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Executive Summary
Most parents want to raise their children in neighborhoods with good schools, safe streets, and
neighbors who support their efforts to raise healthy, happy, and successful families. Their hopes are
well-placed because a growing body of evidence supports two conclusions about how
neighborhoods affect children’s well-being.
First, high-poverty neighborhoods, which are often violent, stressful, and environmentally
hazardous, can impair children’s cognitive development, school performance, mental health, and
long-term physical health. Second, poor children who live in low-poverty neighborhoods and
consistently attend high-quality schools — where more students come from middle- or high-income
families and do well academically, parents are more involved, teachers are likely to be more skilled,
staff morale is higher, and student turnover is low — perform significantly better academically than
those who do not.
Nearly 4 million children live in families that receive federal rental assistance. This assistance not
only helps these families to afford decent, stable housing and make ends meet, but it also has the
potential to enable their children to grow up in better neighborhoods and thereby enhance their
chances of long-term health and success. Historically, however, federal rental assistance programs
have fallen short in helping families live in neighborhoods that provide these opportunities.
Over several decades, policymakers have adopted measures to reduce the extent to which lowincome families receiving federal rental assistance are concentrated in distressed neighborhoods and,
instead, to improve these families’ access to safe neighborhoods with good schools, more
opportunities for recreation and enrichment, and better access to jobs. To do so, policymakers have
relied increasingly on housing vouchers (rather than housing projects) so that families may choose
where to live rather than be limited to government-funded projects that often are situated in very
poor, segregated neighborhoods.
Despite these efforts, in 2010 only 15 percent of the children in families that received rent
subsidies through the Department of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD) three major rental
assistance programs — the Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) program, public housing, and Section 8
Project-Based Rental Assistance (as described in Box 1) — lived in low-poverty neighborhoods, where
fewer than 10 percent of the residents had incomes below the poverty line. A greater share of such
children (18 percent) lived in extreme-poverty neighborhoods, where at least 40 percent of the residents
are poor.1
The HCV program has performed much better than HUD’s project-based rental assistance
programs in enabling more low-income families with children — and particularly more African
American and Latino families — to live in lower-poverty neighborhoods. (Only a small share of
public housing or privately owned units with project-based rental assistance for families with
children are in low-poverty neighborhoods.) Having a housing voucher also substantially reduces
the likelihood of living in an extreme-poverty neighborhood, compared with similar families with
children that either receive project-based rental assistance or don’t receive housing assistance at all.
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Nevertheless, a quarter of a
million children in the HCV
program live in these troubled
neighborhoods despite the better
options that a voucher should make
available to them. As now
administered, the HCV program
does not adequately deliver on its
potential to expand children’s access
to good schools in safe
neighborhoods. It can do better.
Based on the evidence on how
housing location affects low-income
families, particularly children, and
the performance of federal rental
assistance programs on locationrelated measures, we recommend
two closely related near-term goals
for federal rental assistance policy:
1) federal rental assistance programs
should provide greater opportunities
for families to choose affordable
housing outside of extreme-poverty
neighborhoods; and 2) the programs
should provide better access for
families to low-poverty, safe
communities with better-performing
schools.

Box 1: What Is Federal Rental Assistance?
Federal rental assistance enables 5 million low-income
households to afford modest homes. Three major
programs — Housing Choice Vouchers, Section 8 ProjectBased Rental Assistance, and Public Housing — assist
about 90 percent of these households.a In each of these
programs, families generally pay 30 percent of their income
for rent and utilities.
Housing Choice Vouchers: More than 5 million people in
more than 2 million low-income households use housing
vouchers. About half of these households have minor
children in the home. Families use housing vouchers to
help pay for modestly priced, decent-quality homes in the
private market. The program is federally funded but run by
a network of about 2,300 state and local housing agencies.
Public Housing: About 2.2 million people in nearly 1 million
low-income households live in public housing. Forty
percent of these households include children, while more
than half are headed by people who are elderly or have
disabilities. While federally funded, public housing is
owned and operated by 3,100 local housing agencies
nationwide.
Section 8 Project-Based Rental Assistance (PBRA): PBRA
enables 2 million people in more than 1 million households
to afford modest apartments, due to long-term rental
assistance contracts between the private owners and the
Department of Housing and Urban Development. About 30
percent of these households include children. Two-thirds
are headed by people who are elderly or have disabilities.

a For more on these programs, see Center on Budget and Policy Priorities,
We can make substantial progress
“Policy Basics: Federal Rental Assistance,” January 25, 2013,
toward these goals in the next few
http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa=view&id=3890.
years, even in the current fiscally
constrained environment and even
without congressional action or more funding. Federal, state, and local agencies can make four sets
of interrelated policy changes that can help more families in the HCV program to live in better
locations. (See Figure 1.)

1. Create strong incentives for local and state housing agencies to achieve better location
outcomes. Federal policy should provide incentives for agencies to reduce the share of
families using vouchers in extreme-poverty areas and increase the share residing in low-poverty,
high-opportunity areas. HUD could do this in three ways: by giving added weight to location
outcomes in measuring agency performance, reinforcing these changes with a strong fair
housing rule — the rule that will revise HUD grantees’ planning for how to achieve outcomes
that further fair housing goals — and rewarding agencies that help families move to highopportunity areas by paying these agencies additional administrative fees.

7

2. Modify policies that discourage families from living in lower-poverty communities.
Various HCV program policies impede families from moving to low-poverty areas and thereby
unintentionally encourage families to use their vouchers in poor neighborhoods that often are
highly racially concentrated. (Most extremely poor neighborhoods are predominantly African
American and/or Latino.) HUD should finalize its proposed rule on public housing agencies’
fair housing obligations. It also should set its caps on rental subsidy amounts for smaller
geographic areas than it now does, and — at least where necessary to help families move from
extreme-poverty, highly racially concentrated neighborhoods to higher-opportunity
communities with less poverty — require agencies to identify available units in these lowerpoverty communities and extend the search period for families seeking to make such moves.
3. Minimize jurisdictional barriers to families’ ability to choose to live in high-opportunity
communities. HUD should modify the HCV program’s administrative geography to
substantially reduce the extent to which the boundaries of housing agencies’ service areas
impede the program’s ability to promote access to higher-opportunity neighborhoods. HUD
could substantially lessen these barriers by encouraging agencies in the same metropolitan area
to unify their program operations and by simplifying “portability” procedures.
4. Assist families in using vouchers to live in high-opportunity areas. To expand housing
choices in safe, low-poverty neighborhoods with well-performing schools, state and local
governments and housing agencies should adopt policies — such as tax incentives and laws
prohibiting discrimination against voucher holders — to expand participation by landlords in
these neighborhoods in the HCV program and to encourage interested families to use their
vouchers in these areas. Such assistance for families could include financial incentives to offset
the additional costs of moving to high-opportunity areas, mobility counseling, and programs to
expand access to cars and other transportation to and from these areas.
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Figure 1
Realizing the Housing Choice Voucher Program’s Potential
to Enable Families to Access Higher-Opportunity Neighborhoods
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This focus on enhancing families’ ability to choose to move to areas with more opportunities for
their children (or to remain in affordable housing in lower-poverty, high-opportunity
neighborhoods) does not imply that policymakers should not pursue broader strategies to increase
incomes, enhance safety, and improve educational performance in very poor areas. Quite the
contrary. Nevertheless, those strategies often take many years to implement and can be costly, and
in many cases, we don’t know very much about their effectiveness.
HUD has begun two programs that, over time, may make a significant difference for children
living in public housing or privately-owned assisted housing. The Choice Neighborhoods Initiative
provides funding to revitalize distressed HUD-funded properties as a means to support the broader
goal of improving residents’ lives, as well as conditions in the surrounding neighborhoods, with
parallel investments by partner agencies in education and public safety. In addition, the Rental
Assistance Demonstration enables public housing agencies to leverage private funding to rehabilitate
and preserve their properties, while giving residents a choice to move with tenant-based rental
assistance. If implemented well and expanded, both programs have the potential to help more
families live in higher-opportunity neighborhoods.
Helping children and their families to avoid living in violent neighborhoods of extreme poverty
and enabling more of the families receiving federal rental assistance to live in low-poverty
neighborhoods with high-quality schools should be high-priority goals for federal housing policy.
This paper has three sections. In Section 1, we review the evidence on how neighborhoods affect
children; in Section 2, we outline where children in families with rental assistance live; and, in
Section 3, we explain the key policy changes needed in federal rental assistance programs to create
more opportunity for low-income children
1

These terms and definitions for “low-poverty” and “extreme-poverty” areas come from the Census Bureau.
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Section 1: For Better and for Worse, Neighborhoods Affect
Low-Income Children’s Well-Being and Success
Most parents want to raise their children in neighborhoods with good schools, safe streets, and
neighbors who support their efforts to raise healthy, happy, and successful families. Conversely,
most people believe that children’s chances of being healthy and successful are diminished when
they grow up in neighborhoods where violence and crime are common, the schools are ineffective,
and young people face enticements to engage in risky or destructive behaviors. Indeed, parents with
sufficient resources typically pay more to secure housing in safe, healthy neighborhoods with good
schools, thereby placing a large bet on the importance of neighborhoods to their children’s wellbeing.
Evidence supports such sentiments. Many studies find evidence of the influence of neighborhood
poverty, for example, on children’s behavioral and emotional health, cognitive development, and
educational achievement.1 Other studies find significant associations between neighborhood
poverty and adult employment, earnings, and related outcomes.2 Residents of poor neighborhoods
also tend to experience health problems — including depression, asthma, diabetes, and heart disease
— at higher-than-average rates.3
It is particularly hard, however, to disentangle the influences of individual, family, neighborhood,
and broader socio-economic factors on the well-being of children and adults. Researchers have thus
found it difficult to identify the neighborhood qualities that matter most, to determine how strongly
these qualities influence individual outcomes relative to family traits and other influences, and to
understand the causal mechanisms at work.4
Adding to the difficulties, studies of poor families that have relocated from high-poverty
neighborhoods to lower-poverty areas have shown mixed results. In particular, the Moving to
Opportunity (MTO) demonstration — a major experimental study launched in the mid-1990s in five
cities by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) — found striking
improvements in mental health for girls and mental and physical health for mothers, but also
negative mental health outcomes for boys and no economic gains for adults or educational gains for
children. The absence of positive findings on the impacts of moving to lower-poverty
neighborhoods on employment and education was disappointing and appeared to be inconsistent
with the findings of other residential mobility studies, such as the influential but less rigorous studies
of the Gautreaux program in Chicago, which was created as a result of the 1976 settlement of a
lawsuit challenging segregation in public housing.
Recent research has made progress, however, in explaining these inconsistencies and clarifying
how neighborhoods can affect children’s health and well-being. For example, a recent series of
studies led by sociologists Robert J. Sampson and Patrick Sharkey found evidence that living in
neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage — defined in terms of racial segregation, rates of
unemployment and welfare receipt, and the share of single-parent families — can impair children’s
cognitive development and school performance, and that exposure to neighborhood violence is an
important factor in these results.
These studies are consistent with the burgeoning research in neuroscience, molecular biology,
epidemiology, developmental psychology, and related areas about the harmful effects on children of
11

toxic stress, which supports the hypothesis that living in high-poverty neighborhoods can impair
children’s cognitive development.
Follow-up research has also highlighted some of the MTO study’s important limitations and
suggested that these limitations may have influenced key outcomes, particularly the disappointing
educational outcomes for children. Meanwhile, a rigorous study by RAND researcher Heather
Schwartz of low-income children living in public housing in Montgomery County, Maryland has
independently bolstered the case for Gautreaux’s conclusion that low-poverty, high-opportunity
neighborhoods can improve children’s educational achievement. These studies all are discussed in
more detail below.5
This recent work, combined with earlier research, supports the following conclusions:
1) High-poverty neighborhoods, which are often violent, stressful, and environmentally
hazardous, can impair children’s cognitive development, school performance, mental
health, and long-term physical health.6 These effects occur both directly and indirectly by
affecting, for example, parents’ mental health and parenting practices.
2) Poor children who live for many years in low-poverty neighborhoods with high-quality
schools — where more students come from middle- or high-income families and do
well academically, parents are more involved, teachers are likely to be more skilled, staff
morale is higher, and student turnover is low — perform significantly better
academically than those who do not.7
These conclusions have clear implications for housing policy. First, housing policy should help
children and their families to avoid living in violent neighborhoods of very high poverty; and
second, it should help poor children and their families to live in low-poverty neighborhoods with
high-quality schools. Of course, these conclusions also underscore the importance of broader
policies to reduce the incidence as well as the concentration of poverty, revitalize poor
neighborhoods, improve public safety in such neighborhoods, and improve school outcomes for
disadvantaged children. But with nearly 4 million children living in families that receive federal
housing assistance, achieving better results for children in these programs should be an important
public policy goal.

Growing Evidence Links Living in Neighborhoods of Extreme Poverty to
Impairments in Children’s Cognitive Development and Physical Health
Numerous studies show strong correlations between neighborhood (and school) poverty and
poor student academic performance. In 2008-2009, for example, one-half of fourth and eighth
graders in high-poverty schools failed the national reading test, compared with fewer than one in
five children in low-poverty schools.8 As noted, however, researchers have found it difficult to
separate and measure the relative influence of family traits, school quality, and neighborhood
characteristics other than school quality on students’ performance.
A recent series of statistical studies led by sociologists Robert J. Sampson and Patrick Sharkey
attempts to address the questions about causality. These studies find consistent evidence that living
in neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage adversely affects children.
12

For example, a study of 6- to 12-year-old African American children in Chicago tracked students
over time as they moved into and out of neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage. The
researchers were able to estimate the effects of neighborhoods on these children as their families
moved and to isolate these effects from many non-neighborhood factors such as parents’ welfare
receipt, income, work status, and marital status.
They found that children living in neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage had reduced
verbal ability — which research shows is a major predictor of educational, employment, and other
important life outcomes — by a magnitude equal to one to two years of schooling.9 Equally
striking, the harmful effects not only became stronger the longer that children were exposed to such
environments but lingered even after children had left the neighborhoods.10
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Box 2: Measures of Neighborhood Poverty
Technically, the “neighborhood poverty rate” is the percentage of people in a census tract with incomes
below the poverty line. But researchers and policymakers often use the rate of neighborhood poverty
as a proxy for a complex set of factors that can influence the well-being of children and adults. These
factors include but are not limited to: neighbors’ affluence, educational attainment, employment,
welfare receipt, and marriage status; racial concentration; housing conditions; school quality; the
availability of services and resources; and the incidence of crime. Researchers commonly use data at
the census tract level (a census tract includes roughly 4,000 residents) because of confidentiality and
other issues that arise in using data from smaller geographic areas, although census tracts are only a
rough approximation of the geographic area of a “neighborhood.”
Just as poverty is not distributed evenly across neighborhoods, neither are these associated factors,
and there is only a rough correspondence between poverty rates and the presence or absence of the
associated factors in neighborhoods. While poor neighborhoods are generally more likely to
experience higher crime rates than low-poverty neighborhoods, for example, two neighborhoods with
identical poverty rates may exhibit very different crime patterns.
Research suggests that neighborhood poverty rates of 15-20 percent are a tipping point — that is, the
point at which social problems associated with neighborhood poverty often begin to appear; these
problems generally worsen at higher poverty rates, hitting a plateau at a poverty rate of about 40
percent.a Accordingly, the U.S. Census Bureau defines a “poor area” as a census tract with a poverty
rate of at least 20 percent, and an “extreme-poverty area” as one with a poverty rate of at least 40
percent. An area with a poverty rate of less than 10 percent is designated a “low-poverty area.”
Researchers use various measures of “concentrated poverty”; some define such areas as tracts with
poverty rates of 30 percent or more, while others focus on areas with poverty rates of at least 40
percent.
Recognizing that neighborhood poverty rates are only a rough proxy for a variety of conditions that
affect families, researchers often construct concepts of “concentrated disadvantage” or “high
opportunity” that go beyond poverty rates. For example, the 2008 study led by Sampson discussed in
this report uses a concept of “concentrated disadvantage” that combines measures of welfare receipt,
unemployment, single-mother parenthood, child density, and racial composition, as well as poverty. At
the other end of the spectrum, Margery Austin Turner and her colleagues have developed a concept of
“high-opportunity” area based on measures of labor force participation, college completion, racial
concentration, and job density, as well as poverty.b
For simplicity, we have chosen to focus on the extremes: low-poverty neighborhoods (where rates are
less than 10 percent) and extreme-poverty neighborhoods (rates of at least 40 percent). Among
neighborhoods fitting into one or the other of these categories, the variation in other factors that
potentially affect well-being — such as crime rates and school quality — is relatively modest, which
helps in drawing conclusions. The measures we have chosen also align with metrics that the
Department of Housing and Urban Development uses in federal rental assistance programs. c
a

Galster (2002), (2008), and (2012).

