yet, Rose Brewer (2005) suggests that truly critical thinking is most likely to emerge from subordinated groups rather than from the academy, and it is not enough for social scientists to engage with issues that matter. Indeed, Burawoy’s (2005) discussion of the public sociologists as “creators of publics” is one that fails to see the existence of publics that do not need sociologists or other social scientists to “create them” but rather serve as the inspiration to social science, providing important issues and relevance that many social scientists seek. What many subordinated groups lack, however, is the necessary means to participate fully in the policy process. Collaborating with public sociologists can provide them with these resources and, as a result, add a critically needed perspective missing in most policy analysis conducted in the academy and the halls of government.  

All too often, policy analysis mimics the public policymaking process by following a top-down approach (Yanow 2003; Fischer 2003). What James Scott (1998) calls “seeing like a state” fails to apprehend the way policies play out in the lives of people affected by those policies. Top-down policy analysis may in particular obscure long-term and unexpected affects of policies for relevant target groups. This is because top-down policy analysis strains too hard to grasp universal knowledge in a quest for unearthing general causal laws, underlying regularities or universal principles (Flyvbjerg 2001) and thereby misses the effects of policies on people in particular contexts and situations. Top-down research is also often monovocal and exclusionary, rather than dialogical and contributory to a deliberative policymaking process where the experiences of those directly affected by policy are included (Fischer 2003). 

Recently, calls for bottom-up approaches have increased (Schram, 1995; Naples, 2003; Brewer 2005). Bottom-up approaches seek the perspective of those who are generally not heard in the policy arena even as they bear the brunt of policies. Bottom-up research looks to see the effects on the ground and solicits the “local knowledge” of clients (Yanow 2003). It interrogates the dominant discourse and creates possibilities for resistance to the processes of subjugation associated with the rationalizing power of such discourses. Understanding a social welfare policy’s effects from a bottom-up perspective encourages seeing more like an ordinary citizen than a policymaker. This sort of research promotes policy change that can better address the concerns of people who posses few political and economic resources. 

What is often lost in the literature on bottom-up research is that when bottom-up approaches remain studies of subordinated groups as subjects rather than as authors or collaborators, they remain top-down in the respect that the researcher, as outsider arbiter of their experience, retains power. We argue, then, that top-down approaches are insufficient for producing truly inclusive perspectives that should critically understand and shape policy. Policy analysis must be collaborative and dialogical if it is to contribute to a more deliberative policymaking process that allows the perspectives of people who are directly affected by policy to play a role (Fischer 2003). 

Bottom-up policy analysts, therefore, need to consider participatory action research (PAR). PAR grows out of involvement with people trying to change their circumstances by challenging entrenched power relationships that constrain such change (Naples 2003). PAR contains two elements (Teram, Schachter, and Stalker 2005). The first or “participatory” part indicates that it is driven by and engages with people who are affected by a particular problem. The second or “action” part indicates that its purpose is to create change. PAR is dialogical—that is, conducted by and in dialogue with the people it studies and aims to assist. Reflective of various traditions that seek to overcome an us versus them divide and the privileges that come when some people get to research others, PAR is premised in the idea that through collaboration, researchers learn from their “subjects” what needs to be done to effectively address the problems being studied. In particular, the dialogical process of participatory action research helps researchers learn what is important from an insider’s point of view, especially in terms of how existing social problems and policies affect the people being studied.

The Philadelphia Home Repair Collaboration:  A Mixed Methodology of the Oppressed

In the spring of 2003, we were recruited by the Women’s Community Revitalization Project (WCRP) in Philadelphia to collaborate on a campaign to get the City to do more to enable low-income homeowners stay in their homes. WCRP works to create safe, affordable housing for women becoming independent, often by leaving an abusive partner. A small, grass-roots self-help organization, over time, WCRP built a successful, multi-purpose social welfare agency and became a developer and manager of housing. WCRP joined with two other advocacy groups, Philadelphia ACORN (the Association of Community Organizations for Reform NOW) and United Communities of Southeast Philadelphia, to organize low-income homeowners in three very low-income City neighborhoods with high rates of homeownership—Fairhill, South Philadelphia, and Strawberry Mansion. 
Our collaboration was financed by a grant to WCRP from the William Penn Foundation to investigate home repair and home maintenance problems faced by low-income homeowners. WCRP hired the authors expressly to work as collaborators in a research process where the advocates did not simply hire the researchers and then passively receive their report. Instead, WCRP expected researchers and advocates to work as partners developing research strategies and refining the analysis in a dialogical process.  

Deciding on Methods

Paulo Freire (1970) eloquently articulated a “pedagogy of the oppressed,” whereby oppressed people could educate themselves to see their shared plight as neither of their own making nor as isolated acts of personal irresponsibility, but instead as systematic effects of the structures of power that marginalized them. Freire called this process “conscientization.” Chela Sandoval (2000) has written of a “methodology of the oppressed,” whereby oppressed people interrogate the dominant discourses that narrate their marginalized condition in ways that make resistance less likely. Research that comes from a top-down perspective is not likely to be a methodology of the oppressed because it is often consistent with dominant discourses that rationalize rather than challenge how the oppressed are subordinated (Schram 1995, 2002). 

Bottom-up research inevitably raises issues of perspective, position and discourse that are related to questions of power (Naples 2003; Sandoval 2000). Nancy Nelson (2005, p. 109) has noted that policy discourses of aid and assistance, international as well as domestic, promote particular understandings of deservingness that are far from objective or neutral but instead are associated with vested interests. As Nelson’s own work has demonstrated, however, the interpretive resources of bottom-up research need not be limited to discourse analysis. Interpretive field work, most often based on in-depth field interviews with informants, can also provide the basis for a bottom-up interrogation of dominant structures of power (see Nelson 2005; Lindhorst and Padgett 2005; Strier 2005; Tickamyer et al. 2000; Curtis 1999). Yet, we would go further to contend that interpretive resources for a bottom-up interrogation of a policy discourse need not be limited to qualitative methods.  

