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For December’s health
focus, University of Pitts-
burgh student Michelle
Dougherty highlights the
latest research on hous-
ing security, including
the role of community
safe spaces. In response,
Carlos T. Carter, Presi-
dent & CEO of the Urban
League of Greater Pitts-
burgh, explains UL hous-
ing support for people
who face money troubles
due to rising rent.

Q: Carlos, Michelle’s
article mentions “rent
burden,” which hap-
pens when the money
people spend on rent
causes financial dis-
tress. How is the Ur-

ban League able to
help people who are
rent burdened?
Carlos: To reduce the
stress of high housing
costs for low- to moder-
ate-income families, the
UL offers services aimed
at stabilizing housing sit-
uations. Our organization
doesn’t provide funds di-
rectly, but it does connect
eligible households to
rental assistance pro-
grams and provides hous-
ing counseling. Since the
pandemic, we've worked
with agencies that focus
on eviction prevention
and support via magis-
trate court intervention,
mediation with private

landlords and subsidized
housing providers, and
delinquent payment plan
options.

However, the cost of
rent is rising above the
30%-35% standard. As
rental prices began to in-
crease, we realized that
income, employment, and
additional subsidized
housing issues must be
addressed. We creat-
ed the program Moving
on Up, which provided
support for rental assis-
tance and concentrated
on employment/training,
budgeting, and financial
literacy. It also addressed
the affordability of where
a person lives, including
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stabilizing income and
spending, and creating
and following a budget.
Although some people
expect that government
intervention will save the
day, we shouldn’t count
on COVID-type funding
increases from the up-
coming administration.

Instead, the UL will con-
tinue advocating for more
subsidized housing, ways
to turn vacant lots and
run-down houses into
livable spaces, discontin-
uing rental space price
gouging, and giving work-
ers a livable wage.

Q: Michelle also high-
lights the importance
between housing se-
curity and community
spaces. How does the
Urban League support
this connection?

Carlos: Our Family
Support Centers foster
a safe community space
in three different neigh-
borhoods. The centers
empower families by of-
fering tailored resources
and programming, in-
cluding ways to access
help, connect with others,
and build resilience.
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The centers help fam-
ilies achieve economic
self-reliance through par-
enting workshops, ear-
ly childhood education,
health services, finan-
cial literacy classes, and
employment assistance.
They emphasize early
childhood development
via resources for parents
and programs for chil-
dren that give our kids a
strong start in life. They
provide immediate crisis
help, too—for example,
food and diapers—all
while helping families de-
velop long-term success
strategies.

To learn more about the
centers and programs,
visit ulphg.org and click
on Family Support Cen-
ters in the drop-down
menu.

GCommunity spaces can help reduce
eviction and alcohol-related impacts

Marginalized communi-
ties suffer unequally from
“rent burden.” Rent bur-
den happens when some-
one spends more than 30
percent of their income on
rent. This hardship makes
it difficult for people to af-
ford other necessities like
food, clothing, and utilities.

Like other inequities,
rent burden for marginal-
ized Black communities is
the result of historic, sys-
temic, and economic fac-
tors, including redlining
and other discriminatory
practices.

Rent burden can lead to
housing eviction (situa-
tions in which landlords
force renters to move).
Eviction, research shows,
has a negative impact on
people’s physical and men-
tal health, including chron-
ic conditions like diabetes
and high blood pressure,
as well as anxiety, depres-
sion, and substance use.

This isn’t surprising.
Eviction is a traumatic
event. Not only eviction it-
self, but also the threat of
eviction can be stressful.
The threat can feel nev-
er-ending and can leave
renters feeling trapped.

Michelle Dougherty, Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh PhD
student in the School of
Public Health’s Behavior-
al and Community Health
Sciences, is a researcher
studying eviction and its
impact on health out-
comes. Michelle’s latest
work focuses on eviction,
alcohol use, alcohol-relat-
ed impacts, and how they
interact.

“What we've learned is
that in some cases eviction
may increase alcohol use
and the risk of alcohol-re-

lated impacts like suicidal
thoughts and domestic vi-
olence,” Michelle explains.
“Likewise, domestic vio-
lence and job loss associat-
ed with alcohol use may in-
crease the risk of eviction.”

Because people can ex-
perience an increased
risk of both eviction and
alcohol-related impacts—
and they can sometimes
be related—it’s important
to identify resources and
assets that can protect
against both issues.

Michelle’s research re-
lied on a gracious group of
mostly Black, heterosex-
ual women in 12 different
Pittsburgh ZIP codes who
shared their lived experi-
ences about eviction and
alcohol use.

The research featured
initial and follow-up inter-
views, as well as photos.
Participants wused their
own cameras to explore
their communities, snap
photos of resources they
felt would prevent or re-
duce eviction and/or alco-
hol use—and explain why
those resources were im-

portant.
One part of the research
findings was expected:

Organizations that pro-
vide help with housing
needs—along with legal
assistance, financial help,
and wraparound services
—are crucial for prevent-
ing eviction and reducing
eviction threat. “Partic-
ipants experienced rent
burden and described liv-
ing paycheck-to-paycheck,”
explains Michelle. “Sever-
al shared how receiving
legal or financial help to
prevent eviction reduced
their stress, which helped
them consume less alco-

hol.” Organizations like
Just Mediation and the
Urban League of Greater
Pittsburgh offer crucial
help with housing security
and other needs. However,
identifying and connect-
ing to an organization can
sometimes be challenging
for people who are dealing
with eviction and/or alco-
hol-related impacts.