Turner et al. (2012). Under the direction of john a. powell, the Kirwan Institute has developed sophisticated tools
for mapping “opportunity” in neighborhoods and other geographic areas.
b

For instance, HUD defines a “low-poverty census tract” in part as one with a poverty rate below 10 percent (24
C.F.R. 985.3(h)). HUD also has proposed to focus required efforts to “affirmatively further fair housing” on areas
where 40 percent or more of the residents are poor and a majority are members of racial or ethnic minority groups.
c

The researchers identified various plausible mechanisms that could explain these outcomes: a fear
of violence and other factors that may limit children’s interactions with others or affect parenting
practices, perhaps by affecting parents’ mental health; poor school quality in neighborhoods of
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concentrated disadvantage; and the high degree of social and ethnic segregation found in the poor
neighborhoods studied, which may narrow the “speech community” to which children are exposed.
A series of compelling studies led by Patrick Sharkey strongly supports the hypothesis that
exposure to neighborhood violence –– which is more common in neighborhoods of extreme
poverty –– has significant negative effects on children’s cognitive performance.11 One study found
that when preschool children were assessed within a week of a homicide occurring near their home,
they were less able to control their impulses and pay attention, and they scored lower on preacademic vocabulary and math tests.12 (Researchers also found elevated levels of stress among the
parents, which suggests that parental stress may be a causal pathway by which violence influences
children’s performance, a hypothesis that is consistent with the research on toxic stress discussed
below as well as the Sampson study discussed above.)
A more recent study by Sharkey, issued earlier this year,13 compared the standardized test
performance of New York City students in the week before a violent crime occurred on their block
with that of students in the week after such crimes. The researchers found that exposure to violence
significantly reduced students’ performance on English language assessments, particularly for
African American students. Among African American students, the effect on scores was equivalent
to 13 percent of the black-white gap in test scores and reduced students’ passing rates by 3
percentage points. Sharkey et al. note that while their study directly examines only the short-term
effects of neighborhood violence, it has implications for students’ longer-term success, particularly if
they are exposed to repeated incidents of violence over the course of a school year.14
These studies have limitations. For instance, while Sampson and his colleagues attempt to
distinguish the causal effects of neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage from family
characteristics, these methods cannot fully exclude the possibility that unobserved individual or
family characteristics, rather than neighborhood characteristics, are driving the results. (It is difficult
to see, however, how individual or family characteristics might be large confounding factors in
Sharkey et al.’s study of neighborhood violence and children’s cognitive performance, particularly
the 2014 study, as such factors would have to be causally linked to the timing of homicides.)

Damaging Effects of Toxic Stress
These studies are consistent with parts of the growing research in neuroscience, molecular
biology, epidemiology, and developmental psychology about the harmful effects of toxic stress,
which constitutes a second major body of evidence in support of the hypothesis that living in highpoverty neighborhoods can impair children’s cognitive development. “Toxic stress” occurs when a
child experiences frequent, prolonged, or excessive fear or anxiety as a result of being exposed to
abuse, neglect, violence, or severe hardship, particularly when the child does not receive adequate
adult support in coping with the stress. While much of the toxic stress research has focused on the
effects of child abuse and family dysfunction, neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage can also
contribute.15
Severe stress can negatively affect the health and well-being of people at any age, but toxic stress
appears to be particularly damaging to young children whose brains and bodies are still developing.
Toxic stress affects brain development, early learning, and the body’s stress response system in ways
that can have a long-term effect on young children’s cognitive development and physical health.16
Research shows, for example, that toxic stress affects brain development in the areas that regulate
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emotion and executive function, the latter of which includes the ability to create and follow plans,
focus attention, inhibit impulses, and incorporate new information –– abilities essential to children’s
success in school. Toxic stress has also been linked to physical changes that increase the risk of
long-term health problems such as heart disease.
Nurturing support from parents and other adults can mitigate the effects of stress on children.
Yet poor parents living in high-poverty neighborhoods themselves experience hardships, stresses,
and stress-related problems at higher rates than non-poor adults who don’t live in high-poverty
neighborhoods, and these problems can hinder their ability to provide nurturing support for their
children (and may engender or exacerbate negative outcomes among children). For example, the
incidence of maternal depression, which can affect parenting patterns in ways that undermine the
healthy development of children, is much higher among poor mothers than non-poor mothers, and
there is strong evidence that neighborhood poverty is a contributing factor to this trend.17
Researchers also have linked higher levels of stress hormones in poor pregnant mothers to a range
of poor developmental outcomes for children.18 (Similarly, chronic health problems, which also can
hamper parents’ ability to provide support to their children, occur more frequently than average
among people living in high-poverty neighborhoods.)
Indeed, the research evidence on the causes and effects of toxic stress is so compelling that the
American Academy of Pediatrics has adopted a formal policy statement urging policymakers to
reshape policy and the provision of services in ways that “reduce the precipitants of toxic stress in
young children and to mitigate their negative effects on the course of development and health across
the lifespan.”19 The policy statement explicitly cites “community-level” (or neighborhood) factors
such as violence as a specific risk factor for toxic stress.
These findings point to a strong relationship between the conditions found in extreme-poverty
neighborhoods — particularly the incidence of violence and other stressors — and children’s
cognitive development and long-term health.

Understanding the Moving to Opportunity Demonstration Findings
The aforementioned research raises the question: can children and adults benefit by moving out
of high-poverty neighborhoods and into better neighborhoods?
Initiated in 1994, the Moving to Opportunity demonstration was the first random-assignment
study designed to test this thesis. Under MTO, volunteer low-income families living in public or
private assisted housing in neighborhoods of extreme poverty were randomly assigned to one of
three study groups. The families in the “experimental” group received housing vouchers under the
condition that they use the voucher to move to a low-poverty neighborhood and remain there for at
least one year. (MTO measured “low-poverty” as a census tract where fewer than 10 percent of
residents were poor in 1990.) Families in the “Section 8” group received housing vouchers with no
special conditions. Families in the “control” group received no assistance through MTO (though some
received housing vouchers through regular waiting lists or because they were forced to relocate due
to redevelopment of the properties in which they lived). Researchers tracked a broad range of
economic, educational, social, and health outcomes for program participants over 15 years.
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Moving to Opportunity produced three major findings:
1) Housing vouchers enabled families to live in safer, lower-poverty neighborhoods, although only
a small share of families in the MTO experimental and Section 8 groups actually located and
remained in low-poverty neighborhoods for more than several years.
2) Living in safer, lower-poverty neighborhoods yielded substantial mental and physical health
benefits for girls and mothers. But there were negative mental health outcomes for boys, and
researchers generally found no benefits among boys from MTO participation.
3) Despite living in less disadvantaged neighborhoods, MTO families in the experimental and
Section 8 groups generally did not experience economic gains for adults or educational gains
for children.20
These findings, discussed in more detail below, are encouraging in some respects but
disappointing in others. Yet the study has important limitations; for instance, few MTO
experimental or Section 8 group families moved to and remained in low-poverty neighborhoods, and
their children generally continued to attend low-performing, highly segregated schools. Follow-up
research suggests that some of these limitations may have influenced key outcomes for children and
adults, particularly the disappointing educational outcomes for children and mental health outcomes
for boys.

Housing Vouchers Enabled MTO Families to Live
in Lower-Poverty Neighborhoods With Less Crime
MTO participants were drawn from assisted housing (90 percent lived in public housing) located
in highly segregated neighborhoods with very high poverty rates in five major cities. Poverty rates in
these neighborhoods exceeded 50 percent, on average. Adult labor force participation rates and
education levels were low. More than 90 percent of the residents in the neighborhoods were
minorities.21
Using a housing voucher to relocate sharply reduced MTO families’ exposure to neighborhood
poverty. One year after receiving a housing voucher, experimental group families who had moved
were living in neighborhoods with average poverty rates of 15 percent — 35 percentage points lower
than the neighborhoods where the control-group families were living. Five years into the study, the
families in the experimental group that succeeded in moving were living in neighborhoods with
average poverty rates of about 20 percent — half the 40 percent poverty rate in neighborhoods
where the control-group participants resided.22 Over time, the gap between the average
neighborhood poverty rates for these groups continued to lessen, mostly because the average
neighborhood poverty rates for control group participants declined to just over 30 percent at the 10year point.23 Nevertheless, over the entire 10- to 15-year period of the study, the average neighborhood
poverty rate for experimental group families that moved was about half that for control group
families — 21 percent versus 40 percent.24
While families in both the experimental and Section 8 groups that moved lived in neighborhoods
that had lower poverty rates, on average, than the neighborhoods in which control group families
resided, few of these families lived in neighborhoods with low poverty rates (i.e., below 10 percent)
for very long. There appear to have been two reasons for this. First, some experimental group
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families that moved didn’t
move into low-poverty
neighborhoods, despite the
restrictions attached to their
voucher. This is because
neighborhood poverty rates at
the program’s start were
measured using the 1990
Census, which didn’t accurately
reflect current conditions in
some declining neighborhoods
during the latter half of the
decade, when most families
moved for the first time. Thus,
89 percent of the experimental
group families that moved
succeeded in using their
vouchers to move initially to a
unit in a low-poverty
neighborhood, as defined by the
1990 Census, but only 39
percent of the neighborhoods
to which these families moved
still qualified as low poverty in
the 2000 Census.25

Figure 2
Vouchers Cut Families' Exposure to Neighborhood Poverty,
But Differences Among Groups Shrank Over Time

*Year=years after program entry
Note: "Experimental group" families received a housing voucher under the
condition that they locate in a census tract where less than 10 percent of
residents were poor. "Section 8" group families received a housing voucher
without restrictions. "Control group" are low-income families that received no
assistance under the Moving to Opportunity program. For the experimental
and Section 8 groups, the data shown are for families that succeeded in using
their voucher to move as part of MTO.
Source: Ludwig, J. (2012). Guest Editor's Introduction. Cityscape, 1-28.

Second, MTO required
experimental group families to remain in the unit to which they initially moved for only a year, and
many subsequently moved to higher-poverty neighborhoods.26 Of the experimental group families
that moved as part of MTO, only 27 percent were living in neighborhoods with poverty rates of less
than 10 percent at the time of the interim study survey, which was conducted four to seven years
after families’ entry into the program.27
In short, over the course of the study, MTO experimental vouchers generally helped families to
move to and remain in neighborhoods of moderate poverty — where poverty rates ranged from 15 to
24 percent and were lower in general than the neighborhood poverty rates where these families had
originally lived — but not to move to and remain in low-poverty neighborhoods.28 (See Figure 2.)
Families’ exposure to crime also declined. Violent crime rates in the neighborhoods into which
experimental group families initially moved were less than half the very high violent crime rates in
the origin neighborhoods.29 There was also a significant, though smaller, reduction in property
crime rates in the new neighborhoods. These improvements were sustained over the full follow-up
period. Consistent with declines in neighborhood violent crime rates, families in the experimental
group also reported fewer observations of drug crime and reported feeling safer than families in the
control group.30
Though control group families also moved over time to neighborhoods with lower incidences of
violent and property crimes — or the neighborhoods in which they lived improved in these respects
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— significant differences in neighborhood crime rates remained after ten years. For example, the
incidence of violent crime in control group neighborhoods was 24 percent higher at the ten-year
point than in neighborhoods where experimental group families lived.31
The declines in neighborhood crime are impressive but perhaps not surprising. Escaping
neighborhood violence and other crime was a major motivation for families to participate in MTO,
according to interviews with participant families. The outcomes show that similarly motivated
families — those in the control group — were far less successful in realizing their goal if they didn’t
receive a housing voucher.
While the neighborhoods in which experimental group families lived had lower poverty and crime
rates, on average, they differed little from the origin and control group neighborhoods in other
important respects. For instance, the neighborhoods in which experimental group families lived
remained highly racially segregated, did not (on average) have significantly higher levels of
educational attainment among residents, and did not have much better-quality schools than the
origin and control group neighborhoods.32 (See Figure 3.) As discussed further below, follow-up
research by Margery Austin Turner of the Urban Institute and others suggests that these factors
affected outcomes for children and adults, particularly educational outcomes under MTO for
children.
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Figure 3
Key Elements of Moving to Opportunity (MTO) Families’ Experience

Note: "Experimental group" families received a housing voucher under the condition that they relocate to a low-poverty
neighborhood where fewer than 10 percent of residents were poor. "Section 8" group families received a housing voucher
without restrictions. "Control group" are low-income families that received no assistance under the Moving to Opportunity
program. For the experimental and Section 8 groups, the data shown are for families that succeeded in using their
voucher to move as part of MTO. All differences are statistically significant.
Sources: Orr, Larry et al. 2003. Moving to opportunity interim impacts evaluation: Final report. Abt Associates Inc. and
National Bureau of Economic Research; Sanbonmatsu, Lisa et al. 2011. Moving to Opportunity for fair housing
demonstration program: final impacts evaluation. National Bureau of Economic Research.
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Girls Moving to Safer, Lower-Poverty Neighborhoods Under MTO Experienced Large
Mental Health Gains, While Boys’ Mental Health Worsened
Moving from assisted housing developments in high-poverty neighborhoods to private housing in
lower-poverty neighborhoods had strong positive effects on girls’ and adults’ mental health, as well
as on adults’ physical health. Qualitative surveys of MTO participants indicate these gains were
likely due to participants’ improved sense of safety and reduced exposure to crime and other sources
of stress.
For girls in the MTO experimental group whose families moved to lower-poverty neighborhoods,
there was a significant reduction in psychological distress compared with girls in the control group, a
51 percent reduction in the incidence of major depression, and a 54 percent reduction in the
incidence of serious behavioral or emotional problems. (The incidence of these conditions or
problems was measured over participants’ lifetimes to date, except for psychological distress, which
was measured over the prior month.)33 The authors of a follow-up study that found similar results
noted that the increased risk for major depression among girls in the control group relative to the
other groups is comparable to that found in research on sexual assault.34
Qualitative follow-up studies indicate that girls living in high-poverty neighborhoods face genderspecific threats: harassment, pressure for early sexual initiation, pervasive intimate-partner violence,
and high risk of sexual assault.35 In MTO, moving to lower-poverty neighborhoods appears to have
provided girls with considerable relief from these threats, leading to the substantial mental health
improvements noted above.36
The experience of boys participating in MTO was very different. For boys in the MTO
experimental group, the risk of major depression (in the month prior to the survey) was twice that
for boys in the control group, while the risks for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and conduct
disorders were three times as high.37 While the share of boys with these negative mental health
effects is small, as is the share of girls with significant improvements in mental health, these findings
are troubling.
Although researchers generally agree that girls in the MTO experimental group experienced
mental health improvements because they felt safer and freer from sexual harassment and coercion
in their new neighborhoods, the negative effects for boys are not well understood. Kessler et al.’s
provocative description –– that experimental group boys’ increased risk for PTSD is similar to that
found in studies of combat exposure in the military — suggests that some boys must have found
lower-poverty neighborhoods to be a hostile and traumatic environment. Yet qualitative follow-up
surveys provide only modest support for this, and some follow-up research points to alternative
explanations.
Boys in both the experimental and control groups reported spending much of their leisure time in
parks, schoolyards, vacant lots, street corners, and other public places. Experimental-group boys
were more likely to complain that neighbors and police were intolerant of boys hanging out in public
spaces. They reported that neighbors (both white and black) were quick to call the police on groups
of boys, and they were more likely to report that police had questioned or harassed them.
Experimental group boys also were less likely than control group boys to maintain a meaningful
relationship with their fathers or other father figures, perhaps because they lived farther away from
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their fathers and other male kin. Another factor that emerges from interviews with boys in the
MTO experimental group is that they appear to be less skilled than control group boys in navigating
neighborhood risks. In interviews, control group boys expressed more detailed knowledge of the
geography of risks in their neighborhoods as well as strategies for avoiding troublesome corners or
people. Some researchers hypothesize that as differences between the neighborhoods in which the
experimental and control group families lived lessened over time (particularly as experimental group
families moved back into poorer neighborhoods), experimental group boys may have been less
selective in choosing friends — and may have been less well prepared to navigate the risks in their
new neighborhoods, not having developed the relevant strategies that control group boys did
growing up in high-poverty areas.38
Other research suggests that pre-existing vulnerabilities in families may explain part of the
differential outcomes for boys in the MTO control and experimental groups. Analyzing data from
the interim survey, Osypuk et al. found that the MTO experimental intervention was associated with
a significant increase in the incidence of psychological distress and behavior problems among
teenaged boys (12 to 19 years), in comparison with the control group, but only among boys in
families with certain pre-identified vulnerabilities, such as living with a person with a disability or
with a child with behavioral or learning problems.39 The researchers hypothesized that
neighborhood moves may be particularly stressful for youth in families with vulnerabilities, and that
for boys, these stresses may have exacerbated the difficulties of adjusting to a new neighborhood.
In sum, the negative mental health outcomes for boys whose families initially moved to lowpoverty neighborhoods under MTO are a reason for concern, but firm conclusions about the causes
of these outcomes, as well as policy prescriptions, are difficult to draw.40 Neighborhood change can
be disruptive for a family, and the MTO evidence suggests that boys struggled to adapt to such
changes more than girls.41 At the same time, other research indicates that living in low-poverty
neighborhoods is not harmful itself for low-income boys.42 This suggests that efforts should be
undertaken to ease the disruption that moving can cause; researchers Stefanie DeLuca, Greg J.
Duncan, and their colleagues suggest that counseling to help parents and children transition to
neighborhoods and schools, as part of an assisted housing mobility program, might improve
outcomes for both boys and girls.43 Such support, they suggest, might ameliorate the adjustment
problems that some children may face. This would be a fruitful area to test, and upon which to
conduct research.

Mothers Moving to Lower-Poverty Neighborhoods
Experienced Significant Gains in Mental and Physical Health
Parental depression can negatively affect children’s well-being as well as be debilitating for the
adults themselves. It is well documented that parental depression (and other stress-related
problems, as explained above) can interfere with parenting and is associated with poor social
development and poor physical, psychological, behavioral, and mental health for children,
particularly young children.44
Adults in both the MTO experimental and Section 8 groups — nearly all of whom were mothers
— reported substantial declines in the incidence of psychological distress and depression.45 (See
Figure 4.) For instance, adults in the experimental group who moved to lower-poverty
neighborhoods experienced a 33 percent reduction in the incidence of major depression.46 As
researchers have noted, the magnitude of this improvement is striking; it is equivalent to the effects
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of the best-practice drug
treatments for depression.47
Adults in both the experimental
and Section 8 groups also
reported sizeable gains in
measures of subjective wellbeing, such as feelings of
happiness; a 13 percentagepoint drop in the neighborhood
poverty rate was associated
with increases in measures of
subjective well-being equal to
those associated with an
income gain of $13,000 per
year.48 (As Box 3 notes, adults
also experienced significant
gains in their physical health.)