A PAR bottom-up perspective would suggest that research methods should be decided in collaboration with research partners. Going into the research, we were open to the methods that would be most amenable to answering the questions that were most important to our community group collaborators, driven by the needs of low-income Philadelphians. This is an example of what Ian Shapiro (2005) has called “problem-driven” research, which he contrasts to “theory-driven” or “method-driven” research. Theory- or method-driven research is preoccupied with answering questions about the value of a particular way of studying a topic. As a result, it often eschews all but the chosen method of data collection to help understand the social problem under study. Yet, if one’s research is problem-driven one will be prepared to consult a variety of data sources, quantitative as well as qualitative, in order to best understand the problem under study.


Our study partners were interested to learn about the circumstances of low-income homeowners in Philadelphia.  Specifically, they wanted information about the scope of the home repair and home maintenance problems citywide. Further, they were interested in understanding how Philadelphia compared to other similar cities in terms of low-income homeownership. And most importantly, they were interested in coming up with a dollar amount that would tell them how much money Philadelphia needed to put into its home repair problems in order to solve them. All of these questions lent themselves to the analysis of quantitative data. However, it became clear very quickly that statistical analysis alone could not provide us with all the desired information. For example, available statistical data such as the U.S. Census or the American Housing Survey did not capture all of the problems that homeowners considered worthy of or requiring repair.  It was crucial to the research team to understand the constellation of City programs, politics, and players and how each of them viewed the problem. Understanding the adequacy and availability of programs needed to encompass whether people would actually use such programs, and what processes and procedures would be most accessible. These questions were amenable to qualitative analysis. Thus a problem-driven methodology led us to a mixed-methods approach. 


Data Collection and Analysis

Quantitative data were derived from four sources: the U.S. Census, the American Housing Survey (AHS), the Philadelphia Neighborhood Information System (NIS), and administrative data from the City’s major home repair program, the Basic Systems Repair Program (BSRP). U.S. Census data provided us with a broad overview of the population of Philadelphia for key variables, such as race/ethnicity, age, and income level. It further allowed us to compare home owning levels in Philadelphia with other U.S. cities. Next we examined data from the 1999 AHS
 to develop an in-depth portrait of the low-income home-owning population in Philadelphia and to capture critical repair and maintenance problems for those families owning homes. We used an index available in the AHS that captures multidimensional standards of housing quality adequacy to estimate the number of low-income households in the city of Philadelphia that met the BSRP income cut-offs (150 percent of the official U.S. poverty line) as well as the numbers of families that were BSRP income-eligible and had repair problems similar to the types of problems which BSRP addresses. 

We supplemented our statistical research with intensive interviews with 43 different informants actively involved in the policy process and supplemented by extensive research of the relevant official documents. Informants were drawn from City Council staff, high ranking and mid-level city program officials, and a broad range of non-profit organizations including community development organizations working at the City and the state level. We re-interviewed five of the informants. Most interviews were conducted in person; eight of the initial and all five of the follow-up interviews were conducted over the phone. We also exchanged a large volume of follow up emails for clarification with program officials. These exchanges helped us access many of the key documents needed for developing a detailed understanding of how the City’s public policies affected the ability of low-income homeowners to address their home repair problems.  

While the lack of assistance for low-income homeowners has been a major problem in Philadelphia, the way available assistance has been structured and provided is an additional problem. Together with our study partners, we determined that we could understand this better if we studied the existing programs from the perspective of the people who are most directly affected by them. Our everyday world policy analysis was informed by efforts of our community partners who knocked on doors throughout three organizing neighborhoods and talked to 107 homeowners about their home repair and maintenance problems. Based on these initial conversations, we conducted in-depth interviews with four homeowners, all from three target neighborhoods. All but one of these in-depth interviews were conducted in the respondents’ home, so we could see firsthand the home repair problems that low-income Philadelphians experience. For comparison purposes, we also examined data from four other in-depth interviews with homeowners in their homes elsewhere in the City. The second component of everyday world policy analysis involved constructing a step-by-step “walk–through” of BSRP. This allowed us to understand that gauntlet that homeowners traverse and sensitized us to the obstacles that low-income homeowners face in attempting to maintain and repair their homes.

The State of Homes in Philadelphia 

The focus of the research from the outset was to help support low-income homeowners with home repair problems, and thus, from the outset, ascertaining rates of homeownership were crucial. Table 1 compares the low-income homeownership rates for the 68 neighborhoods in the City. WCRP focused their advocacy efforts on three organizing neighborhoods: Fairhill, Strawberry Mansion and South Philadelphia. These three neighborhoods have among the highest rates of homeownership by families with incomes below $20,000 a year according to the 2000 Philadelphia Neighborhood Information System. While the median neighborhood had 26 percent of its home-owning families with incomes below $20,000 a year, the corresponding percentages for our three organizing neighborhoods were: Fairhill 56, South Philadelphia 39, and Strawberry Mansion 49. Our three neighborhoods also had disproportionately high percentages of low-income homeowners who spent over 30 percent of their incomes on housing. While the median neighborhood had 14 percent of its homeowners with incomes below $20,000 a year who spent over 30 percent of their incomes on housing, the percentages for our three neighborhoods were: Fairhill 27, South Philadelphia 20, and Strawberry Mansion 21. Figure 1 maps this last statistic for the neighborhoods and indicates that the three organizing neighborhoods were among the poorest quintile of neighborhoods (13) that had at least 19.75 percent of their home-owning families with incomes under $20,000 a year paying at least 30 percent of their income on housing. 

To put this Philadelphia story in perspective, we first turned to the 2000 Census to compare statistical estimates of the housing situation in Philadelphia to those of other cities. Table 2 compares Philadelphia to 13 other large and mid-sized cities on the east coast and Midwest with which Philadelphia is often compared. Philadelphia’s poverty rate for 2000 at 23 percent was not unusual. However, the City has a relatively old housing stock with 58 percent of its housing built before 1950. The median value of owner-occupied homes in Philadelphia is relatively low at $61,000 compared to a high of $221,000 in New York. Only Pittsburgh has a lower median value than Philadelphia—$60,700. Homeownership rates are higher in Philadelphia than in any of our comparison cities—59 percent compared to a low of 24 percent for Newark and a high of 55 percent for Detroit. Homeownership among the poor is also higher in Philadelphia than in any of our comparison cities—38 percent compared to a range from 8 percent in Newark to 33 percent in Detroit. In spite of the fact that it has a relatively high homeownership rate, Philadelphia surprisingly has the highest rate of all our cities for housing units without a mortgage—44 percent compared to a range from 27 percent for Atlanta and Newark and a high of 42 percent for Pittsburgh.