That’s where Michelle’s
research showed some-
thing unexpected: The
importance of community
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tional, and social benefits,”
she says.

Through  participants’
photos, Michelle learned
that recreation spaces, so-
cial and spiritual engage-
ment, and opportunities
to exercise can serve as
an alternative to drink-
ing. “Access to spaces and
activities that don’t center
around alcohol can help
individuals build connec-
tions with others who
drink less,” she explains.
“This, in turn, contributes

spaces. “Thanks to partic-
ipant’s photos, we learned
that community spaces
that are safe, appealing,
and easy to get to have
multiple benefits,” says Mi-
chelle. “They can increase
access to information
about eviction prevention
resources. They can also
lower stress, which can re-
duce alcohol consumption
and related impacts.”

Churches fall into this
category, for example, as
do public libraries, commu-
nity centers, alcohol-free
recreation events, and out-
door green spaces where
people can exercise and
connect with nature.

The importance of sup-
portive social connections
in these spaces can’t be
underestimated or over-
looked  Michelle feels.
“They offer practical, emo-

to lower alcohol consump-
tion.

“All of this can lessen
people’s feelings of isola-
tion and despair,” Michelle
continues. “The spaces
make it easier for people to
feel less stressed and more
empowered to reach out
for help when they need
it—and ultimately im-
prove their well-being and
health outcomes.”

In one photo, a partici-
pant captured an image
of a local library’s com-
munity bulletin board,
which offered information
about community events
and resources. Along with
the photo, the participant
noted, “Sometimes getting
help can feel kind of intim-
idating because you got to
call during a certain time,
or you got to go in person,
you got to do all this, bring
all these documents.... It’s
comforting to know that
this information’s here
and (you) can just take
what you need and use
what you need to use and
it (does) not feel intimidat-
ing.”

In another photo, a
different participant
snapped an image of an
outdoor walking path
next to a river with the
Pittsburgh cityscape in
the background. The par-
ticipant noted, “I tend to
drink when I'm stressed,
but going on this walk
really helps to calm the
stress down, and... limits
the drinking of alcohol,
which can lead to negative
effects.”

Michelle plans to share
what she’s learned with
other researchers and or-
ganizations that work on
issues related to housing
security and alcohol-re-
lated impacts. She hopes
to continue investigating
how to improve access to
these community resourc-
es and spreading the mes-
sage that community safe
spaces matter.

Just Mediation Pittshurgh offers free, confidential,
and voluntary mediation services for tenants and landiords

When tenants and land-
lords need to resolve a
housing dispute, many
turn to local organization

Just Mediation Pitts-
burgh (JMP).
JMP supports people

and communities in con-
flict to create their own
solutions constructively
through accessible me-
diation, facilitation, and
creative problem solving.

JMP opened for opera-
tions in 2020 during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The
organization offers an
alternative approach to
conflict resolution outside
of the traditional court
system. JMP’s skilled me-
diators create a neutral
setting where landlords
and tenants can find com-

mon ground and resolve
their conflicts amicably.

At the heart of JMP’s
mission is a commitment
to conflict resolution by
empowering individuals
with tools for construc-
tive dialogue that paves
the way for impactful
and positive outcomes.
Since the beginning,
JMP has trained more
than 75 community me-
diators who engage in
peace-building, dialogue,
and constructive resolu-
tions.

Operating remotely,
JMP’s program uses vir-
tual mediation sessions
via Zoom. Participants
can join the session via
video or phone, support-
ed by our staff who make

sure everyone is ready
to participate. JMP staff
is committed to making
the mediation process as
accessible and convenient
as possible for everyone.

Teaming up with lo-
cal service providers,
such as RentHelpPGH
and Neighborhood Legal
Services, JMP ensures
participants have ac-
cess to many community
resources. These part-
nerships support JMP’s
efforts, helping partici-
pants tap into programs
that offer help tailored to
each person’s lived expe-
rience.

How to use Just
Mediation
Tenants and landlords
can request a mediation
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by filling out an online in-
take form on JMP’s web-
site at justmediationpgh.
org. Wait times vary and
filling out the online in-
take form is the quickest
way to receive outreach.

Tenants and landlords
can also request media-
tion by calling and leav-
ing a message at 412-
228-0730 or emailing
info@justmediationpgh.
org. Please allow up to 10
business days to receive
outreach. The JMP team
will attempt to contact
the initiating party via
phone, text, and email, so
please keep an eye on de-
vices after applying.

Pittsburgh Courier

Urban League of
Greater Pittsburgh

Pitt C'TSI

Clinical and Translational

Science Institute

Me

UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH
WWW.PITTPLUSME.ORG

UPMC CHANGING