MTO Families Did Not
Experience Economic
Gains for Adults or
Educational Gains for
Children

Figure 4
Moving to a Lower-Poverty Neighborhood
Improved Adult Health

Note: "Experimental group" families received a housing voucher under the
condition that they locate in a neighborhood where less than 10 percent of
residents were poor. "Section 8" group families received a housing voucher
without restrictions. "Control group" are low-income poor families that
received no assistance under the Moving to Opportunity program. For the
experimental and Section 8 groups, the data shown are for families that
succeeded in using their voucher to move as part of MTO. For obesity and
diabetes, results are from tests administered during the final MTO survey, 10 15 years after program entry. "Severe obesity" refers to a measured bodymass index greater than or equal to 35. For depression, results are selfreported in response to diagnostic questions about symptoms at any time in
one’s life. All differences shown between the control and other groups are
statistically significant, except for the difference in the incidence of diabetes
between the control and Section 8 groups.
Source: Sanbonmatsu, Lisa et al. 2011. Moving to Opportunity for fair housing
demonstration program: final impacts evaluation. National Bureau of
Economic Research.

Congress authorized the
MTO demonstration in large
part to provide a more rigorous
test of impressive findings from
the Gautreaux program, which
was initiated in Chicago in the
1970s. Under Gautreaux,
families either living in, or on
the waiting list for, public
housing were offered housing vouchers and the opportunity to move to available housing units that
program staff had identified in neighborhoods where less than 30 percent of residents were African
American. While families could refuse an offered unit, few did so, and participants were randomly
assigned to housing locations, for all practical purposes. More than 7,000 families participated in the
program, and researchers have collected data on participants for periods of more than 20 years.
Children and adults in Gautreaux families who moved to middle-income, mostly white suburbs
appear to have experienced strikingly positive economic and educational gains, relative to those who
remained in urban or higher-poverty neighborhoods. Researchers have been hesitant to draw firm
conclusions from Gautreaux, however, despite its highly suggestive results. This is largely because
the program was designed as a legal remedy to segregation, not as a true experimental study that
randomly assigned families to treatment and control groups. The Gautreaux studies are thus “quasiexperimental,” making it difficult to be confident that neighborhood characteristics drove the
relative outcomes.
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MTO has added to the uncertainty. While the MTO outcomes were strong in some areas such as
mental health, as discussed above, the economic outcomes for adults and educational outcomes for
children did not replicate the Gautreaux findings. However, in light of the Gautreaux findings as
well as separate research indicating that neighborhood characteristics do influence children’s
cognitive development and school achievement, is it worth exploring some factors that may explain
the MTO results.
Gautreaux Families Experienced Large and Long-Lasting Neighborhood Improvements
That Appear to Have Benefited Children
About half of Gautreaux participants moved to middle-income, mostly white, suburbs of Chicago,
while the other half moved to neighborhoods within the city. Midway through program
implementation, neighborhood restrictions were loosened due to a shortage of available units that
met the initial criteria; as a result, about one-fifth of Gautreaux participants landed in neighborhoods
that were poor and segregated but designated as “improving” by program administrators (nearly all
of these neighborhoods were in the city of Chicago).
Still, participants experienced significant reductions in neighborhood poverty rates: nearly half of
Gautreaux participants moved to neighborhoods with poverty rates of less than 10 percent, and the
mean poverty rate in destination neighborhoods was 17 percent, well below the 42 percent average
in origin neighborhoods. Participants also experienced substantial changes in two other important
respects: minority neighborhood concentration and distance from original neighborhoods. About
half of Gautreaux families moved to neighborhoods where less than 10 percent of residents were
African American, and the average concentration of African Americans in destination
neighborhoods was 30 percent; at program entry, families lived in neighborhoods that were 83
percent African American, on average. For families that moved to the suburbs, their new
neighborhoods were located an average of 25 miles from their original homes, a relatively long
distance. In these respects, Gautreaux families experienced much greater neighborhood change than
MTO families.
Children’s outcomes under Gautreaux were impressive. Those who moved to the suburbs
attended better schools, were less likely to drop out before completing high school, received higher
grades, and were more likely to attend college than those who remained in Chicago city
neighborhoods. They also were more likely to be employed full time as adults, and to earn better
wages, than those moving to locations within the city. 49
Moving to Opportunity’s Disappointing Educational Results
May Be Related to Study’s Limitations
In contrast, the MTO cognitive and educational outcomes for children were disappointing. MTO
interim survey data (four to seven years after program entry) found significant and strong positive
neighborhood effects on reading test scores in the two demonstration sites that had the highest
initial levels of concentrated neighborhood disadvantage: Chicago and Baltimore.50 But evidence of
these effects vanished in the long-term (10- to 15-year) data, which showed no detectable differences
in educational achievement among children in the experimental, Section 8, and control groups, even
for children who were pre-school age at program entry.51
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A straightforward reading of the MTO data thus implies that moving to a lower-poverty
neighborhood has no lasting impact on cognitive or educational outcomes for children. Yet there
are good reasons to resist this conclusion. First, it runs counter not only to Gautreaux but also to
the studies by Sampson and Sharkey as well as the research on toxic stress discussed above, which
imply that moving out of neighborhoods of extreme poverty should benefit children’s cognitive
development.
Second, for all of its strengths, MTO was a weak experimental intervention in important
respects.52 As explained above, not only did few MTO experimental group families live in truly lowpoverty neighborhoods for a significant length of time, but the rates of neighborhood poverty and
violent crime to which control group families were exposed also declined markedly over time,
diminishing the contrast between the experiences of the two groups.53
It therefore is possible that the convergence between the MTO experimental and control groups’
exposure to neighborhood poverty and crime blunted the demonstration’s findings on educational
outcomes over time. This explanation would appear to be consistent with the findings that there
were significant improvements in reading scores among black children in the MTO experimental
group, compared with the control group, in the interim analysis of data from Chicago and Baltimore,
but that these impacts vanished between the interim and final survey.54 The original neighborhoods
of MTO participants at these two sites were significantly more segregated, disadvantaged, and
dangerous than those at the remaining three MTO sites.55 Consistent with the research by Sampson
and Sharkey, one would expect that children moving out of such neighborhoods would be most
likely to benefit from the moves. Yet, by the time of the final MTO survey, most control group
families also had moved out of their original neighborhoods and had been living in lower-poverty
neighborhoods for at least five years.56
The MTO intervention also was weak in a second, critical respect — school quality. Children in
the MTO experimental group whose families moved with a voucher typically attended lowperforming schools that were only slightly less poor and segregated than those attended by children
in the control group. For example, in the average school that children in the experimental group
attended over the duration of the study, 83 percent of students were minority (compared with 90
percent for children in the control group), 67 percent of students were eligible for free or reducedprice meals (75 percent for the control group), and student scores on state exams ranked the school
at the 25th percentile (19th percentile for the control group).57 (See Figure 3.) In comparison to
Gautreaux, MTO’s outcomes for children’s educational achievement may have been disappointing,
therefore, because the neighborhoods into which children in the experimental group moved were
insufficiently improved with respect to the characteristics — such as school quality — that matter
most.
A re-analysis of the MTO data by Urban Institute researcher Marjory Austin Turner and others
supports the hypothesis that MTO failed to confirm the Gautreaux results not because the latter
were fundamentally flawed, but because of the different characteristics of the comparison
neighborhoods that MTO tested. In re-analyzing the MTO data, Turner et al. compared outcomes
for children using a measure of each household’s exposure to “high-opportunity” neighborhoods,
rather than by comparing outcomes for children across the experimental, Section 8, and control
groups.58 They found that the longer children in MTO families lived in high-opportunity
neighborhoods — defined as neighborhoods where poverty rates were less than 15 percent, labor
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force participation rates exceeded 60 percent, and more than 20 percent of adults completed college
— the higher their reading and math scores. These outcomes held for both boys and girls.

Box 3: Questions About Adult Self-Sufficiency Remain After Relocation
The positive employment outcomes for adults who participated in the Gautreaux program in Chicago played a role
in spurring Congress to authorize the Moving to Opportunity (MTO) demonstration.a But the very different results
from the two initiatives leave continuing uncertainty about the possible linkages between the types of
neighborhoods families live in and how much they work and earn.
Early Gautreaux studies found significantly higher employment rates among adults who moved to suburban
locations compared with those who remained in the city.b Longer-term studies also found improvements for
Gautreaux adults, although these gains were concentrated among families that had moved to low-poverty
neighborhoods with minority concentrations of less than 10 percent (irrespective of whether the neighborhoods
were located in suburban or city areas).c
Yet MTO found no significant differences in employment, earnings, or welfare receipt among the experimental,
Section 8, and control groups. (Under the demonstration, families in the “experimental” group received housing
vouchers under the condition that they use the voucher to move to a low-poverty neighborhood and remain there
for at least one year, while families in the “Section 8” group received housing vouchers with no special conditions,
and the “control” group received no assistance through MTO.) Although adults in the experimental and Section 8
groups experienced substantial increases in employment and earnings during the 15-year study period, control
group adults made equivalent gains. These findings were particularly surprising in light of substantial
improvements in physical and mental health among adults in the MTO experimental group: rates of obesity and
diabetes — which can hinder ability to work — fell by about 40 percent; the magnitude of those changes is similar
to that found in the best-practice pharmaceutical and lifestyle interventions.d (See Figure 4.)
Researchers have offered various possible explanations for the different employment-related outcomes in
Gautreaux and MTO. For example, powerful social and economic changes, including changes in welfare policy
that emphasized work, a major expansion of the Earned Income Tax Credit, and a booming economy in the late
1990s that resulted in historically low unemployment rates, occurred during the MTO study period. These
changes may have overwhelmed the potential effects of neighborhood characteristics on MTO families. e Others
have suggested that the different types of neighborhood changes effected in Gautreaux and MTO — specifically,
while many Gautreaux families moved to mostly white, middle-class, suburban neighborhoods, families in the
MTO experimental group typically lived after the initial year or so in poorer urban neighborhoods with large
minority concentrations — might help explain the differences in “self-sufficiency” outcomes.f
MTO researchers also uncovered evidence that casts doubt on some, though not all, of the explanatory
hypotheses connecting neighborhoods and employment. For instance, MTO researchers found no evidence that
living in lower-poverty neighborhoods improved families’ access to or information about jobs. g In addition,
researchers found that limited availability of public transportation in low-poverty neighborhoods was a particular
challenge for families in the MTO experimental group, most of whom did not own or have access to a car to help
them get to work.h Families that had access to a car were more likely both to work and to remain in low-poverty
areas.i
Popkin, Rosenbaum & Meaden (1993); DeLuca et al. (2010).
Rosenbaum (1995).
c DeLuca et al. (2010).
d Sanbonmatsu et al, 2011, Ludwig, 2012, Gennetian et al, 2013.
e DeLuca et al. (2012); Orr et al. (2003).
f Clampet-Lundquist & Massey (2008); Turner et al. (2012).
g DeLuca et al. (2012); Turner et al. (2012).
h DeLuca et al. (2010).
i Pendall et al. (2014).
j Kling et al. (2007), Gennetian et al. (2013).
a

b
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Rigorous Study Provides Evidence That High-Opportunity Neighborhoods
Improve Children’s Educational Achievement
An important recent study by RAND Corporation researcher Heather Schwartz has
independently bolstered the case for Gautreaux’s conclusion that low-poverty, high-opportunity
neighborhoods can improve children’s educational achievement. In her study of low-income
children living in public housing and attending elementary schools in Montgomery County (a
Maryland suburb bordering the District of Columbia),59 she found that:
1) Low-income students who lived in low-poverty neighborhoods and attended low-poverty
schools made large gains in reading and math scores over a period of seven years, compared
with students attending moderate- or moderately high-poverty schools.
2) These educational gains accrued over time, with the majority of the gains accruing in years five
to seven. Residential stability in low-poverty neighborhoods and schools thus appeared to be a
crucial condition of the children’s success.
3) Students benefitted academically from living in low-poverty neighborhoods, but most (twothirds) of the gains came from attending a low-poverty school.
Schwartz tracked 850 students in the county, 72 percent of whom were African American, 16
percent Hispanic, and the rest either non-Hispanic white or Asian. The students’ families had
average incomes of about $22,000 per year as of 2007. In their initial year in the school district, the
students’ math and reading scores were well below the average for students in the school district.60
Schwartz’s study took advantage of a natural experiment made possible by the county’s housing
policies. Applicants for public housing assistance were randomly assigned to public housing
developments across the county. Because of the county’s zoning policies, most of these
developments are located in low-poverty neighborhoods (with poverty rates of less than 10 percent),
while the others are located in neighborhoods with moderate or high poverty rates (up to 32
percent). This enabled Schwartz to compare educational outcomes for students living in
neighborhoods and attending schools that differed significantly with respect to poverty and related
characteristics. Housing location was remarkably stable for these families, and Schwartz tracked
students over a seven-year period.
Schwartz’s results were striking: at the end of seven years, the test scores of the public housing
children in low-poverty schools had risen by 8 percentile points in math and 4 percentile points in
reading, thereby closing half of the achievement gap between those students and non-poor students
in the district in math and one-third of the gap in reading. (See Figure 5.) Those are large gains by
educational standards. The gains were greatest among the students in neighborhoods where poverty
rates were very low — less than 5 percent. By contrast, over the same period, there were no
significant improvements in the results for public housing students in the moderate- and moderately
high-poverty schools.61
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The improvements were even more
pronounced when Schwartz compared
outcomes for children using the school
district’s own criteria for distinguishing
advantaged and disadvantaged schools,
rather than distinguishing among
schools based on family income
alone.62 After seven years, poor
students attending advantaged schools
performed 9 percentile points higher
in math and 7 percentile points higher
in reading than their peers in
disadvantaged schools. These results
are striking in light of the fact that the
disadvantaged schools in Montgomery
County receive substantial additional
resources through state-of-the-art
educational intervention programs.
Yet the benefits of attending
advantaged schools swamped the
effects of the educational interventions
in disadvantaged schools.

Figure 5
Low-Income Children Attending Low-Poverty
Schools Made Strong Gains in Math and Reading,
Compared With Children in Moderate- to HighPoverty Schools

The length of time required for
these gains to become evident is also
notable. During the first several years
of the study, the average test scores of
the students in both low-poverty and
advantaged schools differed little from
those in other schools; significant
differences began to appear only in the
students’ fifth year. The differences
widened considerably in the sixth and
seventh years, as test scores of
students in low-poverty and
Note: The children studied lived in public housing in Montgomery
advantaged schools improved
County, Maryland. On average, non-poor students in the district
scored at the 50th percentile. "Low-poverty" schools are those where
significantly. In general, this is
fewer than 20 percent of students are eligible for free or reducedconsistent with the Gautreaux
price meals (FARMs). In "moderate- to high-poverty" schools, 20 to 85
findings, where children struggled
percent of students are eligible for FARMs. Test score percentiles are
in relation to all children in county public schools.
initially as they adjusted to new
Source: Heather Schwartz, "Housing Policy Is School Policy," in
neighborhood and school
Richard D. Kahlenberg, ed., The Future of School Integration (Century
environments that differed
Foundation, 2012).
significantly from their original
environments, yet achieved significant educational gains in the longer run. These results are also
consistent with the picture portrayed by Turner et al.’s reanalysis of MTO data, which showed that
the longer children remained in low-poverty, high-opportunity neighborhoods, the better their
school performance.
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Neighborhood and school characteristics are interdependent — for instance, the income and level
of educational attainment of neighborhood residents strongly influence the peer groups to which
students are exposed in schools — making it difficult for researchers to tease apart the relative
influence of each. Schwartz attempted to do so, however, finding that both neighborhood and
school poverty influenced student test scores and that the magnitude of the effect of school poverty
was about twice as large as that of neighborhood poverty.63 The benefits of living in low-poverty
areas for students were most significant in neighborhoods with poverty rates of less than 5 percent.
These findings are consistent with the results of other studies that compare the relative influence of
school quality and other neighborhood characteristics, although it should be noted that the variation
in neighborhood poverty rates in Montgomery County is relatively small.64

Conclusion
The body of research is complex but careful consideration of the evidence supports the
conclusion that neighborhoods affect children’s well-being, both in the short and long term. First,
there is growing evidence that violent, stressful, high-poverty neighborhoods can compromise
children’s cognitive development, school performance, and health. Second, while MTO did not
affirm the Gautreaux studies’ conclusions that moving from high-poverty to low-poverty
neighborhoods yields economic gains for adults and improved scholastic achievement for children,
researchers have identified limitations in the MTO intervention that may explain these inconsistent
results, at least the educational outcomes for children. With this in mind, a balanced consideration
of the full body of evidence — one that takes into account Heather Schwartz’s rigorous study of
children in Montgomery County, as well as Gautreaux and MTO — indicates that low-poverty
neighborhoods with high-quality schools improve children’s school performance.
These conclusions have implications for housing policy. Federal rental assistance programs fall
short in helping families live in neighborhoods that provide better opportunities, as the next section
of this paper explains. The final section of the paper discusses possible policy reforms to help
address these issues.

29

Ellen & Turner (1997), Turner & Kaye (2006), Jargowsky & El Komi (2009), DeLuca & Dayton (2009), Burdick-Will
et al. (2011).
1

Jencks & Mayer (1990), Ellen & Turner (1997), Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls (1997), Sampson et al. (2002), and
Sampson (2012). These sources are cited in Ludwig et al. (2013).
2

3

Kawachi & Berkman (2003), Turner & Kaye (2006), Berube (2008).

4

Ellen and Turner (1997), Galster (2012).

5

Schwartz (2010).