The 2000 U.S. Census provides us with additional information to compare Philadelphia’s low-income home-owning population to that in other cities on certain key variables. According to the U.S. Census, 36,398 or 73 percent of low-income homeowners live in housing units built before 1949. From the AHS, we can estimate that 129,109 households in Philadelphia with incomes under $20,000 pay 30 percent or more of their income on housing. Eighty-three percent of renters and 64 percent of homeowners in Philadelphia with incomes under $20,000 pay 30 percent or more of their income for housing. Seventy percent of poor households that pay 30 percent or more for housing actually pay 50 percent or more for housing. There are at least 30,000 fewer affordable housing units in Philadelphia than needed for rental households with incomes below $20,000 (Hillier and Culhane 2003).

As the statistical data show, Philadelphia has a “wealth” of old, poorly maintained homes. This is chiefly comprised of 19th and early 20th century two- and three-story row homes. In some ways this is beneficial to individuals and families who live on low-incomes in that it makes it easier for them to become homeowners. Un-monitored and un-mortgaged, many low-income homeowners in Philadelphia are able to forego expenses other homeowners often have trouble shouldering. Less recognized, however, is that low-income homeowners are also likely to be burdened with higher expenses both in proportion to their income and absolutely. Low-income homeowners spend a much larger percentage of already tight incomes on homes, a phenomenon acknowledged by the City.
 Because the homes such households can afford are often in poor condition, they require costlier maintenance and repairs; they have more inter-related problems (i.e. a leaky roof can lead to damage to the electrical system); and they incur larger related costs (i.e. poorly sealed windows result in inefficient heating and increased gas or oil expenses). 

Given that our research was focused on providing evidence on the extent to which the under-funded but critical home repair program should be expanded, a statistical portrait of the potential users of the BSRP provides the most relevant statistical profiles. BSRP guidelines specify income cut-offs at 150 percent of the official U.S. poverty line. For example, for a household size of four, the monthly income limit is $2,087 for 1999. Using data from the 1999 American Housing Survey, we first determined the number of low-income households in the city of Philadelphia that meet the BSRP income cut-offs. An estimated 125,703 (or 33 percent) of home-owning households meet BSRP income eligibility criteria. In order to estimate the number of homeowners that were BSRP income-eligible and had repair problems that were severe enough to be considered for BRSP services, we calculated how many of these households had homes that were rated in the AHS as “inadequate.” Other homes might also be in need of BSRP services, but the information in the AHS was not sufficiently detailed to enable us to determine that with confidence. Therefore, our estimate is a conservative one of only those families with incomes low enough and home repair problems bad enough to be the most serious cases in what we call the “BSRP target population.” In order make this conservative estimate of the target population, we used an index available in the AHS that is based on a number of factors for determining housing quality. The levels of the index represent adequate, moderately inadequate, and severely inadequate internal and external conditions of housing units. We combined the second and the third levels of the index because the repair problems captured by the “moderately” and “severely” inadequate levels indicate that these homes had problems severe enough to be considered for BSRP services.
  In our analysis of the BSRP target population, we found an estimated 13,770 households who owned their homes in Philadelphia in 1999 were BSRP income-eligible and had moderately or severely inadequate homes. This means that approximately 3.6 percent of all Philadelphia households who own their homes and 11.0 percent of all such households with incomes below the BSRP income cut-offs live in housing in dire need of repair. This is the population most at risk of housing abandonment and homelessness if they do not receive assistance with their home repair problems. 

Table 3 compares the demographic characteristics of all the City’s homeowners with those whose incomes were below the BSRP cut-offs and lived in houses that the 1999 American Housing Survey considered moderately or severely inadequate. While 48.3 percent of all homeowners in the City in 1999 were white, only 14.6 percent of the BSRP target population was listed as white. While only 6.2 percent of all homeowners were of Spanish origin, the corresponding percentage for the target population was 22 percent. The median age was similar for the overall home owning and the target population: 53 vs. 52 respectively. Heads of home owning households were slightly more likely to be female for the target population: 63.2 versus 57.5 percent. They were also much more likely to receive public assistance: 28.5 vs. 5 percent. On average, the target population had bought its homes more recently: 1984 vs. 1979; but their homes were more likely to be older: 1925 vs. 1934; and the market value was likely to be considerably lower: $30,203 vs. $73,865. The average annual family incomes of the target population were also strikingly low, even for a population with incomes below 150 percent of the poverty line: $7,294 compared to $41,665 for home owning families overall. These data indicate that the BSRP serves an extremely marginal population. The BSRP is potentially an important factor in staving off homelessness; one city official in fact referred to BSRP as “the biggest homeless prevention plan.”
 However, as the next section demonstrates, even with these conservative estimates of the number of low-income homeowners in need of home repair assistance, the severely under-funded BSRP only serves a fraction of families with eligible home repairs who meet the income criteria.
Home Repair Programs for Low-Income Homeowners: Too Little, Too Late 

In Philadelphia several programs support the repair needs of low-income homeowners. Programs fall into two general categories: grant programs and loan programs. Nearly all have income eligibility guidelines and require that applicants be documented homeowners occupying the residence for which assistance is requested. Most of our informants felt that most low-income homeowners could not take advantage of the City’s loan programs because of credit problems or a lack of funds to pay off loans. This means that the most viable programs available to low-income Philadelphia homeowners are grant programs (Repairing Houses, Preserving Homes 2005). Because most of our informants do not consider loan programs a viable option for the population we focus upon here, we review only the City’s main grant program.
     

BSRP addresses only certain types of repairs that the City prioritizes (e.g., electrical and plumbing), and it will only address those on an emergency basis (e.g., for roof repairs BSRP will open a file only if the applicant can see the sky through her roof).
. BSRP is also limited by income criteria based on family size (e.g., the income threshold for a family of 4 is $2,263 per month). City officials explicitly acknowledge program limitations and attribute them to resource constraints as opposed to perception of need or desert. 

The program is divided into 2 tiers: Tier 1 provides repairs that cost up to $3,500 and Tier 2 provides repairs that cost between $3,500 and $12,000. Tier 2 has a lengthier wait time, in part due to additional requirements such as a whole-house inspection and the prevalence of multiple repair needs. Tier 3, which used to provide for repairs of up to $25,000, was discontinued in Fiscal Year 29 (FY29--July 1, 2003-June 30, 2004)
 due to lack of funds. BSRP authorizes repairs on an “all-or-nothing” basis: if it cannot make eligible repairs and bring the house up to federal housing standards within in the Tier 2 limit of $12,500, BSRP will not undertake even partial repairs. 

For the 2,459 units counted during the second quarter of FY 29 for Tier 2 services, BSRP program officials provided the demographic breakdown in table 4, which they indicated has remained relatively stable over time. We compared this with our AHS profile of the BSRP target population. There is some difficulty in comparing the race/ethnic origin of program participants to our estimation of the population eligible for BSRP profiled in table 3, due to the different categories employed. However, it is clear that African Americans comprise a larger portion of program participants (81 percent) than their proportion of the eligible population (56 percent), and all other categories are underrepresented. Persons of Spanish origin or Hispanics are underrepresented in the BSRP program compared to the population we estimate to be eligible and in need of services—10 percent vs. 22 percent. Asians are also severely under-represented among BSRP participants (7 percent of the estimated eligible population versus less than 1 percent of BSRP participants). To the extent that many of this population may not be native English speakers, this shores up advocates’ concerns that language is a barrier to program participation, which only produces written material in English and Spanish. Senior citizens comprise 31 percent of the estimated eligible population and are similarly 28 percent of the BSRP participants. Female heads of households are also over-represented, comprising 83 percent of the participating heads of households as compared to 63 percent of the eligible population. 

Inaction likely influences levels of participation. BSRP admittedly does not concern itself with advertising because funds are insufficient to accept all applicants even without advertising. Further, while it does print pamphlets in English and Spanish, it does not generate any written information in any other language. Last, because there is no outreach for BSRP and knowledge of the program is spread largely through word of mouth or by community organizations, districts that have participants where community organizations actively steer residents to the program tend to have higher levels of participation.  Lack of outreach also means that the need for the program is much larger than indicated by applications. Although BSRP is viewed favorably by most, it is clearly insufficient to meet the needs. It is notorious for long waiting lists, which often stretch over a year. This deters low-income individuals from applying, also contributing to an underestimation of need for services. 

BSRP serves eligible applicants on a first come, first served basis. The exception to this is when an applicant has a special need that is related to the necessary repair, for example if she relies on dialysis equipment and the requested repair is to the electrical system. According to BSRP’s informational pamphlets, waiting time varies. Lag time from acceptance of application to performance of repairs is effected by the type and scope of repair and contractor availability.

The shortest wait period, for Tier 2 heating repairs and priority situations such as water shutoffs and problems directly related to disability needs, is estimated at 55 days between client call and assignment to contractor. The longest wait time is for “general” Tier 2 repairs, estimated at 440 days between client call and assignment to contractor. Note that these estimates are only until contractor assignment and do not indicate the additional time it takes for the contractor to begin and ultimately complete the approved work and thus the time to completion is often much longer. 

Participants who drop out or refrain from applying in the first place because they are unable to wait for the services find alternative means of addressing their home repair problems. These alternatives are largely improvisational, usually carried out informally by relatives, friends or neighbors who may be unlicensed, uninsured and lacking the requisite expertise. Therefore, they may only solve the problem temporarily and, in some cases, may exacerbate them.

In addition to the hurdles accessing low-income home repair and home maintenance programs noted so far, other factors present difficulties. Interviewees noted a lack of coordination among the various city agencies. A stark example was provided by a City Council staff member, who told of a constituent who required and received BSRP services for damages from water leaking into his home from an adjacent abandoned property. His home was repaired, but the source of the problem was not addressed because BSRP could not repair a home that was not occupied by a homeowner. As might be expected, the problem recurred, resulting in another repair that was also carried out by BSRP. It was only when the constituent contacted his Councilmember’s staff who in turn intervened that problems in the adjacent property were addressed. This is one instance where cooperation between BSRP and the City’s Department of Licensing and Inspection (L & I) would have saved BSRP money and prevented aggravation and property damage suffered by the homeowner.

During FY29, when we conducted our research, BSRP had a budget of $15 millions.
  We can use the figure of 13,770 BSRP income-eligible households with moderate to severely inadequate housing (the BSRP target population) to estimate the total cost of what it would take to extend BSRP services to all of them. The average BSRP cost per home repair is $5298 per property.
 If that average level of BSRP repair service were extended to each of the 13,770 homes, the total cost would be about $72,953,460 a year. Therefore, based on these figures, the BSRP would need to see its funding increase about eight-tenfold if it were to extend the average amount of home repair services just to the most critical cases. This is in fact a conservative estimate since, as we suggested, many other low-income homes in the City are in need of critical repairs even though they are rated as adequate by the American Housing Survey.  

Everyday World Policy Analysis: Walking Through Programs as a Client 


Until now, we have provided a perspective of the state of low-income Philadelphia home repair problems from the outside looking in, largely based on the reports of program officers, City officials, documents, and statistics. However, this does not tell the whole story. An “everyday world” policy analysis approach leads us to ask: how does a homeowner seeking home repair assistance from the City experience the programs that we have reviewed here? Rather than “seeing like a state” (Scott 1998) we were interested in “seeing like a client.” 

I had got [this house] off my brother for little, for nothing. That’s why I say “be careful what you ask for if you get it for nothing.” If I had to do it all over again, I don’t know if I would have. I put so much money into that house, trying to get it together. It wasn’t even livable. …I had to do the floors, we had no kitchen…no cover to the vent, having to cover the kitchen ‘cause of the draft coming out of there.  

Cecilia Simpson entered into a predatory loan to repair her house because she and her children could not weather another freezing winter. This not only depleted her other assets, but also put her at risk of losing her home, which at the time of the interview she was trying to save with the help of legal services. Cecilia’s situation suggests that understanding how low-income homeownership plays out “on the ground” requires not only that we “walk through” the programs as a thought experiment, but that we literally walk across sinking floorboards and underneath dangling wires. If policies are to be effective and helpful, they must take into account the contextualized realities of those they are designed to serve. We followed up initial conversations with low-income homeowners with in-depth interviews in the homes of three of them. We were only visitors: what we saw and felt were only the barest sense of what is experienced daily by many low-income homeowners. Yet, their stories provide a glimpse of what policy analysts and policy makers should see but often do not. While each of the following profiles are unique, all point to the pervasiveness of persistent home repair problems and the limitations of City programs designed to address these problems.
 