The roles of violence and stress are discussed below, and environmental hazards — particularly those associated with
the lower-quality housing typically found in poorer neighborhoods — will be discussed separately in a forthcoming
Center report. Generally, children in high-poverty neighborhoods are more likely to be exposed to health hazards such
as lead-based paint, vermin, and pollution, and, as a result, are more likely to suffer from asthma and the serious effects
of lead poisoning. These risks are cited in Berube (2008) and Cohen (2011), and explored in Kawachi and Berkman
(2003).
6

See Kahlenberg (2012) and Gallagher, Zhang, & Comey (2013) for reviews of literature linking these characteristics to
low-poverty, high-quality schools.
7

8

Aud et al. (2010), cited in Schwartz et al. (2012).

A separate study of Chicago youth by Ludwig et al. (2009), which took advantage of a natural experiment created by
the random assignment of housing vouchers to families who had applied for vouchers, found similar results. This study,
in discussion draft form, is discussed in Burdick-Will et al. (2011).
9

Building on the work of Sampon and others, Wodtke et al. (2011) also found that sustained exposure to
neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage had a long-term impact on children’s educational achievement. Analyzing
data, including neighborhood changes, for more than 4,000 students from across the country over a 17-year period, they
found a 20 percentage-point difference in high-school graduation rates for black children with the greatest exposure to
neighborhood disadvantage, relative to comparable black children with the least exposure.
10

11

Sharkey (2010), Sharkey et al. (2012), and Sharkey et al. (2014).

12

Sharkey et al. (2012).

13

Sharkey et al. (2014).

14

Sharkey et al. (2014), p. 217.

15

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2014).

National Scientific Council on the Developing Child (2014); National Scientific Council on the Developing Child
(2010); Shonkoff et al. (2009); Shonkoff et al. (2012).
16

NSCDC (2009). Recent research showing that neighborhood poverty has a significant effect on the incidence of
depression among low-income parents is discussed below.
17

18

Aizer, Stroud, & Buka (2012).

19

American Academy of Pediatrics (2012).

20

Sanbonmatsu et al. (2011), “Forward.”

21

Sanbonmatsu et al. 2011, Exhibit 2.1. Neighborhood characteristics were measured at the census tract level.

Ludwig (2012). Only 47 percent of families assigned to the experimental group and 62 percent of those assigned to
the Section 8 group succeeded in using their vouchers to move. This experience on the part of the Section 8 group
families is roughly consistent with that of other families using housing vouchers. The reduced success rate of
experimental group families was almost certainly due in large part to the requirement that they move to low-poverty
neighborhoods, which presents additional challenges discussed in Section 3.
22

In most of our discussion of MTO, we focus on “treatment-on-treated” effects — that is, on the outcomes for those
families in the experimental and Section 8 groups that actually moved with their vouchers (which in the case of the
experimental group required an initial move to a low-poverty neighborhood) — as we are largely interested in
understanding the effects of neighborhood conditions on families, rather than the effects of voucher issuance. But it’s worth
noting that the “intent-to-treat” (ITT) impacts (that is, the impacts on families whether or not they succeeded in using the
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voucher they received as part of the demonstration to move to a new neighborhood (which, in the case of experimental
group families, was required to be a low-poverty neighborhood) also were significant.
Neighborhood poverty rates for control group families fell both as families moved out of their original assisted
housing units and as neighborhoods surrounding those units improved over time. By the mid-2000s, the average
poverty rate in MTO families’ original neighborhoods had fallen from 53 percent to 42 percent. See Sanbonmatsu et al.
2011, Exhibit 2.1.
23

Ludwig 2012, Ex. 2. Results for Section 8 movers were roughly similar to those for experimental-group families that
moved, though the improvements (relative to the control group) were smaller in magnitude. The average neighborhood
poverty rate over the entire 10- to 15-year study period was 28.5 percent for families in the Section 8 group that moved,
compared with 40 percent for the control group. Note that these outcomes differ from those of Housing Choice
Voucher users overall, as discussed in Section 2 of this paper.
24

Orr et al. (2003); also discussed in Comey, Briggs, & Weismann (2008). Families that enrolled in MTO leased up over
a five-year period from 1994 to 1999. Using a linear interpolation, researchers have estimated that only about half of the
experimental group families that moved were located in low-poverty neighborhoods at initial lease-up. It is not clear
why 11 percent of experimental group families were allowed to move initially to neighborhoods with poverty rates that
exceeded 10 percent in 1990.
25

MTO experimental group families that made an initial move remained at their initial addresses just three years, on
average, and three-quarters of these families had moved again within five years of their initial move. Sanbonmatsu et al.
(2006). See Turner et al. (2012) for a discussion of the neighborhood trajectories of families over time.
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Ludwig (2012), Exhibit 2, and Orr et al. (2003). To make for consistent comparisons, all figures related to area
poverty rates are based on the 2000 Census.
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In addition, mobility among some control group families may have reduced the magnitude of the neighborhood
differences experienced by families in the three groups. By the time of the interim survey (four to seven years out from
program assignment), 70 percent of control group families had moved from their original locations, including many who
were compelled to move from their original public housing units by HOPE VI demolitions. (About one-fifth of all
MTO participants originally lived in public housing units that were later demolished under HOPE VI.) Many control
group families displaced by HOPE VI demolitions would then have received a Section 8 voucher. See DeLuca et al.
(2012).
28

In a baseline survey of Boston families participating in the MTO demonstration, for example, one-fourth reported that
someone in the household had been assaulted, beaten, stabbed, or shot within the past six months, and another quarter
reported that someone had tried to break into their house, or that a household member had been threatened with a knife
or gun or had their purse or jewelry snatched, in the past six months. See Kling, Liebman, & Katz (2005), cited in
DeLuca et al. (2012).
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Crime rates in neighborhoods where families in the Section 8 group located were also lower than crime rates in
neighborhoods where control group families lived, though not as low as the average crime rates for neighborhoods into
which experimental group families moved.
30

31

Ludwig (2012).
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Ludwig (2012), Turner et al. (2012), DeLuca et al. (2012).

Sanbonmatsu et al 2011, Exhibits 4.4, 4.5, and 4.6. Sanbonmatsu et al. also found reductions in psychological distress
and depression among girls in the Section 8 group whose families had moved, but these were not statistically significant.
At the time of the final MTO study survey, these girls were aged 13 to 20 years old; at program entry, they were 0 to 11
years old, and their average age was 4.7 years. Except where noted, the figures are for long-term outcomes under MTO
– that is, during the 10- to 15-year follow-up period and represent the results for the “treatment-on-treated” group, as
these provide the best measure of the effects of neighborhood conditions. Researchers assessed “psychological distress”
using the Kessler 6 measure, and the measured reduction for girls in the experimental group whose families moved was
equivalent to one-quarter of a standard deviation. Results for some other measures of mental health also were positive
for girls but not statistically significant. Similarly, the results for girls in families using regular Section 8 vouchers
suggested improvements in some areas of mental health but were not large enough to be statistically significant.
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Kessler et al. (2014) found significant reductions in the incidence of depression and conduct disorders in girls in the
Section 8 group; for girls in the experimental group, the incidence of these problems was reduced, relative to the control
group, but the change was not statistically significant. These findings differ somewhat from those of Sanbonmatsu et al.
(2011), which found statistically significant improvements for girls in the experimental group but not the Section 8
group. Both Kessler et al. (2014) and Sanbonmatsu et al. (2011) analyzed data from the diagnostic survey that was
34
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included as part of the final MTO study survey; differences in their results derive from differences in the analytical
methods they used. Despite these differences, the two reports are consistent in supporting the conclusion that moving
out of extreme-poverty neighborhoods produced improvements in girls’ mental health.
Briggs, Popkin, & Goering (2010); Popkin, Leventhal & Weisman (2010); Smith et al. (2014). The qualitative research
indicates that these risks were particularly acute in the public housing developments in which the families lived prior to
moving through MTO. In addition, girls in the Section 8 group experienced improvements in mental health, relative to
the control group (see notes 33 and 34), despite the fact that few Section 8 group families moved to low-poverty
neighborhoods. This suggests that moving to a safer neighborhood from the extreme-poverty environment was the key
factor in improving girls’ mental health, and that it mattered less whether the destination was a low- or moderate-poverty
neighborhood.
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The ability to use a voucher to “move to safety” may save some lives. Votruba and Kling (2009), who reexamined
data on participants in the Gautreaux program, found significantly reduced mortality rates among young black males
whose families used housing vouchers to move from public housing in high-poverty areas to private housing in lowerpoverty neighborhoods with higher shares of well-educated residents. Jacob et al. (2013) also found dramatic reductions
in mortality among girls whose low-income families received housing vouchers via a random lottery, in comparison to
similar girls whose families did not receive vouchers. Among boys, however, Jacob et al. found no significant effects.
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Kessler et al. (2014). These risk figures are for “intent to treat” groups; Kessler et al. do not provide figures for the
“treatment on treated” group. Boys in the Section 8 group also were at greater risk for mental health problems than
those in the control group, though the differences were generally smaller than for those in the experimental group.
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The qualitative surveys (performed at the study interim of four to seven years) are discussed in DeLuca et al. (2012)
and Clampet-Lundquist et al. (2011).
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Osypuk et al. (2012). The researchers also found that girls in families with vulnerabilities did less well than girls in
other families but that the net effect of the MTO intervention remained positive for girls overall.
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For a concise summary and review of researcher’s perspectives on the gender differences in MTO outcomes, see
HUD (2014).
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Neighborhood changes of many types — including both positive and negative changes in neighborhood poverty —
have been linked to behavior problems in boys. See Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn (2011).
41

When a group of researchers led by Margery Austin Turner analyzed MTO children’s outcomes relative to how long
their families lived in low-poverty, high-opportunity areas, they found no significant differences between the mental
health outcomes for boys who lived for longer periods in low-poverty, high-opportunity neighborhoods and those
whose families had never moved to low-poverty neighborhoods or who had lived in such neighborhoods only for
shorter periods. This suggests that the poor outcomes for boys uncovered by Kessler et al. may be due to factors that
are unrelated to living in low-poverty neighborhoods. See Turner et al. (2012), which is discussed further below.
42

DeLuca et al. (2012). The researchers cite an innovative Baltimore program that provides counselors who educate
parents on the implications of residential choice for access to high-quality schools, and also “work with parents to help
transition students into new schools, which is critical for special needs children as well as for parents who feel
intimidated by the unfamiliar settings.”
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This research is summarized in National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, “Maternal Depression Can
Undermine the Development of Young Children,” (Center on the Developing Child, Harvard University, 2009).
44
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Ninety-two percent of MTO households were headed by women; Orr et al. (2003).

Sanbonmatsu et al. 2011, Exhibits 4.3. Among adults in the Section 8 group who moved, the effect was slightly larger,
relative to the control group.
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Kling et al. (2007), Gennetian et al. (2013).

Ludwig (2012); Ludwig et al. (2013). Ludwig et al. use the metric of a 13-percentage point difference because this is
equal to one standard deviation in the normal distribution of census-tract poverty rates.
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Rosenbaum (1995) and DeLuca & Dayton (2009). For instance, 20 percent of city-dwelling children dropped out of
school, but only 5 percent of suburban-dwelling children did. While 21 percent of city-dwelling child participants went
on to attend college, 54 percent of suburban-dwelling children did. It is important to note that these outcomes are based
on parental reports.
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Orr et al. (2003); Burdick-Will et al. (2011).
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Gennetian et al. (2012).
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Briggs, Popkin, & Goering (2010); DeLuca et al. (2010); Darrah & DeLuca (2014).

As noted above, the MTO intervention differed in this and related respects from the Gautreaux intervention, where
most families moved to low-poverty, middle-income, non-racially concentrated neighborhoods that were located far
from the families’ origin neighborhoods.
53

Another potential reason for the null final educational results in MTO, in contrast to the significant positive outcomes
in Gautreaux, is the difference in the presence of affluent and highly educated neighbors (which is related but not
identical to measures of neighborhood poverty). Some research shows that the presence of affluent neighbors is
associated with improved school outcomes for children, including low-income children (Brooks-Gunn, Duncan & Aber,
2000). While families in the MTO experimental group experienced initial sizable improvements in these respects,
relative to the control group, the educational attainment of adults in neighborhoods in which they lived remained well
below the national average. Twenty-five percent of the adults were college graduates in the neighborhoods to which
MTO experimental group families moved, on average (compared with 16 percent for the control group); yet 32 percent
of adults nationally have completed bachelor’s degrees. U.S. Census Bureau (2013).
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Burdick-Will et al. (2011).

At the time of the final MTO survey, 10 to 15 years after program entry, control group families lived in
neighborhoods with poverty rates of about 33 percent, on average, compared with 53 percent at baseline. Indeed, while
site-specific data from the final survey are not public, there are reasons to believe that control group moves were
particularly prevalent in Chicago and Baltimore, as many of the largest and most distressed public housing projects in
these cities were emptied and then demolished during the MTO study period.
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Sanbonmatsu et al. 2011, Exhibit 7.3. These figures are weighted averages for all schools attended during the entire
survey period. Follow-up surveys indicate that some experimental group children remained in the same schools as they
attended before joining the MTO demonstration; see DeLuca et al. (2012).
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Turner et al. (2011) thus ignore MTO’s random assignment of families into experimental and control groups, which
limits the confidence with which causal conclusions may be drawn from the study. Nevertheless, the results are
suggestive, particularly in combination with the other studies cited here.
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Montgomery County is a wealthy suburban county, and its low-poverty schools generally are considered to be of very
high quality, with high test scores and college entry rates. As noted below, the county also has infused higher-poverty
schools with significant additional resources to address the achievement gap.
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Average scores for public housing residents in the initial year ranged from the 36 th to the 42nd percentiles.

Schwartz (2012) defines these categories in terms of the share of children in each school that were eligible for free or
reduced-price meals (FARM). Schools where no more than 20 percent of the children were FARM-eligible were defined
as “low poverty; “moderate-poverty” and “moderately-high” poverty schools were those where between 20 and 40
percent, and more than 40 percent of the children, respectively, were FARM-eligible. (In few schools in Montgomery
County are more than 65 percent of children eligible for FARMs. Overall, fewer than one-third of the school children in
Montgomery County are FARM-eligible. This is less than the national average of 43 percent and well below the average
in many large, urban areas.)
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Montgomery County directs additional resources to schools identified as being disadvantaged under its criteria,
including resources to extend kindergarten hours, reduce class sizes, provide additional professional development for
teachers, and introduce a literacy curriculum tailored to the needs of disadvantaged students.
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Schwartz (2012) was able to take advantage of the fact that there is somewhat greater variation in poverty rates among
schools than among neighborhoods in Montgomery County in order to perform a statistical analysis that distinguishes
neighborhood and school effects. Neighborhood poverty rates in Montgomery County range from 0 to 32 percent, and
only 20 percent of the public housing households live in neighborhoods with poverty rates exceeding 10 percent.
FARM-eligibility rates range from 17 to 72 percent in the schools attended by public housing students; in one out of five
schools, at least 40 percent of students are eligible for FARMs.
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Jargowsky & El Komi (2009). Also see the previous note on the variation in neighborhood poverty rates in
Montgomery County.
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Section 2: Federal Rental Assistance Could Do More
to Provide Access to Areas of Opportunity
In recent decades, policymakers have adopted various measures to reduce the extent to which
federal rental assistance programs leave poor families in distressed neighborhoods and to expand
access to safe neighborhoods with good schools, recreational opportunities, and access to jobs. To
do so, they have relied increasingly on housing vouchers to provide rental assistance, so that families
may choose where to live rather than being limited to government-funded projects that often were
situated in poor, racially concentrated neighborhoods.1
Despite these policy trends, in 2010 only 15 percent of the nearly 4 million children in families
that received rent subsidies through HUD’s three major rental assistance programs — the Housing
Choice Voucher program, public housing, and Section 8 Project-Based Rental Assistance — lived in
low-poverty neighborhoods where fewer than 10 percent of the residents have incomes below the
poverty line. That is only slightly more than the share of all poor children (most of whom don’t
receive housing assistance) who live in low-poverty neighborhoods (and far below the 46.5 percent
of all children who do).2 Moreover, the share of children in families receiving rental assistance who
lived in extreme-poverty neighborhoods (where at least 40 percent of the residents are poor) was 18
percent, or higher than the share of such children who lived in low-poverty neighborhoods.3
The HCV program has performed far better in enabling families with children to live in lowerpoverty neighborhoods than have HUD’s project-based rental assistance programs. One in five
families with children participating in the HCV program (20.2 percent) used their vouchers to live in
a low-poverty area in 2010. This is 5.5 percentage points higher than the share of all poor children
who lived in low-poverty areas.4 And although having a voucher makes little difference in a poor
white family’s ability to live in a low-poverty neighborhood, it makes a large difference for minority
families. In contrast, fewer than 10 percent of families with children in public housing or privately
owned units with project-based rental assistance lived in low-poverty neighborhoods.5
Having a housing voucher also substantially reduces the likelihood of living in an extreme-poverty
neighborhood where at least 40 percent of the residents are poor. More than a third (35 percent) of
family-occupied public housing units and 22 percent of family-occupied, privately owned units with
project-based assistance are in extreme-poverty neighborhoods. A much smaller share of families
that receive rental assistance through the Housing Choice Voucher program — 10 percent — live in
these neighborhoods.
Nevertheless, one in five children in neighborhoods of extreme poverty received federal rental
assistance in 2010, including nearly a quarter million children in the HCV program, despite the
better options that having a voucher should make available to them. These data demonstrate that as
currently administered, the HCV program does not adequately deliver on its potential to expand
children’s access to good schools in safe neighborhoods and to help families avoid living in
neighborhoods that are likely to diminish children’s economic prospects and future health.
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Families Using Housing Vouchers More Likely to Live in Low-Poverty Areas
Than Other Similar Families
About half (51 percent) of the 2.1 million lowincome families that use Housing Choice Vouchers
(HCV) have minor children in the home.6 The HCV
program assists more families with children than the
other two major rental assistance programs combined.
(See Figure 6.)