The following section provides a description of what the BSRP trajectory is from the applicant’s point of view, followed by in-depth profiles of three Philadelphia homeowners who sought assistance for their respective home repair/home maintenance needs. Constructing walk-throughs from our data helped us to understand why these programs are underutilized and often inefficient for low-income homeowners. They also helped us to understand how profoundly inadequate these programs are, even when people seek them out and are granted assistance.

We begin our walk-through with a description of the BSRP application procedures. After an applicant calls in to the BSRP hotline, information on income and eligibility, homeownership and the type/scope of problem is recorded over the telephone and a case is “created.”  If it is a Tier 1 repair and the applicant seems eligible, a triage inspection is scheduled within a few weeks. If the homeownership information does not match up with the city database, and she otherwise appears eligible, the applicant is asked to provide homeownership documentation. Once the triage inspection takes place, if it is confirmed as a Tier 1 case it is placed in the queue to be assigned to a contractor. Cases consisting solely of roof repair also go straight to contractors. If it appears from the inspection that the house requires Tier 2 resources, the applicant is referred to the Central Intake Unit (CIU).

Tier 2 cases are processed by the CIU, which schedules half-hour orientation meetings for groups of 20 people that are immediately followed by individual meetings where cases are discussed and applicants must show proof of ownership and income. If an applicant is approved for Tier 2, her home is scheduled for a whole house inspection. If the inspector ascertains that the work can be done within the $12,000 budget limit and that the repairs are of the type eligible, the applicant is assigned to a contractor who will perform the work.  

A large percentage of applications do not result in completed work. According to BSRP “many of [the cases introduced to the system] will be cancelled.” In fact, BSRP uses estimates that rely on an assumption that only 40 percent of cases will be approved. However, BSRP cannot provide a detailed picture of where in the process these cases drop out or why. Some are rejected by BSRP (for example if the repairs are too expensive or if applicants are not income-eligible). Cases are also cancelled for reasons that originate with the applicant, such as failure to provide a document; BSRP does not follow up with the applicant to find out why this occurred or to provide assistance because they are oversubscribed.  

Veronica Barrows’ story is a good example of a failed application process. She lives in a house she inherited from her mother. Barrows moved in to discover extensive damage, particularly to the upstairs, which is currently stripped of dividing walls or drywall or any other kind of finish. The ceiling is extensively damaged revealing exposed wires, and the upstairs bathroom is in extreme disrepair. In the living room ceiling, a crack over a foot in length leaks intermittently, apparently from the upstairs bathroom. Water leaks constantly from the kitchen ceiling, which Barrows catches in a bucket. A third leak in a large pipe located in the basement she has unsuccessfully stemmed with rags.  

Barrows originally turned to the City’s Weatherization Program while unemployed. Program representatives inspected her home and referred her to BSRP due to her home’s extensive structural damage. She attended a group forum at BSRP’s offices, where she was informed that she qualified by income and by her description of problem. “A couple of months” after returning to the offices with the deed to the house, she had a home inspection. She was subsequently notified in a form letter that her “application for repair assistance, through the BSRP has been canceled due to the following reason(s).” The reasons checked off on the form were “the required repairs exceed the cost limit of the BSRP” and “other.” Under the category of other there was no further explanation, though the form contains a space for this information. No information was provided about possible alternative programs. The form further indicates that while she can reapply, her application would be considered new and would enter the queue accordingly. Barrows did not want to challenge this decision because she feared that her house might be condemned. By the time of the interview, Barrows had secured employment, placing her income just above the BSRP eligibility criteria, so even if she reapplies and/or undertakes some repairs on her own in order to reduce the cost of the repairs to make her property eligible, she is currently ineligible financially for the program.

Martha Grant’s story corroborates that low-income homeownership in Philadelphia may at best be mixed-blessing. Grant’s story also demonstrates that low-income homeowners who succeed in obtaining the help of BSRP will not necessarily be able to solve their repair problems permanently. Grant has been in her home for 32 years. Home owning is costly because everything that goes wrong is “on you” and it is important to “hurry up and fix it or it gets worse.” When she needed roof repairs, by the time the City responded she ended up needing extensive repairs to the room below. Grant knows the houses are old, but says: “We’re in them.” When her windows and doors became too drafty, a friend referred her to “1234 Market Street” (the offices of BSRP and other City programs). She estimated that whole process of having her home repaired took about three years. Repairs included windows (done under the Weatherization Program), back doors, electrical rewiring, yard, roofing, and plumbing.  

Grant was grateful that the City replaced all her windows and her door. However, she has had trouble with the plumbing and electrical work. When BSRP contractors rewired under the floors, they put back the old floorboards. About a year later, she felt the floor weakening and since then Grant has experienced problems on the first and second floors with sinking floorboards. After new pipes were installed, the insulation came loose and they burst downstairs. Because of this, Grant does not believe they were repaired correctly as it had only been three years. Although all the work was approved, no one told her what to do or who to call if something goes wrong.
 Grant mused that the house is old; maybe this is just the way it is. 

Grant did not call BSRP nor try to contact the contractor directly. Although she was given some papers, she felt it was too much of a hassle to pursue. Instead she took out a bank loan, using her home for collateral, to cover repairs of the upstairs floors and bathroom. Her son-in-law repaired the floors and her brother painted. She paid for the sheetrock and other materials and borrowed equipment. However, repairing the first floor bathroom floors would entail lifting up the supporting beams under the floor, which requires special equipment and training. The floor of the downstairs bathroom sinks so severely that it separated from the bottom of the tub, leaving a gap about two feet long and a few inches deep between the floor and the tub. This sinking slope can be felt in the hallway as well.  