Figure 6
More Families Receive Housing
Choice Vouchers Than Other Rental
Assistance

Families use vouchers to live in a wide range of
communities. Nationally, vouchers are in use in 88
percent of census tracts. (Each census tract has about
4,000 people.) Typically, the HCV program subsidizes
fewer than 10 percent of the rental units in a
neighborhood, but voucher use is more concentrated
in the largest metropolitan areas.7
Source: CBPP analysis of HUD 2010 and 2011
As noted, one of five families with children
administrative data.
participating in the HCV program (20.2 percent) used
their vouchers to live in a low-poverty area in 2010.8 (See Figure 7 and Technical Appendix Table
1.) Overall, families used vouchers to live in neighborhoods with a median poverty rate of 19.2
percent in 2010. (For just the poor families in the program, the median tract poverty rate was 20.0
percent.) In comparison, the typical poor child lived in a census tract where 21.6 percent of the
residents are poor. Research
Figure 7
supports that having a voucher
Housing
Choice
Vouchers Enable
— rather than something about
Larger Share of Children to Live in Lower-Poverty
the families that receive HCV
Neighborhoods Than Other HUD Programs
assistance — has a modest but
positive effect in enabling
families with children to live in
less-poor neighborhoods than
similar poor families.9

Housing Vouchers
Increase Ability of Poor
Black and Hispanic
Families to Raise Children
in Low-Poverty
Neighborhoods
The share of families with
Source: CBPP analysis of HUD administrative data, 2010 and 2011, and 2009
Housing Choice Vouchers that
and 2011 Census data.
live in low-poverty areas is
greater for non-Hispanic white families with children (27.8 percent) than for black (17.9 percent)
and Hispanic (16.6 percent) families. The gap between white and minority households narrowed
substantially, however, between 2000 and 2010.10
35

A closer look at comparison data shows that while having a voucher makes little difference in a
poor white family’s ability to live in a low-poverty neighborhood, it makes a large difference for
minority families. Among families using vouchers, more than twice the share of poor black children,
and close to double the share of poor Hispanic children, lived in neighborhoods with less than 10
percent poverty in 2010, compared with poor black and Hispanic children generally. In contrast,
poor white children in families with vouchers were slightly less likely to live in low-poverty
neighborhoods than poor white children overall. (See Figure 8.)
Analysis by the Institute for
Figure 8
Research on Poverty at the
Housing Vouchers Increase Ability of Poor Black
University of Wisconsin
and Hispanic Families to Raise Children
reinforces this finding.
in Low-Poverty* Neighborhoods
Comparing Wisconsin families
with vouchers to similar
families without housing
assistance, the analysis found
that after four years of using a
housing voucher, black voucher
recipients lived in somewhat
lower-poverty neighborhoods
than comparable black
households without housing
assistance. These
neighborhoods also were of
better quality on three other
dimensions: the
unemployment rate, the
*Low-poverty neighborhoods=less than 10 percent of residents have incomes
percentage of 16- to 19-yearbelow the poverty line.
olds in school, and median
Source: CBPP analysis of HUD 2010 administrative data and 2009 Census
gross rent. In contrast, the
data.
neighborhoods where white
voucher recipients lived at the four-year point were slightly higher-poverty and not significantly
different on the other dimensions of neighborhood quality from the neighborhoods occupied by
comparable unassisted white families.11
It appears that at least some of this positive impact of voucher assistance on the access of black
and Hispanic families to low-poverty communities results from families moving to low-poverty
suburban neighborhoods. The share of black HCV recipients living in the suburbs of the 100
largest metropolitan areas increased by more than 12 percent between 2000 and 2008, helping to
drive the overall increase over that eight-year period in the share of metropolitan vouchers used in
suburban areas. Moreover, a growing share of suburban minority voucher holders live in highincome and particularly high-job-access suburbs.12
But substantially more progress on using vouchers to access high-opportunity neighborhoods
should be possible. Researchers Alex Schwartz and Kirk McClure found that voucher holders
overall, and minority voucher holders in particular, are underrepresented in the 60 percent of the
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least-distressed census tracts nationally even after taking into account the number of units in these
tracts that have rents sufficiently modest to meet voucher program standards.13

Few Properties With Project-Based Rental Assistance
Provide Access to Low-Poverty Neighborhoods
While the HCV program has not increased housing choices to the extent that policymakers may
have hoped, it has performed far better than HUD’s project-based rental assistance programs in
enabling families with children to live in lower-poverty neighborhoods and avoid extreme-poverty
neighborhoods. Relatively few public housing or privately owned units with project-based rental
assistance, particularly for families with children, are in low-poverty neighborhoods.14 In 2010, only
5.6 percent of families with children residing in public housing (some 21,000 families) lived in
neighborhoods in which less than 10 percent of residents were poor. A somewhat larger share of
families with children that resided in privately owned units with project-based rental assistance —
9.3 percent (some 32,000 families) — lived in low-poverty neighborhoods in 2010.15 (See Figure 7
above and Appendix Tables 1 and 2 for a more detailed breakdown of where families in these
programs live.)

How Federal Rental Assistance Programs Affect the Likelihood That Children
Will Live in Extreme-Poverty Neighborhoods
Researchers generally agree that living in neighborhoods of extreme poverty, in which 40 percent
or more of the inhabitants are poor, is particularly harmful to children, relative to the impact of
growing up in a poor family in a less-poor neighborhood.16 Such neighborhoods are home to nearly
15 percent of poor children. These neighborhoods are more likely than others also to have high
rates of crime and violence, poorly performing schools, and limited opportunities for physical
recreation. Few college-educated adults live in these communities,17 more than half of the children
in these neighborhoods live in single-parent households, and fewer than half of the men are
employed,18 compounding the social isolation of attending schools mostly with other poor children
and limiting children’s aspirations.
Extreme-poverty neighborhoods are predominantly African American and Latino.19 The chance
of living in a neighborhood where 40 percent or more of the residents are poor is much greater for
poor black and Hispanic children (23 and 21 percent, respectively) than for poor non-Hispanic
white children (4 percent).20 The impacts of living in an extremely poor neighborhood may be
particularly harmful for children when families live in such neighborhoods for several generations, as
occurs more among African American families.21

One in Five Children in Neighborhoods of Extreme Poverty
Receives Federal Rental Assistance
Some 660,000 children whose families receive federal rental assistance lived in extreme-poverty
neighborhoods in 2010.22 These children constituted nearly a fifth (19.2 percent) of all children
living in extreme-poverty neighborhoods. The vast majority of these children — 87 percent — were
black or Hispanic.
The project-based rental assistance programs — public housing and privately owned properties
with project-based Section 8 subsidies — drive these data. More than a third (35 percent) of family37

occupied public housing units and 22 percent of family-occupied, privately owned units with
project-based assistance are in extreme-poverty neighborhoods. Two-thirds of the children in
families that receive federal rental assistance and live in extreme-poverty neighborhoods are assisted
under one of these project-based programs. (The others have Housing Choice Vouchers.)

Vouchers Help Black and Hispanic Families Avoid Extreme-Poverty Neighborhoods
Having a housing voucher substantially reduces the likelihood of living in an extreme-poverty
neighborhood. Nevertheless, a quarter of a million children in the HCV program are living in these
troubled neighborhoods. This problem exists in nearly every state and in rural as well as urban
areas, though it is most prevalent east of the Mississippi and in California. (See Figure 9.)
The distribution of modestly priced rental units does not dictate this result. In 2008, some 89
percent of all rental units with rents below the HUD-set Fair Market Rent (which is used as a
standard for the voucher program) were located outside extremely poor census block groups, the
closest census measure for neighborhoods. (Each census tract contains about three block groups.)23
In 2010, when 2.1 million HCVs were in use nationwide, 19.9 million rental units outside extremepoverty tracts had rents below the Fair Market Rent levels.24
This raises the question of whether these families truly are making an informed choice about
where to live, or whether a lack of understanding of their options, barriers to “portability,” or other
aspects of the program — or refusal of landlords in lower-poverty areas to accept vouchers — are
constraining their decisions. (See Section 3 for more on this important question.)
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Figure 9
Some Children in Nearly Every State Use Voucher Assistance
in Extreme-Poverty Neighborhoods

Source: CBPP analysis of 2010 HUD administrative data and 2009 Census data.

Despite the HCV program’s inadequate performance on this point, vouchers have some impact in
helping poor black and Hispanic families with children avoid neighborhoods of concentrated
poverty. For these families, having a housing voucher cuts their likelihood of living in extremepoverty neighborhoods by nearly half for black children and more than a third for Hispanic
children, compared with poor children of the same race or ethnicity. (See Figure 10.)
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Figure 10
Vouchers Help Black and Hispanic Families
Avoid Extreme-Poverty* Neighborhoods

*Extreme-poverty neighborhoods=40 percent or more of population is poor.
Source: CBPP analysis of HUD 2010 administrative data and 2009 Census
data.

Federal Rental Assistance Programs’ Impact on Access to Better-Performing
Schools and Safer Neighborhoods
Census tracts with extreme poverty rates do not necessarily have poor schools or high rates of
violent crime — nor do less-poor neighborhoods necessarily lack these conditions. Two recent
studies examined the federal rental assistance programs’ performance in helping families move to
neighborhoods with lower crime rates and access to high-performing schools, with mixed results.

Access to High-Performing Schools
A discouraging set of findings comes from a recent analysis by Ingrid Gould Ellen and Keren
Mertens Horn that examines the likely access of families with children in the various federal housing
programs to high- and low-performing schools.25 Only one in four families with children receiving
HCV assistance (25.9 percent) or project-based rental assistance (24.5 percent) — and a still smaller
share of public housing families (19.4 percent) — lived near an elementary school ranked in the top
half in their state in 2008.
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Table 1

Families Receiving Rental Assistance More Likely Than Poor Households
and All Renters to Live Near Lower-Performing Schools
Households with children by characteristics of nearest elementary school in 2008
Performance of nearby school
Households with
children in—
All
All Rental Housing
Housing Choice
Voucher program
Public Housing
Project-Based
Section 8 unit
All Poor Households

Ranked in top
50th percentile
52.8%
37.8%

Ranked in bottom
10th percentile
10.4%
17.2%

Household income of students
in nearby school
Very low poverty
Very high poverty
(below 20% FRPL*)
(over 80% FRPL*)
25.1%
20.1%
12.8%
34.0%

25.9%
19.4%

24.9%
32.5%

7.0%
5.7%

41.1%
53.3%

24.5%
31.6%

30.3%
21.6%

8.3%
10.2%

41.6%
40.6%

*The two columns on the right show the percentage of families with children in various housing programs who live near
schools where fewer than 20% or more than 80% of the children in the school have incomes low enough to qualify for
free or reduced-price school meals (which requires family income below 185% of the poverty line).
Source: Ingrid Gould Ellen and Keren Mertens Horn, “Do Federally Assisted Households Have Access to High Performing
Public Schools?” Table 2, PRRAC, November 2012, www.prrac.org/pdf/PRRACHousingLocation&Schools.pdf.

Families receiving each type of rental assistance were less likely to live near a better-performing
elementary school, and more likely to live near a school ranked in the bottom 10 percent, than poor
families generally.26 They also were less likely than poor children generally to live near a school
where fewer than one out of five students were eligible to receive free or reduced-price school
meals, and at least as likely to live near a school where the large majority of children were poor or
near poor. (See Table 1.)
In further analysis, the authors estimated that families using HCVs lived near schools that had
lower proficiency rates than the schools nearest to other homes with similar rents in the same state
and metropolitan area.27 Residential segregation and low vacancy rates may have made many
appropriately priced units near high-performing schools unavailable to families with vouchers,
particularly minority families, as the analysis found that these two market constraints correlated with
use of vouchers near lower-quality schools.
For minority families, however, using a voucher to rent housing slightly improves the schools that
their children are likely to attend, compared with their poor counterparts. The median school
nearest to black voucher holders ranked an average of 1.8 percentile points higher on proficiency on
standardized math and reading tests than the median school nearest to poor black households
generally. The difference for Hispanic families was smaller — an average of .77 percentile points
higher — but still statistically significant.28 This is consistent with the finding discussed above that
having a housing voucher improved the neighborhoods in which black families, and to a lesser
extent Hispanic families, live.
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Looking at location through the lens of access to a well-performing school (rather than simply
through the lens of neighborhood poverty) highlights the importance of policy reforms to make the
rental assistance programs more effective in enabling families to move to areas with better schools.
(Giving families broader access to schools than just the schools closest to them also is important,
but lower-income families may be less likely to take advantage of these opportunities.)29

Families Use Vouchers to Live in Somewhat Safer Neighborhoods
Than Unassisted Poor Renters
Many families that receive housing vouchers prioritize finding a home in a safe neighborhood. A
recent study analyzing data from 91 representative large cities in 1999-2001 found that families with
vouchers generally succeeded in achieving this goal. Only 4.4 percent of families with vouchers
lived in high-crime neighborhoods (i.e., in a neighborhood with a substantially-above-average crime
rate), compared with 6 percent of poor renters generally. Exposure to violent crime was somewhat
greater: 11 percent of voucher households lived in neighborhoods with high rates of violent
crimes.30 (See Table 2.) On average, families used vouchers in neighborhoods that had a 6
percentage-point lower crime rate than all poor renters in the same cities.31
Table 2

Housing Vouchers Reduce Exposure to Neighborhood Violence
Percent in High-Crime Neighborhoods by Type of Housing in 2000

All households
Voucher households
Public housing tenants
Poor renters

Percent in high-crime
neighborhoods
3.1%

Percent in high-violent
crime neighborhoods
5.1%

4.4%
10.8%
6.0%

11.0%
23.9%
11.4%

Source: Michael C. Lens, Ingrid Gould Ellen and Katherine O’Regan, “Do Vouchers Help Low-Income Households Live in
Safer Neighborhoods?” Cityscape 13:3, 2011, Exhibit 3. The analysis uses a sample of 91 large cities. A “high” crime
neighborhood is a census tract with an overall or violent crime rate more than one standard deviation above the mean.
All of the differences in crime exposure between voucher households and the other groups of households were
statistically significant. The analysis is not limited to families with children.

While black families generally, as well as those with vouchers, lived in areas with higher crime
rates than other racial or ethnic groups, the study found that having a voucher improved
neighborhood safety for black families in particular. In 2000, black families with vouchers lived in
neighborhoods where the crime rate was, on average, 81.4 crimes per 1,000 people, significantly
lower than for all black renters (88.3) or poor black households (87.5) generally.32
A significantly larger share of families in public housing lived in high-crime neighborhoods than
did voucher households or poor renters generally. Nearly one of four households living in public
housing in 2000 resided in a neighborhood with a high rate of violent crime. On average, public
housing households lived in census tracts with 60 percent more crime than in the rest of their
cities.33 The study’s authors conclude that, compared to people in public housing, “households with
greater residential choice — vouchers and poor renters — live in neighborhoods with dramatically
lower crime rates but with fairly similar poverty rates and racial composition.”34
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A follow-up analysis by one of the study’s authors found that several differences in housing
market characteristics were correlated with differences among the 91 cities in the study in the share
of HCV households that resided in neighborhoods where the crime rates were higher than the
average rate for all neighborhoods where HCV households lived. The two major factors were the
share of all renters (and therefore the stock of rental housing) located in higher-crime areas and the
rent differential between lower- and higher-crime neighborhoods. Vacancy rates also seem to play a
role.35 In other words, if a sufficient supply of rental units in lower-crime neighborhoods is available
to rent and the cost is within reach of families using HCVs, a larger share of families will use their
vouchers to live in safer neighborhoods. We discuss policy changes that would enhance families’
ability to use vouchers in safe neighborhoods in Section 3 of this paper.

Weakened Economy Has Undercut Efforts to Increase Voucher Holders’
Access to Lower-Poverty Neighborhoods Since 2000
Between 2000 and 2010, HUD implemented a number of new policies in the HCV program
aimed at increasing access to lower-poverty communities that could provide better opportunities for
families. For example, Congress gave agencies additional flexibility to subsidize higher rents and
allowed families to pay more than the standard 30 percent of income to rent somewhat more
expensive units.36 In addition, HUD raised its Fair Market Rent levels for highly segregated metro
areas and instituted a new performance measurement system that gives some credit to housing
agencies that engage in activities to expand housing opportunities.37
When the Great Recession set in, however, poverty increased and the number of high-poverty
areas grew. This undercut efforts to move more families receiving housing assistance to low-poverty
areas. As Table 3 shows, between 2000 (a year with remarkably low unemployment and relatively
low poverty) and 2010 (a year with very high unemployment and relatively high poverty), the share
of voucher holders living in low-poverty areas edged down, while the share living in high-poverty
areas significantly increased.
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Table 3

Use of Vouchers Declined in Low-Poverty Neighborhoods
and Rose in High-Poverty Neighborhoods Between 2000
and 2010, as the Economy Slumped and Poverty Increased
Percentage of Housing Choice Voucher Users in Census Tracts
With Various Poverty Rates
Tract by percent of population
Percentagein poverty
2000
2010
point change
22.0%
20.6%
-1.3
Less than 10%
35.7%
32.6%
-3.1
10–19.9%
23.2%
23.7%
0.5
20–29.9%
12.3%
13.4%
1.1
30–39.9%
6.8%
9.7%
2.9
40% and above
Source: McClure, K., Schwartz, A.F., & Taghavi, L.B. (2014). Housing Choice Voucher
location patterns a decade later. Housing Policy Debate.