Her brother and husband are disabled and cannot help her. Getting to the offices of BSRP is difficult; according to Grant, “you can be dead and gone by the time you get there.” Grant contacted the Philadelphia Corporation for the Aged who completed small repairs for disability-related problems, but they do not handle problems such as sinking floors. Grant paid off her loan but does not want to take out additional loans to fix the downstairs hall and bathroom floors because she fears going into debt on a fixed income; she is trying to save to pay for repairs. Grant thinks the City ought to be doing more to help people, particularly those with low income or on a fixed income.
While Grant’s problems suggest that public programs sometimes make the situation worse, Frances Galloway’s experience shows how properties can be adversely affected by neighborhood conditions. Galloway lives next door to an abandoned home and she says the vacant property is unsafe and adversely affects her enjoyment of her own home. It is also the source of her home repair problems. The wood around the door is falling, which she fears presents a safety hazard to the kids who play on the steps. The house draws nuisance crowds, with lots of noise. The yard is full of junk, and other neighbors continue to throw trash over the fence into the yard. Galloway cannot raise her own windows because of the odor and the fleas from the vacant property. The wind has blown out the windows of the vacant house, and Galloway cannot warm her house in the winter, no matter how high she turns up the heat.  When it rains, water comes in through the walls, leaking into her basement. Her insurance company refused to renew her policy when they found she lived next to an abandoned home.  

Galloway has been calling L & I for more than three years, who say they will send someone within fifteen days but no one shows up, except once about three years prior to our interview when they boarded up the property. Subsequently, a person claiming to be the owner said she would be doing repairs and set up a dumpster. Galloway thinks she tore out the kitchen because she sees parts of it in the trash that litters the backyard. However, nothing more was done to the property. Eventually L & I demolished a property across the street in the summer of 2003, and at that time they told her that the property next door was on the list to be demolished, but they never came. She says that by this time she has called so often that when she provides them with the address of the vacant property, they know that it is she, Frances, and greet her by name. Galloway’s latest attempts to address the problem have been through her City Council representative. A week before our interview she met with a staff member. The representative contacted Galloway promptly and said that someone would look into her problem and get back to her. Months later, the problem persists.  

The experiences portrayed here are not intended to suggest that all low-income homeowners have homes that are unlikely to be assets. But they do show how, despite the best efforts of homeowners, many encounter problems that policymakers might not expect: they fall on the wrong side of arbitrary income cutoffs, fear contacting agencies, experience problems caused by contractors chosen by the BSRP, and suffer from living next to abandoned homes. All of the people profiled here have actively sought help, but still live in homes that are not the assets that top-down policymakers assume they are. While homeownership might be a strategy that works for some low-income homeowners in some neighborhoods, for many other low-income families owning a home is not a realistic way to acquire assets as much as it is a way to be burdened with additional liabilities.

Discussion and Conclusions

The foregoing case study demonstrates the importance of two challenges to the conventional understanding of the relationship of social research to the world it studies. The first challenge concerns rethinking the way public sociologists conduct research. The second challenge concerns how a case study like ours can contribute both to addressing the problem it studies in its specific setting and more generally. 

First, the foregoing analysis highlights how public sociologists working in collaboration with advocate partners help counteract the biases of top-down policy analysis by offering a bottom-up perspective on how public policies can be designed to take into account the experiences of people directly affected by these policies. In collaboration with advocates and community representatives, public sociologists give up the unearned privileged associated with being scientists who supposedly know better and see more objectively than the people they are studying. Instead, they are put in a position of learning to work with and learn from their partners in ways that can better connect their research to ongoing policy struggles. Eschewing pretensions of producing trans-contextual knowledge about underlying regularities, causal laws, or universal principles of society, public sociologists who engage in bottom-up PAR can produce contextually-sensitive and policy-relevant knowledge. Learning from particular cases informs efforts to make policy in particular instances; it can also create a catalogue of instances from which others can learn in their efforts to introduce a bottom-up perspective to the top-down world of policy analysis and policymaking. 

When we look at low-income homeownership and home repair in Philadelphia from the bottom-up perspective of the poorest families, we are less likely to see assets than liabilities. Sometimes when low-income homeowners look from the bottom up, they literally “see the sky through the roof.” A top-down policy perspective might tell us that high levels of low-income homeownership in Philadelphia is a sign that the asset-building approach to fighting poverty is succeeding. But that would be wrong. Even as Philadelphia moves from a “weak” to a “hot” housing market, the prospects for low-income families to build assets from the homes they own remain subject to intense controversy. While some low-income families may be building assets through homeownership, for many others nothing could be farther from the truth.  In Philadelphia, there remains a relatively old and inexpensive housing stock. As a result, an unusually high percentage of low-income families own their homes. While many of these homes are in adequate condition, the number of homes that are not far exceeds the number being served by the City’s home repair grant and loan programs. Many low-income homeowners need critical home-repair assistance, without which they may be at risk of abandoning their homes and becoming homeless. Given the lack of decent affordable rental housing in Philadelphia and the substantial number of older low-cost owned units, home repair polices may in fact operate at a minimum as a homeless prevention program for the poorest families and more generally as an important way to maintain the City’s limited stock of affordable and adequate housing.  

Yet, the assistance given does not begin to meet the need because programs are limited in scope. The major home repair grant program reaches approximately 11 percent of those income-eligible households that own homes that the American Housing Survey identifies as moderately or severely inadequate. While well-intentioned, most loan programs reflect the asset-building approach’s top-down insensitivity; they are beyond the reach of this population because of related issues regarding credit-worthiness, level of pre-existing debt, lack of financial resources, and the sheer scope and cost of necessary repairs. Further, the gauntlet described proves impractical for many and help, if it does come, is generally too little, too late. As a result, low-income ownership is pervasive but under-supported in Philadelphia. That needs to change not so much so that the asset-building strategy can finally begin to work but instead, more realistically, so that the City can better help low-income families deal with the liabilities of the inadequate housing they currently own. At the extreme, helping low-income homeowners stay in their homes helps not only those homeowners but all the City’s residents avoid the increased costs of abandonment and homelessness. In conducting bottom-up, participatory action research we were able to learn why City programs are insufficient, why many City residents do not use them, and how they might be improved.  
The very same bottom-up perspective that gave us the understanding that homeownership is not a panacea to poverty and, in fact, might deplete rather than build assets also made it nearly impossible to argue against homeownership. This is because despite the overwhelming difficulties associated with homeownership for the poorest families, many of these families have no viable alternative to homeownership. As Martha Grant points out about the severely inadequate housing that she and others live in, “we are in them.” People also fear destruction of neighborhoods and communities that come with the loss of homes. 

The complexity of the real world of low-income housing in Philadelphia is reflected in the strategic considerations of our activist collaborators. Although WCRP works to build rental housing and look for alternatives to low-income housing, the actual state of rental housing requires an advocacy strategy that simultaneously argues for repair programs aimed at assisting homeowners while highlighting the limits of low-income homeownership as an asset-building strategy. The advocates were interested in low-income home repair as part of WCRP’s affordable housing campaign not because they bought into the asset-building approach that is becoming increasingly popular in Philadelphia and Washington. Instead, they were interested in helping low-income homeowners stay in the homes they already own. From the bottom-up we now have a better understanding of why WCRP advocates favor repair programs for low-income homeowners and how their understanding of the issues differs from what might otherwise seem to buttress the assets-building approach. Given Philadelphia’s housing stock and the population that own these homes, helping low-income homeowners was an essential strategy in trying to ensure that each and every resident had a decent place to live. Our advocate partners (and many City officials) view this more as a homeless prevention program than an asset-building strategy.

Given the wishes and the brutal needs of the low-income homeowners we studied, our research showed why so many housing advocates and housing researchers who we interviewed decry the push for homeownership and simultaneously feel the need to support low-income homeownership. They make strategic considerations in a policy arena; they do not embrace an all-or-nothing asset-building policy. Accordingly, our understanding of home repair problems from the bottom up, in a PAR collaboration, led us to critique the home ownership policy discourse. Given the lack of alternatives, however, our response is not to recommend foregoing help to low-income homeowners, but instead to help them be able to make their homes the decent and safe places that they want to live in. This can only happen if the assets-based homeownership discourse is exposed for the hollow rhetoric that it is. An everyday world policy analysis reveals a more realistic and helpful approach to low-income homeownership than what the top-down asset-building perspective offers when it promises a route out of poverty through homeownership.

This case study allowed us not only to see that the goals of asset-building were not met, but that a policy that ignored the needs of all homeowners once inside homes is one that is morally untenable. As Thacher points out in his discussion of what he calls the “normative case study”: “Our knowledge of what is good and bad for humans does not consist only in abstract principles. It also inheres in judgments about particular situations, and there is no a priori reason to privilege one level of abstraction over the others. Whatever their provenance, judgments about particular situations can often expand normative understanding because…judgments at each level of abstraction typically have implications for judgments at other levels” (2006, p. 1657).

Looking at how low-income homeownership plays out in the lives and communities of low-income Philadelphians exposes a fatal disconnect between the normative rhetoric of homeownership as asset-building strategy and the reality of homeownership as liability for a non-trivial number of low-income families. Homeownership is still important to low-income Philadelphians, but not because it makes them middle class as many policymakers would have us believe. Instead, homeownership is important in an otherwise bleak housing landscape. 

This case study therefore points to our second challenge. A participatory action research project like ours enables public sociologists to produce knowledge that is relevant to a specific problem in a particular context. It also indicates how case study research can inform contemporary normative theories (Thacher 2006). Our analysis not only was used in a successful campaign to create an affordable housing trust fund in Philadelphia that included additional funding for low-income home repairs (Eichel 2005; www.phila.gov/ohcd/htfund.htm). This case study also leads to a revised normative judgment about assets discourse more generally. Contrary to assets-based strategies, homeownership per se is neither a miracle cure for poverty nor is it intrinsically “good” for everyone. In fact, assets discourse risks privatizing the housing problems of the poor, making it seem that they are best left to fend for themselves by learning to save, manage investments and grow assets on their own. While it may be convenient for policymakers (and policy analysts) to ignore what happens to homeowners on the bottom, this will not make the problems of low-income homeownership and the lack of affordable low-income housing disappear. Exposing the inadequacies of assets discourse forces policymakers to either willfully ignore it or to make good on the potential and promise of homeownership through revised policies that assist low-income homeowners as part of a broader policy to ensure all citizens access to safe and affordable housing. 
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Figure 1: Philadelphia Homeowners with Incomes below $20,000, Paying More than 30% of Their Income on Housing, by Neighborhood (2000)
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Source: Neighborhood Information System, http://cml.upenn.edu/nis/NISinformation.htm.

Table 1: Low-Income Homeownership in Philadelphia’s Neighborhoods

	Neighborhoods  


	Owners
	Renters
	Percent Owners, 

Family Income 

<$20,000 a year (2000)
	Percent Owners, 

Income <$20,000 a year, 

Spending >30 percent

on Housing (2000)

	Fairhill
	4,466 
	3,914 
	56%
	27%

	South Philadelphia
	6,137 
	2,695 
	39%
	20%

	Strawberry Mansion
	4,696 
	3,847 
	49%
	21%

	Median 
	 349,633 
	                                   240,438 
	26
	14


Source: Neighborhood Information System, http://cml.upenn.edu/nis/NISinformation.htm.

Table 2: 14-City Statistical Comparison on Housing-Related Indicators, 2000 U.S. Census

	 
	Philadelphia 
	Washington, DC
	Miami 
	Atlanta 
	Chicago
	Baltimore 
	Boston 
	Detroit 
	St. Louis
	Newark 
	New York 
	Cleveland
	Pittsburgh
	New Haven 

	Total Population
	1,468,404
	541,657
	352,916
	392,406
	2,839,038
	626,051
	558,707
	932,512
	339,323
	261,451
	7,854,530
	466,305
	313,383
	113,320

	       Percent below poverty level:
	23%
	20%
	28%
	24%
	20%
	23%
	20%
	26%
	25%
	28%
	21%
	26%
	20%
	24%

	Total Housing Units
	661,958
	274,845
	148,554
	186,998
	1,152,871
	300,477
	251,935
	375,096
	176,354
	100,141
	3,200,912
	215,844
	163,366
	52,941

	      Percent Built Before 1950
	58%
	51%
	25%
	27%
	52%
	55%
	63%
	56%
	65%
	45%
	51%
	66%
	64%
	49%

	Median Dollar Value of Owner Occupied Homes
	61,000
	153,500
	116,400
	144,100
	144,300
	69,900
	210,100
	62,800
	63,500
	132,800
	221,200
	71,100
	60,700
	104,300

	Percent of Occupied Units Owned
	59%
	41%
	35%
	44%
	44%
	50%
	32%
	55%
	47%
	24%
	30%
	49%
	52%
	30%

	Total Poor Renters and Owners
	129,563
	42,965
	40,123
	34,899
	188,878
	56,925
	45,097
	82,041
	32,621
	26,623
	601,183
	47,157
	29,053
	11,039

	    Percent Poor Owning Homes
	38%
	16%
	16%
	18%
	18%
	23%
	9%
	33%
	22%
	8%
	11%
	22%
	22%
	9%

	Percent Owned Housing Units without a Mortgage
	44%
	28%
	37%
	27%
	31%
	32%
	30%
	37%
	37%
	27%
	32%
	32%
	42%
	28%


Source: U.S. Census, 2000.