The share of vouchers used in extreme-poverty neighborhoods, where more than 40 percent of
the population is below the poverty line, grew from 6.8 percent to 9.7 percent during the decade.
The increase in voucher use in extreme-poverty neighborhoods affected white, black, and Hispanic
households alike.38
The economy played a large role here: 2010 was a year with a very weak economy and very high
unemployment. The average unemployment rate was 9.6 percent, nearly two and a half times the
3.9 percent unemployment rate in 2000.39 Some 46.3 million people were poor in 2010, an increase
of 14.8 million people (or 47 percent) since 2000, when the economy was booming.40 The dramatic
increase in poverty and shifting population patterns resulted in an increase of more than one-third
(36 percent) in the number of census tracts where 40 percent or more of the residents were poor.41
These trends also led to an increase in the share of all rental housing located in extreme-poverty
tracts, from 5.2 percent in 2000 to 6.8 percent in 2010.42

Conclusion
Policymakers in recent years have increased reliance on housing vouchers to provide rental
assistance. Families receiving assistance through the Housing Choice Voucher program —
particularly minority families — are more likely to live in lower-poverty neighborhoods, and less
likely to live in extreme-poverty neighborhoods, than their counterparts in HUD’s project-based
rental assistance programs or than poor children generally. As currently administered, however, the
HCV program does not adequately deliver on its potential to expand children’s access to good
schools in safe neighborhoods and to enable families to avoid living in neighborhoods likely to
adversely impact children’s economic prospects and future health.
HUD can make changes, however, that could significantly improve the ability of families receiving
rental assistance to move to lower-poverty, higher-opportunity neighborhoods. Section 3 discusses
these policy changes.
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Since the early 1980s, almost all new units of federal rental assistance Congress has funded have been in the form of
tenant-based rental assistance, except for relatively small numbers of units for the elderly, people with disabilities, and
homeless individuals. From 1995 through 2012, about 500,000 units of public housing and privately owned assisted
housing either were demolished (and not replaced) or ceased to receive federal rental assistance (Center on Budget and
Policy Priorities, 2013b; National Housing Trust (2004); CBPP analysis of HUD data on tenant protection vouchers). In
the same period, Congress funded nearly 800,000 additional housing vouchers, about 410,000 of which were intended to
substitute for a portion of the lost units (CBPP analysis of Congressional and HUD data). For a brief overview of the
reasons for the federal policy shift and the range of policy changes adopted, see Galster (2013).
1

Our analysis found that 15.1 percent of all children in families that received rental assistance in 2010 through HUD’s
Housing Choice Voucher, public housing, or Section 8 Project-Based Rental Assistance programs — and 13.4 percent of
the poor children in families receiving rental assistance through these programs — lived in low-poverty neighborhoods.
Census data show that 14.7 percent of all poor children lived in such low-poverty tracts in 2009.
2

Approximately one-fifth of poor children live in families that receive rental assistance. Most of the assisted families with
children — 70 percent — have incomes below the poverty line. See the Technical Appendix for further discussion of
these data.
These findings are based on CBPP analysis of HUD 2010 and 2011 administrative data and of census tract
characteristics using 2009 and 2011 Census data. See Technical Appendix.
3

In the 50 largest metropolitan areas, 23.1 percent of voucher households (of all family types) lived in low-poverty areas.
McClure, Schwartz, and Taghavi (2014), Table 5. This analysis also used 2010 HUD microdata and similar Census data
as CBPP’s analysis.
4

5

For background on these programs, see Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (2013a; 2013b).

6

Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (2014). The share of households with children is based on 2010 data.

McClure, Schwartz, and Taghavi (2014), using 2010 HUD data in relation to census tracts. McClure (2010) found that
in 2008, vouchers were in use in 70 percent of census block groups, which are the closest approximation to
“neighborhood” in the census data. Each census tract contains about three block groups. Using 2004 HUD
metropolitan-area data, Galvez (2010) found that more than 60 percent of voucher holders lived in neighborhoods
where voucher holders made up fewer than 5 percent of residents of the census tract. In the largest metro areas,
however, voucher use is more concentrated. In 2010, 24 percent of vouchers in the 50 largest metro areas were used in
tracts where at least 10 percent of households used vouchers, compared with 16 percent of vouchers in the largest metro
areas in 2000 (McClure, Schwartz, & Taghavi, 2014, Table 2).
7

In the 50 largest metropolitan areas, 23.1 percent of voucher households (of all family types) lived in low-poverty areas.
McClure, Schwartz, and Taghavi (2014), table 4. This analysis also used 2010 HUD microdata and similar Census data
as CBPP used in this analysis. Metzger (2014) also analyzes voucher data (from 2008) for the 50 most populous
metropolitan areas, in relation to a somewhat different comparison group — households with income below the lower
of 30 percent of area median income or $15,000. Looking at voucher holders in the largest metro areas overall (in
contrast to our comparison of all families with children by census tract poverty rates, she finds that voucher households
were more segregated by race and income than the comparison group of low-income families, with the difference
unlikely to be explained by differences in the racial/ethnic composition of the two groups.
8

Research on the effect of receiving housing vouchers on families that currently or recently received (or were eligible
for) benefits under the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program (conducted as part of the Welfare to Work
Voucher Program) found that four years after initially renting housing with a voucher (without any special assistance in
their housing search), families lived in neighborhoods with average poverty rates about 2 percentage points lower than
comparable families that did not receive housing assistance (Mills et al. 2006). These neighborhoods also had a higher
average employment rate, lower average welfare receipt, lower minority concentration, and lower rate of female-headed
families. (The large majority of families that initially used vouchers were still receiving voucher assistance at the fouryear point.) Families that lived in census tracts where more than 30 percent of residents were poor (in 2000) before
receiving voucher assistance experienced greater gains in neighborhood quality, including a 5.8 percentage point
reduction on average in the neighborhood poverty rate at the four-year point (Gubits, Khadduri , & Turnham 2009).
These figures compare “treatment group” families that initially leased up with a voucher (received as part of the
demonstration or independently) to the portion of “control group” families that did not receive voucher assistance
during the study period. These estimates adjust for both treatment group non-participation and control group
“crossover” (receiving a voucher apart from the demonstration).
9
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The comparison data for 2000 are from McClure, Schwartz, and Taghavi (2014), Table 6. The 2000 data are for all
voucher households, not just those with children. The trend over the ensuing decade is likely to be similar. The same
authors’ analysis of 2010 data found a slightly lower share of all households in each racial/ethnic group living in lowpoverty neighborhoods than CBPP’s findings for families with children.
10

Carlson, Haveman, Kaplan & Wolfe (2012).

11

Covington, Freeman, and Stoll (2011) found that the number of people in African American households using
vouchers in the suburbs of the 100 largest metropolitan areas increased by 4.8 percentage points between 2000 and 2008,
an increase of 12.3 percent. The analysis defines job accessibility as the ratio of people aged 21-64 to total jobs in the
same zip code. The positive trend that the authors found as of 2008 in the share of suburban minority voucher holders
living in high-income and/or high job access areas may not have continued, given the significant increase by 2012 in the
number and share of poor families living in extremely poor suburban neighborhoods (Kneebone, 2014), which in turn
reflected at least in part the increase in poverty between 2008 and 2012 that caused the number of high-poverty
neighborhoods to increase.
12

Schwartz’s and McClure’s (2013) analysis used five variables to develop a neighborhood distress index based on
Census data from 2009: poverty rate, percent of female-headed households, unemployment rate, percent of households
receiving public assistance, and percent of young adults not in school and without a high school diploma.
13

14

For background on these programs, see Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (2013a and 2013b).

In contrast to HUD’s older project-based rental assistance programs, 22.6 percent of Low-Income Housing Tax
Credit (LIHTC) units were in areas with less than 10 percent poverty in 2010. McClure and Johnson (2014). This
analysis included all units that were developed or rehabilitated using LIHTCs as of 2010, not just those that housed
families with children. LIHTC units typically are not affordable to poor families without additional rental assistance, and
most of the LIHTC units with rental assistance are included in the data we report above on the share of families with
rental assistance who live in areas with various rates of poverty.
15

See, e.g. Jargowsky (2013) and Kneebone, Nadeau, and Berube (2011). See Box 2 concerning the use of different
poverty thresholds to analyze concentrated poverty. For more on these research findings, see Section 1 of this paper.
16

In extremely poor census tracts in the 100 largest metro areas, only one of ten adults aged 25 or older has a college
degree (compared with about one in three in the population as a whole) and about one-third of working-age males in
these census tracts were not in the labor force in the latter part of the last decade. Kneebone, Nadeau, & Berube (2011),
Table 8.
17

18

Jargowsky (2013), based on Census 2000 data.

More than three-quarters of extreme-poverty census tracts are more than half minority (Affirmatively Furthering Fair
Housing, 2013).
19

20

2009 Census data. See Technical Appendix.

Analyzing data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, Sharkey (2013) found that only 1 percent of white children
born between 1955 and 2000 were raised in high-poverty neighborhoods (where more than 30 percent of residents were
poor), while nearly one-third of black children were. Moreover, of the children who were raised in the poorest quartile
of neighborhoods, 67 percent of the black children remained in the poorest neighborhoods as adults, while 40 percent
of the white children did. In addition, Sharkey found evidence suggesting that the neighborhoods in which parents grew
up were at least as important to the development of their children’s cognitive skills as the child’s immediate
neighborhood. Children who received a “double dose” of poverty — that is, where the parents, as well as the child,
grew up in poor neighborhoods — scored significantly lower on cognitive tests than those who either received a “single
dose” or whose families never lived in poor neighborhoods.
21

CBPP analysis of HUD 2010 and 2011 microdata. The large majority of the HUD-assisted families living in census
tracts with poverty rates of 40 percent or more (about 80 percent) have incomes below the poverty line. Census data for
the five years ending in 2012 indicate that the number of people living in tracts where more than 40 percent of the
residents are poor increased by nearly 3 million, compared with the multi-year data used in this analysis, which end in
2009. It is likely, given this trend, that the share of assisted families with children in extreme-poverty neighborhoods
also increased over this period. This likely reflects at least in part the deterioration in incomes due to the Great
Recession and the anemic recovery through 2012. See Jargowsky (2014).
22

In 2008, 11 percent of all rental units with rents below the HUD-set Fair Market Rent (FMR) — and 9 percent of all
HCVs — were located in extremely poor census block groups. McClure (2010) Exhibit 6. (At about the same time, 6.8
percent of all rental units were located in extremely poor census tracts (McClure & Johnson, 2014)).
23
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24

McClure, Schwartz, & Taghavi (2014), Table 1.

Ellen and Horn (2012) analyzed the proximity of families with children to elementary schools within their zoned
school district, not actual attendance, due to the unavailability of national data on children’s school attendance.
Approximately three-fourths of children attend their neighborhood school (Blad, 2014, quoting Richard Kahlenberg,
Century Foundation education expert).
25

Of note, the study suggests that the LIHTC program provides families with children slightly better access to higherperforming schools than poor families otherwise would have (though many LIHTC families have incomes substantially
above the poverty level and above the income of HCV families).
26

Horn, Ellen, and Schwartz (2014) assigned a proficiency rate to each metropolitan census tract based on the
performance of students in the elementary school nearest the center of the tract, specifically the percentage of fourth
grade students in that school deemed proficient on state exams in mathematics and English language arts. They
weighted each tract proficiency rate by the tract’s share of the metropolitan-area rental units in the state that had two or
more bedrooms and rented below HUD’s Fair Market Rent. (As the Census data do not report the number of units in a
census tract renting below Fair Market Rent — and report unit rent data in ranges that don’t correspond directly with
HUD’s FMRs — the authors created an estimate of that number by assuming an even distribution over the census tract
of rental units within each rent category.) This analysis found that families with vouchers lived near schools that, on
average, had a lower proficiency rate (by 3.58 percent, a modest but statistically significant difference) than schools
nearest to units with similar rents.
27

28

Horn, Ellen, & Schwartz (2014), Table 5.

Research by Teske et al. (2007) in three cities with well-developed school choice policies (Washington D.C.,
Milwaukee, and Denver) found that among families with annual incomes below $50,000 that had considered whether to
send their children to the closest zoned public school or to another school, families with incomes below $10,000 were
more than twice as likely (42 percent) as families with incomes between $40,000 and $50,000 (20 percent) to rank
proximity to home as the “most important” or a “very important” factor in their choice of school. Almost 60 percent of
the parents with a high school education or less in the study, regardless of income, made their school choice only on the
basis of location.
29

Lens, Ellen, & O’Regan (2011). The 91 cities studied were representative of cities with more than 100,000 people.
The researchers define a “high-crime” neighborhood as a census tract with a crime rate more than one standard
deviation above the mean. Only 15 percent of the crimes included in this definition are violent; most are property
crimes, particularly theft. The study included all types of voucher households, not just families with children. Crime
exposure rates for families with children were “only very slightly lower than those for households without children, and
the difference was not statistically significant” (p. 148).
30

Lens (2013), Exhibit 3. Nonetheless, families with vouchers are about 50 percent more likely to live in higher-crime
neighborhoods than the general population (p. 149). Some have asserted that this is because families moving with a
voucher bring crime with them. See, e.g., Rosin (2008). A careful analysis of this question in ten large cities found that
the correlation of higher crime with the presence of more voucher holders disappears after controlling for other
neighborhood characteristics and crime trends in the broader sub-city area. (Ellen, Lens, & O’Regan, 2012).
31

32 Lens,

Ellen, & O’Regan (2011), Exhibit 6.
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Lens, Ellen & O’Regan (2011); Lens (2013).

34

Lens, Ellen & O’Regan (2011), p. 147.

35

Lens (2013).

The Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act of 1998 merged the housing certificate and housing voucher
programs into a single program. Under the new housing voucher program, housing agencies for the first time were
given some discretion to set subsidy caps above the HUD Fair Market Rent. (Congress had previously enacted a more
modest policy change to accomplish a similar result, but HUD did not implement it. FMR policies are discussed in the
next section.) In addition, all households were given the option to pay more than 30 percent of income for rent and
utilities, though Congress limited the permissible rent burden for new program participants and families moving to new
units to 40 percent of adjusted income. Previously, only the minority of families with vouchers, but not the majority
with certificates, were permitted to rent a unit in which the family’s share of the rent and utility costs would exceed 30
percent of income. HUD completed the merger of the two programs and fully implemented the new subsidy and rent
rules in 2001.
36

37

These policy changes are discussed in Section 3.
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Over the decade 2000-2010, the share of white voucher households living in neighborhoods where more than 40
percent of residents were poor increased from 2.3 percent to 6.7 percent, the share of black voucher households in such
neighborhoods rose from 10.2 percent to 12 percent; and the share of Hispanic voucher households in such
neighborhoods edged up from 10.5 percent to 10.9 percent (McClure, Schwartz, and Taghavi, 2014, Table 6).
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Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis (2014).

40

U.S. Bureau of the Census (2013).

41

Kneebone, Nadeau, & Berube (2011).

42

McClure and Johnson (2014), Table 6.
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Section 3: Improving Outcomes for Children
in HUD's Rental Assistance Programs
Where families live largely determines the quality of schools that children attend, whether it is safe
for children to play outside, and the ease of obtaining fresh and reasonably priced food and other
basic goods and services. Location also can affect adults’ access to jobs, the cost of getting to work,
and the feasibility of balancing child-care responsibilities with work schedules.1 In addition, as the
first section of this paper explains, a growing body of evidence indicates that high-poverty
neighborhoods can have negative long-term impacts on health and well-being as well as on
intergenerational economic gains.
While the Housing Choice Voucher program has been successful at reducing families’ housing
cost burdens and homelessness and increasing housing stability,2 its performance on location
outcomes has been disappointing. Vouchers currently do less than they could to help families live in
low-poverty, high-opportunity neighborhoods.
Based on the evidence on how housing location affects low-income families, particularly children,
and the performance of federal rental assistance programs using location-related measures, we
recommend two related near-term goals for federal rental assistance policy. In the next several
years, federal rental assistance programs should provide:
1. greater opportunities for families to choose to rent affordable housing outside of extremepoverty neighborhoods (that is, in neighborhoods where less than 40 percent of residents are
poor); and
2. greater access for families to low-poverty, safe communities with better-performing schools.
Policymakers and program administrators can make substantial progress toward these goals in the
next few years, even in the current fiscally constrained environment and even without congressional
action or more funding. Federal, state, and local agencies can make policy changes that will help
more families in the Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) program to live in better locations by:
 Creating strong incentives for state and local housing agencies to achieve better location
outcomes;
 Modifying policies that discourage families from living in lower-poverty communities;
 Minimizing jurisdictional barriers to families’ ability to live in high-opportunity communities;
and
 Assisting families in using vouchers to rent in high-opportunity areas.
More than 700,000 low-income families with children are able to afford housing through
assistance from HUD’s other major rental assistance programs: public housing and privately owned
housing with Section 8 Project-Based Rental Assistance (PBRA). About 200,000 of these families
live in an extremely poor neighborhood. Most of those neighborhoods are also predominantly
minority. It will be more difficult to improve location outcomes in the public housing and PBRA
programs, given their place-based nature. HUD has begun two programs, however, that, over time,
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may help more families — including families now in public or PBRA housing — live in
neighborhoods with more opportunity: the Choice Neighborhoods Initiative and the Rental
Assistance Demonstration.
This focus on enhancing families’ ability to choose to move to areas with more opportunities for
their children (or to remain in affordable housing in lower-poverty, high-opportunity
neighborhoods) does not imply that policymakers should not pursue broader strategies to increase
incomes, enhance safety, and improve educational performance in very poor areas. But the
unfortunate reality is that we know relatively little about what types of interventions are effective on
a substantial scale at transforming extremely poor, disadvantaged neighborhoods.3 Moreover,
broader economic development and revitalization strategies often take many years to implement and
can be costly.4