Table 3: Profile of Basic Systems Home Repair eligible population 

Owners with homes moderately or severely inadequate and Incomes <150% of the poverty line

	
	BSRP target population


	All home-owners in the City of Philadelphia



	
	 

%


	Frequency


	 %


	Frequency



	Race (%)
	
	
	
	

	White
	14.6
	2,012
	48.3
	183,903

	Black
	56.4
	7,771
	43
	163,930

	American Indian, Aleut, or Eskimo
	
	
	0.5
	2,046

	Asian or Pacific Islander
	7.0
	963
	4.9
	18,511

	Other Race
	22.0
	3,022
	3.3
	12,589

	 
	
	
	
	

	Spanish Origin (%)
	22.0
	3,023
	6.2
	23,597

	
	
	
	
	

	Age (mean)
	52
	
	53
	

	 
	
	
	
	

	Age (%)
	
	
	
	

	<26 
	4.2
	577
	4.1
	15,925

	26-35 
	11.8
	1,618
	17
	64,563

	36-45 
	35.1
	4,836
	20.5
	78,180

	46-55 
	17.6
	2,423
	18.1
	69,058

	56-65 
	-
	-
	13.1
	49,830

	66 +
	31.3
	4,313
	27.2
	103,424

	 
	
	
	
	

	Sex (%)
	
	
	
	

	Male
	36.8
	5,071
	42.5
	162,050

	Female
	63.2
	8,699
	57.5
	218,929

	 
	
	
	
	

	Received SSI, AFDC or PA (%)
	
	
	
	

	Yes
	28.5
	3,928
	5
	1,8912

	No
	71.5
	9,841
	95
	362,067

	 
	
	
	
	

	Year unit bought (mean)
	1984
	
	1979
	

	 
	
	
	
	

	 Year built (mean)
	1925
	
	1934
	

	 
	
	
	
	

	Current market value of unit (mean/$)
	30,203
	
	73,865
	

	 
	
	
	
	

	Household income (mean/$)
	7,294
	
	41,665
	


Source: American Housing Survey, 1999.

Table 4: Demographic Breakdown of BSRP Households

	Race
	Number
	Percent

	      American Indian households:     




	5
	0.2%

	      Asian households:       




	13

	0.5%

	      Black households:            



	2004

	81.5%

	      Hispanic households:                   




	257
	10.4%

	      White households:            

   


	181

	7.4%

	Total:








	
	100%

	
	
	

	Female head of household:    




	2034
	83%

	
	
	

	Aged 65+ head of household:  




	692
	28%

	
	
	

	Handicapped head of household:



	1037

	42%


Source: Basic Systems Home Repair, Unpublished data.
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� The 1999 AHS for Philadelphia provides a carefully selected sample of 530 heads of households that allows for rough estimates of the number of low-income homeowners in need of home repair assistance The American Housing Survey reports confidence intervals. Confidence intervals vary by sample size. The sample for the City of Philadelphia is 530. The American Housing Survey used 90 percent confidence intervals. For the Philadelphia sample, an estimate of 10,000 homeowners would yield a 90 percent confidence interval of 5,400, meaning that the actual number could be between 4,600 and 15,400. (See American Housing Survey for the Philadelphia Metropolitan Area: Current Housing Reports, H170/99-33 Appendix D, Table X2, p. D-10.).


2 The Philadelphia Office of Housing and Community Development defines extremely low income as less than 30 percent of the median family income. See Year 29 Consolidated Plan, p. 12.  


3 A housing unit is described by the AHS as severely inadequate if it has either no plumbing facilities, or major heating equipment problems, or no electricity. A housing unit can also be severely inadequate if a combination of less severe problems exists such as outside water leaks, inside water leaks, holes in the floor, cracks in the walls wider than a dime, areas of peeling paint or plaster larger than 8 1/2 x 11, or if rodents were seen in the unit. Moderately inadequate units are described by the AHS as non-severely inadequate and if some of the following conditions exist: the unit lacks complete kitchen facilities, there were three or more toilet breakdowns lasting six hours or more in the last 90 days, or an un-vented room heater is the main heating equipment.


4 For evidence supporting Philadelphia’s Basic Systems Home Repair program as effective in preventing homelessness and abandonment, see Research for Democracy (2001, p. 31).


5 Some programs (such as the Senior Housing Assistance Repair Program) serve specific populations, particularly the elderly, or meet specific housing needs, such as the Weatherization and Adaptive Modification Programs.


6 Designation of repairs as “emergency repairs” also allows the City to waive federal lead-abatement requirements. Although this is an acknowledged concern, addressing it would further squeeze the budget and further reduce the City’s ability to make even the home repairs BSRP currently provides. 


7 There are still some “Tier 3” repairs reported for FY29, but these are repairs that were in process prior to FY29 and have carried over.


8 Year 29 Consolidated Plan, Fiscal Year 2004 (Philadelphia: Office of Housing and Community Development, 2003), p. 24.


9 The best estimate of the average BSRP cost per home repair comes from the BSRP’s own records which unfortunately are not very systematic. For estimating the costs per home, the best available BSRP data are in an unpublished chart entitled "Costs per Property, as seen from May 2001 through April of 2002, Basic Systems Repair Program." This chart indicates that during the 2001-2002 period there were 1400 closed properties. Using these figures, we estimate that repairs to these 1400 properties cost on average $5298. This figure is very close to the estimated cost per property referred to by the BSRP of $5,160 cited in the Consolidated Plan


10 All names used in this section are pseudonyms in order to protect confidentiality.





11 All work is guaranteed for a year, except for roof repairs, which are guaranteed for five years. According to BSRP, clients are told to resolve problems with contractors directly and, if a resolution cannot be reached, BSRP will act as a mediator.  Approximately 25 percent of all complaints end up referred back to BSRP for mediation.
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