Recommendations: Realizing the Housing Choice Voucher Program’s
Potential to Enable Families to Access Higher-Opportunity Neighborhoods
While the Housing Choice Voucher program has been successful at helping families meet their
basic housing needs, its performance on location outcomes has fallen short, as Section 2 of this
paper explains.
That more families do not use their vouchers to reside in low-poverty neighborhoods reflects, at
least in part, the constraints families face in using vouchers to access neighborhoods that provide
greater opportunities.5 Some families want the stability of remaining in their current neighborhoods
or close to support networks and current jobs. But many families are largely unaware of
opportunities in unfamiliar neighborhoods and might make different choices if they had more
information.6 Many also need assistance from program administrators to identify landlords who are
willing to accept vouchers in communities where vouchers are infrequently used and rental vacancies
are low. In addition, voucher subsidy caps are often too low to enable families to afford units in
high-opportunity areas, and other program policies can limit voucher holders’ available choices.
Current federal policy essentially assumes that having a housing voucher opens up the choice of
units to rent just like added income would and that poor families are aware of the housing options
that a voucher makes available. But as researchers Stefanie DeLuca, Philip Garboden, and Peter
Rosenblatt concluded, “the ‘free market choice’ assumptions behind the HCV program do not hold
in reality.”7 It is up to administering agencies to decide whether and how to address families’ needs
for assistance in the search process.8 Agencies that ignore the need for housing search assistance or
have ineffective or counter-productive policies are at virtually no risk of HUD sanction.9
A limited supply of moderately priced rental units in low-poverty, non-racially concentrated
neighborhoods is a significant constraint in some cities and counties.10 But most metro areas have a
sufficient supply of rental units to enable a much larger share of families to use their vouchers to
rent units in areas that would likely be better for their children, if they could overcome knowledge
and access barriers. One-third of all metropolitan rental units — and more than a quarter of all
metropolitan units with rental charges below HUD’s Fair Market Rents — are located in
neighborhoods with a poverty rate of less than 10 percent.11
Public housing agencies have flexibility under current federal requirements to implement strategies
in their Housing Choice Voucher programs to improve location outcomes, and state and local
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governments could facilitate these efforts.12 But without changes in federal policy to encourage state
and local agencies to take such steps and to modify counter-productive policies — and reliable
funding to maintain the number of families receiving HCV assistance and to administer the program
effectively — there is little reason to expect better results.13
Federal, state, and local agencies can make four sets of interrelated policy changes that will help
families in the HCV program live in better locations. (See Figure 11.) HUD could make the federal
policy changes in the first three of these areas without congressional action, modifying the incentives
both for administering agencies and program participants and reducing barriers to moving to higheropportunity areas.
1. Create strong incentives for local and state housing agencies to achieve better location
outcomes. Federal policy should provide incentives for agencies to reduce the share of
families using vouchers in extreme-poverty areas and increase the share residing in low-poverty,
high-opportunity areas. HUD could do this in three ways: by giving added weight to location
outcomes in measuring agency performance, reinforcing these changes with a strong fair
housing rule — the rule that will revise HUD grantees’ planning for how to achieve outcomes
that further fair housing goals — and rewarding agencies that help families move to highopportunity areas by paying these agencies additional administrative fees.
2. Modify policies that discourage families from living in lower-poverty communities.
Various HCV program policies impede families from moving to low-poverty areas and thereby
unintentionally encourage families to use their vouchers in poor neighborhoods that often are
highly racially concentrated. (Most extremely poor neighborhoods are predominantly African
American and/or Latino.) HUD should finalize its proposed rule on public housing agencies’
fair housing obligations. It also should set its caps on rental subsidy amounts for smaller
geographic areas than it now does, and — at least where necessary to help families move from
extreme-poverty, highly racially concentrated neighborhoods to higher-opportunity
communities with less poverty — require agencies to identify available units in these lowerpoverty communities and extend the search period for families seeking to make such moves.
3. Minimize jurisdictional barriers to families’ ability to choose to live in high-opportunity
communities. HUD should modify the HCV program’s administrative geography to reduce
the extent to which the boundaries of housing agencies’ service areas impede the program’s
ability to promote access to higher-opportunity neighborhoods. HUD could substantially
lessen these barriers by encouraging agencies in the same metropolitan area to unify their
program operations and by simplifying “portability” procedures.
4. Assist families in using vouchers to live in high-opportunity areas. To expand housing
choices in safe, low-poverty neighborhoods with well-performing schools, state and local
governments and housing agencies should adopt laws that prohibit discrimination against
voucher holders. They should also adopt policies — such as limited, carefully targeted tax
incentives — to expand participation by landlords in these neighborhoods in the HCV program
and to encourage interested families to use their vouchers in these areas. Such assistance for
families could include financial incentives to offset the additional costs of moving to highopportunity areas, mobility counseling, and programs to expand access to cars and other
transportation to and from these areas.
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Figure 11
Realizing the Housing Choice Voucher Program’s Potential
to Enable Families to Access Higher-Opportunity Neighborhoods
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Create Strong Incentives for Housing Agencies
to Achieve Better Location Outcomes
By creating strong incentives for local and state housing agencies to reduce the share of families
using vouchers in extreme-poverty areas and increase the share of families living in high-opportunity
areas, HUD can encourage the development of local policies and strategies that respond best to
varying local conditions.
 Give increased weight to location outcomes in measuring agency performance. HUD’s
most powerful tool to induce state and local housing agencies to change their administrative
practices is how it measures the effectiveness of agencies’ management of the HCV program.
HUD should revise its measurement tool, called the Section 8 Management Assessment
Program (SEMAP), which was first issued in 1998 and is largely unchanged, to give more
significant weight to the types of neighborhoods in which voucher holders live. SEMAP scores
are important to housing agencies because they can affect whether agencies qualify for
additional HUD funds or administrative flexibility, and some local agencies take these scores
into account in managers’ performance reviews and pay determinations. Agencies that perform
particularly poorly on any single indicator or overall are subject to corrective action procedures,
and they can lose their HCV contract with HUD if they do not remedy the problems.
Currently, less than 4 percent of the total points available under SEMAP are based on agencies’
use of administrative practices that “expand housing opportunities.” A similar number of bonus
points are available to agencies in metropolitan areas that increase by at least 2 percent the share
of HCV families with children living in “low-poverty” areas, but only a small share of agencies
claim those bonus points.14 In addition to revising the performance measure to give more
weight to location outcomes, HUD also should refine the particular location measures it uses.15
To persuade more landlords in higher-opportunity areas to do business with them, agencies will
also have to administer their voucher programs competently, such as by making prompt
payments to owners and conducting inspections efficiently.16 As a result, basing the
measurement of agencies’ performance in significant part on their success in enabling more
families to live in these areas also should encourage improved overall program management.
 Reinforce performance measures by issuing a strong fair housing rule. All public
housing agencies administering the HCV program (as well as HUD) have an affirmative
obligation to further the purposes of the Fair Housing Act, known as the “AFFH” duty. In
2013, some 45 years after Congress established this obligation, HUD finally issued a proposed
rule to indicate what steps agencies must take to meet their AFFH obligation.17 The
Administration should finalize this rule and provide greater clarity in it about the rule’s
applicability to the HCV program, the obligation of grantees to consider regional strategies
(which HUD defines as collaborations between two or more local agencies or jurisdictions), and
the consequences of inadequate compliance by state and local housing agencies. A strong
AFFH rule (and related planning and reporting materials from HUD) would complement a
revised and strengthened performance measurement system that emphasizes increasing access
to higher-opportunity areas; black or Hispanic families make up most of the assisted families in
extreme-poverty areas and are less likely than white assisted families to live in low-poverty areas
(see Figure 12 below and Appendix Table 2).18 It also could help PHAs receive assistance from
other agencies in achieving these goals (see further discussion of this point below).
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 Pay agencies additional administrative fees when families use their vouchers in highopportunity areas. A federal policy that financially rewards agencies when families use their
vouchers in high-opportunity areas is particularly important in the case of families for which
such moves can be especially challenging, such as minority families coming from communities
that are highly segregated by income and race or ethnicity. HUD expects to complete this year
a major analysis of the costs of running a well-administered voucher program; based on that
analysis, it is likely to recommend a new policy for determining how to allocate administrative
fees to agencies. Location-based payments could be incorporated either as a component of the
new formula or as a bonus or supplemental fee payment.19

Modify Policies That Discourage Families From Living in Lower-Poverty Communities
Many HCV program policies at both the federal and local levels — such as metropolitan-wide
maximum rental subsidy levels and limits on the time to find a rental unit — unintentionally
encourage families to use their vouchers in poor and often racially concentrated neighborhoods.
Combined with a final rule on PHAs’ obligation to affirmatively further fair housing, revising the
federal policies as outlined below could encourage PHAs to adopt payment standards and searchtime policies, and to maintain landlord lists, that would facilitate families moving to higheropportunity areas.
 Set subsidy caps for smaller geographic areas. HCV rental subsidies are capped by a
payment standard that the local housing agency sets, which generally can vary by only 10
percent from the Fair Market Rent (FMR) that HUD establishes based on the cost of modest
housing over an entire metropolitan area. Payment standards based on metro-wide FMRs are
often too low to rent units in neighborhoods with low poverty, low crime, and strong schools
unless families pay out of pocket the extra rent above the payment standard — a difficult
burden for many families that already must pay 30 percent of their limited incomes for rent.20
At the same time, metropolitan FMRs often result in payment standards that are higher than
necessary in areas of concentrated poverty, allowing families to rent larger units in those
neighborhoods and potentially allowing owners to charge above-market rents (unless agencies
strictly enforce rules requiring that rents be reasonable in the local market).21 As a result,
metropolitan-wide FMRs likely encourage the use of vouchers — and their acceptance by
owners — in poor, unsafe neighborhoods with low-quality schools. 22
HUD is currently testing, through a limited number of local housing agencies, “Small Area Fair
Market Rents” (SAFMRs), which are based on market rents in individual zip codes rather than
rents over an entire metro area. Early results suggest that SAFMRs more adequately enable
voucher holders to rent units in neighborhoods with better schools, more college graduates, and
less violent crime, poverty, and unemployment — and do so without raising program costs.23 By
being more responsive to local price trends, SAFMRs also may help families rent better-quality
units and remain in improving neighborhoods as rents rise. HUD should move promptly to
scale up the use of SAFMRs, starting by requiring their use in metropolitan areas where voucher
holders are disproportionately concentrated in high-poverty neighborhoods.24
 Provide voucher holders with information on units in high-opportunity neighborhoods.
Many housing agencies influence families’ neighborhood choices through the lists they give
families of landlords willing to rent to voucher holders. (HUD requires agencies to provide a
list of willing landlords in the information packet they provide to new families that are issued
vouchers.) But unless the agency makes an intentional and potentially time-consuming effort to
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solicit listings from landlords in lower-poverty areas, it is likely that many of the landlords who
reach out to the agency will list units that are otherwise difficult for them to rent, particularly
units in very poor neighborhoods where families often have trouble paying rent on time each
month unless they have a rental subsidy.25 HUD should, at a minimum, require that PHAprovided housing lists include units in a broad range of neighborhoods, including low-poverty
areas that don’t have a high concentration of voucher holders or other assisted housing and
would provide options for families to live in racially diverse communities.26 To help “change
the default” for families that come from segregated, high-poverty areas, HUD could require
agencies to list most prominently the available units in high-opportunity areas.27
 Extend search periods when families need more time to find units in high-opportunity
neighborhoods. Inflexible limitations on the amount of time that a family given a voucher has
to find a unit meeting program requirements can also discourage families from searching for
housing in neighborhoods that are harder for them to get to and/or where fewer landlords
accept vouchers.28 While federal rules require agencies to give households 60 days to lease a
unit with their voucher, they permit (but do not require) agencies to allow additional time.29
HUD could provide more guidance or could modify its rule on the amount of additional time
that families have to search with a voucher by requiring PHAs to extend the search time if a
family requests an extension to find a unit in a low-poverty area. HUD should also consider
requiring such extensions when minority families are seeking to move to an area where their
race does not predominate. In these cases, this would “affirmatively further” fair housing.

Minimize Jurisdictional Barriers to Families’ Ability to
Choose to Live in High-Opportunity Communities
HUD should modify the administrative geography of the HCV program to substantially reduce
the extent to which agencies’ service areas (or “jurisdictions”) impede the program’s ability to
promote access to higher-opportunity neighborhoods. In most metropolitan areas, one agency
administers the HCV program in the central city and one or more different agencies serve suburban
cities and towns. This pattern is the case in 95 of the 100 largest metro areas, where 78 percent of
households in the HCV program lived in 2012. In 29 of the 100 largest metro areas, voucher
administration is divided among ten or more agencies. This is the case even in mid-size areas such
as Providence, Rhode Island, and Albany, New York, each of which has 36 agencies administering
the HCV program.30
Rental units in safe neighborhoods with good schools may be more plentiful in suburban areas
than in the central cities, which are more likely to have higher-poverty neighborhoods with failing
schools, but the balkanization of metro-area HCV programs among numerous agencies often
impedes greater use of vouchers in the higher-opportunity areas.31 Agency staff may be unfamiliar
with housing opportunities outside of their jurisdiction and are unlikely to assist families to make
such moves. Some landlords may be reluctant to do business with an unfamiliar housing agency.
Overcoming these administrative divisions is challenging, and the difficulties are exacerbated by
cumbersome federal policies that make it more difficult for families coming from the central city or
poor suburban areas to use their vouchers to lease housing in low-poverty suburban areas with
better schools, as well as by financial disincentives for housing agencies to encourage such moves.
HUD could substantially lessen these barriers by encouraging (or in limited circumstances requiring)
agencies administering the HCV program in the same metro area to unify their voucher program
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operations, as well as by simplifying the procedures for families who want to use their vouchers in
another agency’s jurisdiction.
 Encourage agencies to form consortia or consolidate. If PHAs in a metro area could at
least form a consortium in which they each retain their local board but together have a single
voucher funding contract with HUD, families would be able to use their vouchers to move
seamlessly within the cities and towns in the consortium.32 Under HUD’s current rules,
however, agencies have little incentive to form consortia, and when they do, they still don’t have
a single funding contract with HUD.33 HUD recently proposed to revise its consortia rule to
allow all agencies in a consortium to have a single funding contract with HUD.34 HUD should
finalize this rule promptly and include funds to assist agencies in forming consortia in its fiscal
year 2016 budget.
 Strengthen HUD’s performance assessment tools and its use of certain remedies in
response to poor performance. HUD has the authority to require consolidation when an
agency is not administering the HCV program effectively, even if a state or local law limits the
geographic area of agency operation.35
 Simplify “portability” procedures. When families want to use their vouchers to rent housing
in an area served by a different agency than the one that issued the voucher, the new agency
may require families to go through repetitive procedures to affirm their eligibility. These extra
steps reduce the amount of time families have to search for housing and may result in rejection
by the new agency despite the initial agency’s approval. If families succeed in using their
vouchers in different jurisdictions, both agencies involved usually receive lower fees (due to the
requirement to split the administrative payments) and typically incur higher costs (due to the
transfer of paperwork and funds between the agencies).36 HUD should simplify the
“portability” procedures for families that seek to use their vouchers in another agency’s
jurisdiction, in order to reduce both the barriers for families to make such moves and the
administrative burdens that such moves can entail for agencies.37

Assist Families in Using Vouchers in High-Opportunity Areas
The various policy changes described above, which are within the control of HUD and the state
and local housing agencies that administer the HCV program, would likely make a significant
difference in expanding families’ ability to use vouchers to access safer neighborhoods that provide
better opportunities. But additional help may be needed from state and local governments and
private funding sources to overcome some of the most serious barriers to families using their
vouchers to access high-opportunity neighborhoods.38 This is most likely to be the case in areas
where efforts to recruit landlords in such neighborhoods to participate in the program are
unsuccessful or where too few rental options exist. In addition, experience from a number of local
mobility programs indicates that more black and Hispanic families will succeed in moving from lowincome, racially segregated areas to high-opportunity, predominantly white neighborhoods if they
receive intensive assistance.39 Key strategies include the following initiatives:
 State and local governments should adopt policies to encourage landlords in lowpoverty areas to accept housing vouchers. For example, to encourage more landlords in
low-poverty areas to rent to families with housing vouchers, Illinois enacted a property tax
abatement in 2003 for landlords that rent units in low-poverty areas within prosperous
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communities to voucher holders.40 States also could encourage developers to build in highopportunity communities with a scarcity of moderately priced rental housing and to rent a share
of the units to voucher holders, by giving such properties extra points in the highly competitive
process to receive Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) awards. (See Box 4 for more
examples of how LIHTC policy could increase the availability of high-opportunity housing
choices for voucher holders.)
 Enact state or local laws prohibiting discrimination against voucher holders. Such laws
may make more rentals in lower-poverty and less racially segregated neighborhoods available to
voucher holders. Thirteen states and numerous cities and counties have enacted such laws,
usually as part of legislation that also prohibits landlords from discriminating against people
who rely on TANF or Supplemental Security Income benefits to pay the rent. Recent studies
found that such laws increased the percentage of people who successfully lease a unit with a
voucher by between 5 and 12 percentage points and made a modest improvement in location
outcomes compared with adjacent areas without an anti-discrimination law.41
 Provide mobility counseling to help families move to and remain in high-opportunity
neighborhoods. There have been efforts in some metro areas to provide intensive “mobility
counseling” to families that want to move to lower-poverty neighborhoods.42 (Some of these
programs originated from fair housing lawsuits and require that destination neighborhoods be
predominantly white.) Programs in the Baltimore and Dallas areas have reported significant
success in moving substantial numbers of families to much lower-poverty, predominantly nonminority communities.
These initiatives provide families with assistance in locating available units, higher rental subsidy
levels, payments for security deposits and other moving costs, and counselling to help them
adjust to such neighborhoods. They provide similar services to families for at least one
subsequent move to help them remain in designated opportunity areas.43 These programs
operate on a regional basis covering at least the central city and many suburban areas, thereby
avoiding the barriers created by separate agency service areas.44
Similar to the experience of families that moved to suburban areas under the Gautreaux
program in Chicago, two-thirds of whom continued to reside in middle-class suburban
neighborhoods 15 years later (discussed in Section 1 of this paper),45 it appears that a larger
share of families that have moved to high-opportunity areas as a result of these initiatives have
chosen to remain in lower-poverty, racially integrated neighborhoods than was the case for
families that participated in HUD’s Moving to Opportunity demonstration. In a Baltimore
program that includes mobility counseling, for example, the average poverty rate for the
neighborhoods in which the families whom the program aided lived over the ten years
following their initial move was 14.6 percent, compared with 30.2 percent pre-move. In
contrast, the comparable average neighborhood poverty rate over a 10-year period for MTO
families that initially moved to low-poverty areas, weighted based on the length of families’
residence, was 21 percent.46
Qualitative research on a sample of families that moved to suburban areas through the
Baltimore program highlights the change in families’ location-related priorities after they
moved, including placing a higher value on high-quality schools.47 As discussed earlier, longer
stays in low-poverty neighborhoods are associated with improved educational results for
children and better employment results for mothers.
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Unfortunately, there has been no rigorous evaluation of the impact or cost-benefit ratio of
particular features of mobility-promoting programs.48 One study now underway in the Chicago
area is testing the impact of mobility counseling coupled with a $500 incentive payment if a
family moves to a designated opportunity area, compared to just the incentive payment and to
neither intensive services nor an incentive, with results due in 2015.49 It is important to learn
more about what types of incentives and services have the greatest effect under varying local
conditions. HUD should encourage such knowledge-building.
In addition, if recent federal underfunding of housing agencies’ costs of administering the HCV
program continues, agencies will likely need supplemental funds if they are to provide
meaningful mobility counseling services. Some HUD funds that go to states and localities,
including Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) funds, as well as limited federal
housing counseling and fair housing funds that are available on a competitive basis to nonprofit agencies, could be used for this purpose.50 States and localities also could use other funds
they control to assist housing agencies in providing these services. Philanthropy (through such
mechanisms as community foundations) also could play a significant role in helping to provide
initial funding for mobility programs and in supporting the research necessary to build
knowledge about the most cost-effective strategies. The results of such research might also
help agencies obtain subsequent funding from state or local governments by providing a greater
knowledge base on what works and is most cost efficient.
 Expand access to cars to help families use vouchers in low-poverty areas. Access to a
functional car or having a driver’s license appears to help families use vouchers in low-poverty,
safer neighborhoods initially and for longer periods of time. Cars make the search for housing
easier, particularly in neighborhoods not well served by efficient public transit. Having a car
also facilitates access to jobs — either in the old neighborhood or near the new one — and
makes it easier to maintain connections to social networks in families’ former neighborhoods.
For all of these reasons, families with reliable access to cars may be more willing and able to use
housing vouchers to move to and remain in low-poverty neighborhoods. Programs to help
families own cars or use short-term rental car services that are targeted specifically on families
with housing vouchers, or that help low-income families generally, could be a useful adjunct to
the housing-focused policies we recommend.51
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Box 4: Low-Income Housing Tax Credit Could Do More to
Provide Access to High-Opportunity Areas
The Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC), the nation’s main program to develop affordable housing,
is a potentially powerful tool to provide poor families access to high-opportunity areas. But LIHTC has
performed inadequately in this respect. On average, LIHTC units large enough for families with
children are near schools that score at the 31st percentile on standardized tests.a This is better than
the average for schools near the homes of poor families or voucher holders with children, but leaves
much room for improvement, given that the majority of LIHTC residents (in states with available data)
have incomes above the poverty line.b (Families are eligible for LIHTC units if their income is below 60
percent of the median income for the area, which is about 200 percent of the federal poverty line.)
While some of the state agencies that allocate LIHTC credits encourage development in highopportunity areas, states could do substantially more. For example, states can establish selection
preferences for projects in low-poverty areas or near high-performing schools and can limit preferences
for high-poverty areas to those where a comprehensive revitalization effort is underway. States can
also eliminate barriers to using LIHTC in high-opportunity areas, such as rigid cost caps that block
projects when land costs are high (as well as requirements that local officials or state legislators
approve the award of credits to build a property in a particular location).c
The federal government should ensure that non-discrimination requirements — including the obligation
of recipients of federal funds to “affirmatively further” fair housing and the obligation of LIHTC
properties not to discriminate against families with Housing Choice Vouchers — are applied to LIHTC
and strictly enforced. HUD can also influence the location of LIHTC developments through its authority
to designate Difficult Development Areas (DDAs), areas with high land and construction costs where
projects are eligible for added credits. Today, HUD designates a small number of metropolitan areas
as DDAs, including both low- and high-cost neighborhoods within those areas. But beginning in 2016,
HUD will set DDAs at the zip code level, a promising measure that will provide added credits in highcost (and often high-opportunity) neighborhoods in most major metropolitan areas.
HUD and state agencies also should move promptly to make data on the income, race, and family
composition of tenants in each LIHTC development available so policymakers and the public can better
assess LIHTC’s effectiveness in furthering key goals, including providing poor families with children
access to high-opportunity neighborhoods. There are no national data available on the families
assisted by LIHTC, a striking omission for a low-income program that has operated for 27 years and
helps develop about 100,000 units each year. In 2008, Congress directed state agencies to submit
data on LIHTC tenants and HUD to publish the data annually. HUD and state agencies have worked to
develop a data collection system but have not yet released any data.
a Ellen & Horn (2012).
b O'Regan & Horn (2013).
c Khadduri (2013b).

Expanding Access to Higher-Opportunity Areas in HUD’s Project-Based Rental
Assistance Programs
More than 700,000 low-income families with children are able to afford decent housing by living
in public housing or privately owned properties that HUD subsidizes. Generally, these families
cannot move without losing rental assistance. For about 200,000 of these families, having an
affordable place to live entails living in an extremely poor neighborhood — one where 40 percent or
more of the residents have incomes below the poverty line. (See Appendix Table 1.) Most of these
neighborhoods are also predominantly minority.52 Almost all of these families are racial or ethnic
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minorities: only 6 percent of the public housing families in extremely poor neighborhoods, and only
7 percent of families in privately owned assisted properties in such neighborhoods, are non-Hispanic
white. (See Figure 12.)
Figure 12
Most Families in Public Housing or Project-Based Assisted
Housing in Extreme-Poverty* Neighborhoods Are Minorities

*Extreme-poverty neighborhoods are those in which at least 40 percent of the population
is poor.
Source: CBPP analysis of 2010 and 2011 HUD administrative data and 2009 and 2011
Census data.

Recognizing the adverse impact of growing up in very poor neighborhoods, the Obama
Administration has initiated a multi-faceted strategy, the Promise Zones Initiative, that could help
revitalize some of the neighborhoods in which HUD-assisted properties are located. But its scale is
small; only 20 sites with no more than 200,000 residents per site are planned over the next three
years, and Congress is unlikely to provide substantial new resources for this initiative.53 (In addition,
the initiative may end up focusing on areas with more potential for major change than many of the
extremely poor neighborhoods in which many HUD-assisted properties are located.54)

Two HUD Initiatives Hold Potential to Reduce Harm
Two HUD programs — the Choice Neighborhoods Initiative and the Rental Assistance
Demonstration — may be of more short-run benefit to children living in HUD-assisted properties
in extremely poor neighborhoods if Congress provides sufficient funds and HUD and local partners
implement the programs effectively.
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Choice Neighborhoods Initiative Is Promising, but Relocation Counseling Should Be Enhanced
The Choice Neighborhoods Initiative (CNI), which began in 2010, aims to rebuild severely
distressed public housing and privately owned assisted properties and to transform the distressed
neighborhoods in which they are located into “sustainable mixed income neighborhoods with
appropriate services, schools, public assets, transportation, and access to jobs.”55 The program’s
comprehensive approach is based on the lessons learned from earlier efforts under the HOPE VI
public housing revitalization program, which were primarily housing-focused, did not lead to
improved economic or educational results for families, and often failed to revitalize neighborhoods
around the replacement properties.56 By the end of June 2014, HUD had awarded planning grants
to 56 communities and implementation grants to 12. The total number of implementation grants
will probably rise to 15 when HUD awards the $90 million that Congress provided for this program
in 2014.
Because, under HOPE VI, few original residents returned to the rebuilt mixed-income properties,
the program’s principal impacts on them resulted from relocation.57 HUD has modified a number
of requirements for the Choice Neighborhoods Initiative with the goal of enabling more displaced
families to return to redeveloped properties in revitalized neighborhoods. But it is likely that despite
these changes, many displaced families will not return and will instead continue to live in privatemarket housing using the tenant-based vouchers provided to them as part of the relocation process.
Outcomes for these families will depend in substantial part on the types of neighborhoods to which
they move and the services they receive as part of the initiative.
While HUD requires that agencies receiving CNI grants provide “mobility counseling” and
“housing search assistance,” it does not define what those efforts must consist of. HUD’s report on
initial implementation by the first five CNI grantees finds that “[n]one of the plans devotes much
attention…to ensuring that those who choose not to return also end up in better situations.”58 This
is an inauspicious start, given HOPE VI’s history of many displaced families ending up in highpoverty — albeit safer — areas, with inadequate schools.59
To realize the maximum benefit for families that have lived in distressed developments in
deprived communities, HUD should require CNI grantees to offer relocating families effective
mobility services, including recruitment of landlords in low-poverty, high-opportunity communities,
effective search assistance, and policies that allow vouchers to provide sufficient subsidies to make
renting in higher-cost neighborhoods feasible for families. To help families remain in or make a
subsequent move to a neighborhood with greater opportunities, these services should remain
available to families at least until the replacement for the distressed property is ready for
reoccupancy, when families could choose to move back or to keep their vouchers.
Findings on the CNI model’s effectiveness at transforming neighborhoods and improving the
lives of both the original and subsequent residents of the assisted properties, as well as other lowincome residents of the distressed neighborhoods, likely won’t be available for a number of years.60
If the evaluation ultimately demonstrates that the comprehensive revitalization model in the Choice
Neighborhoods Initiative is effective and worth the considerable investment, Congress should make
it a priority to increase funding so that more families and neighborhoods can benefit.
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Expand the Rental Assistance Demonstration With Enhanced Focus on Robust Mobility Options
A second program, the Rental Assistance Demonstration (RAD), allows HUD to convert some
public housing units to long-term contracts with public housing agencies under either the projectbased component of the voucher program or the separate Section 8 Project-Based Rental Assistance
program, with the goal of rehabilitating and preserving the units.61 RAD, which was established in
2012, could help provide low-income children access to high-opportunity neighborhoods in three
ways.
First, RAD can help preserve affordable units in public housing properties located in highopportunity or improving neighborhoods. Nearly 21,000 families with children live in public
housing in census tracts where less than 10 percent of the population is poor, and another 63,000
live in tracts with poverty rates between 10 and 20 percent. Some of these properties provide stable
access to effective schools.62
Many of these developments could be lost, however, if current policies continue. Maintenance
and repair of public housing has been underfunded for decades, causing a substantial loss in the
number of units available as projects deteriorate. HUD recently estimated that the remaining stock
of public housing has accumulated a backlog of unmet capital needs of $26 billion.63 The welllocated public housing developments would be extremely difficult to replace if they were lost, due to
factors such as the high cost of land and neighborhood resistance to the development of new
subsidized housing.
The long-term Section 8 subsidy contracts that RAD provides make it easier to leverage private
investment, in the form of mortgage loans or housing tax credits, to rehabilitate public housing
developments. Moreover, RAD policies generally require either preservation or replacement of all
units in all affected developments. RAD conversions can play a vital role in preserving well-located
affordable properties for the long run.
Second, RAD could contribute to revitalization of high-poverty neighborhoods if the resources it
provides were combined with Choice Neighborhoods grant funds and investments in schools and
crime reduction like those called for under the Promise Zones Initiative. HUD has encouraged
RAD conversions to be made in public housing properties that are being substantially rehabilitated
or replaced through Choice Neighborhoods grants, by allowing housing agencies to submit a joint
application to participate in the two initiatives. Without higher funding for Choice Neighborhood
grants and related programs, however, few properties converted under RAD are likely to be located
in areas undergoing comprehensive revitalization.
Third, RAD expands the choices available to low-income families that live in the converted
developments. Most families in RAD developments will be permitted to move with the first tenantbased Housing Choice Voucher that becomes available at their local housing agency after they have
lived in the converted development for a defined period: one year for a development converted to
project-based vouchers and two years for a development converted to project-based rental
assistance. This “mobility option” is available today to families assisted through the regular projectbased voucher program, but not to those in public housing and PBRA developments.
The RAD mobility option offers a promising opportunity to help families move to low-poverty
neighborhoods. Since RAD residents will have had stable affordable housing in the period before
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they are eligible to move with a voucher, they should have time to consider neighborhood options
(and where necessary, to try to repair their credit history, which will give them a better chance of
being accepted by a landlord in a low-poverty area) before they begin to search for a new home.
Counseling about neighborhood options and search techniques can be delivered efficiently to RAD
residents who live in a single development. For these reasons, RAD offers a potentially better
platform than HOPE VI relocation did to assist families in making moves to high-opportunity areas.
The mobility option will not reduce the overall number of residents living in RAD developments
in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty, because when a family uses a tenant-based voucher to
leave a RAD development, the unit it vacates will remain subsidized and be filled by a household
from the housing agency’s or private owner’s waiting list. But this policy will provide interested
residents with the opportunity to move to a lower-poverty neighborhood. The opportunity to move
out of public housing in a very poor neighborhood could be especially important for families with
young children, for whom continuing to live in a high crime-area with poorly performing schools
may have a lifelong impact.
Congress and HUD should take several measures to capitalize on RAD’s potential to provide lowincome families better access to high-opportunity neighborhoods.
 Support strong mobility assistance for RAD residents. HUD should encourage local
housing agencies to help residents of RAD properties access housing in high-opportunity areas,
including by providing guidance to agencies on best practices for performing these tasks. Such
practices could include, for example, educating RAD residents about housing opportunities,
assisting them with their housing search, adjusting usual policies on the amount of time a
voucher holder has to find and lease a unit, providing resources to help cover security deposits
and moving expenses, and supporting residents after they have moved to help them adjust to
their new neighborhoods and take advantage of the services the new neighborhoods offer.
 Allow full Section 8 subsidies when needed to preserve developments in highopportunity areas or support comprehensive revitalization. The Section 8 subsidies
provided to RAD developments — including project-based vouchers and Project-Based Rental
Assistance — are capped at the level of the public housing subsidies the development received
before conversion. This level is typically much lower than subsidies set under the regular
market-oriented Section 8 rules and would be inadequate to sustain many developments over
the long run. As a result, this limit makes RAD conversion infeasible for a large segment of the
public housing stock.
The Administration’s 2015 budget requests $10 million to provide higher subsidies for some
RAD units in high-poverty areas where the Administration is supporting comprehensive
revitalization, such as in Promise Zones.64 This funding was included in the Senate
Appropriations Committee’s 2015 housing appropriations bill but not in the housing
appropriations bill the full House approved. Congress should include these funds in the final
fiscal year 2015 funding bill, but allow the funds to be used not only for RAD units in highpoverty areas that are being revitalized but also for RAD units in high-opportunity or rapidly
improving areas, as such units are important to preserve.
 Expand and extend the demonstration. When Congress established RAD in 2012, it limited
conversions to 60,000 public housing units — about 5 percent of the nation’s public housing
stock. By the end of 2013, HUD had already received applications to convert 176,000 units.
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The Senate’s 2015 funding bill would raise the unit limit on conversions to 185,000 units. (The
House bill made no change.) Congress should include the Senate provision in the final
appropriations bill.

Conclusion
A growing body of evidence suggests that children benefit from living in safe, low-poverty
neighborhoods with good schools, while growing up in extremely poor neighborhoods with lowperforming schools and high levels of crime and violence can undermine their development and
well-being over the short and long terms. Yet, federal rental assistance programs have a
disappointing track record of helping low-income families to avoid high-poverty neighborhoods and
access healthier communities with better opportunities.
Policymakers and program administrators can make substantial progress in the next few years
toward the goal of improving opportunities for assisted families. Federal, state, and local agencies
can make four interrelated sets of policy changes that will help more families in the Housing Choice
Voucher program to live in better locations. In addition, two new HUD programs have the
potential to help more families who live in public housing or receive Project-Based Rental
Assistance to live in neighborhoods that promote better outcomes for children if Congress expands
them and HUD implements them effectively.
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and affordable rental units are particularly concentrated. If HUD replaced the 50 th percentile metropolitan FMR policy
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Technical Appendix
This appendix explains the data sources and methods used in the analyses in Sections 2 and 3 of
this paper and contains more detailed tables.
Assisted Households
This analysis uses U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) administrative
data on households that participated in the Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher (HCV), Public
Housing, and Section 8 Project-Based Rental Assistance (PBRA) programs during calendar year
2010. Data for households in public housing participating in the Moving to Work Demonstration in
the District of Columbia and Chicago were omitted from the 2010 HUD file. We used data from
calendar year 2011 to supplement the undercount of households in public housing served by the
District of Columbia and Chicago housing authorities. The data are an extract from the Family
Report Forms HUD-50058 and HUD-50059. Our analysis excludes about 4,000 units in other
HUD programs that house families with children.
Presence of Minors in the Household
The HUD administrative data report the presence and number of minor children in the
household. The data have a flag variable to identify households with minor children; however, this
flag sometimes identifies a household as childless, contradicting other variables that indicate the
presence of a minor child in the household. To address this contradiction, we created our own flag,
which considers all of the variables to identify households as having (or not having) minors. We
identified 1,878,830 assisted households with minor children in the three major rental assistance
programs and a total of 3,919,511 assisted minors.
Race and Ethnicity
The data identify the race and ethnicity of the head of household. We used the head of
household’s race and ethnicity in our analysis for all members of the household. We included
individuals of Hispanic ethnicity as Hispanic and excluded them from the black or white racial
categories. There are 22,772 households with children where the field for the race of the
householder is blank. The majority of these cases are in the PBRA dataset.
Poverty
We used census-tract poverty data to describe the neighborhoods of 1,763,888 assisted
households with 3,681,356 children. We assumed that census-tract boundaries reflect
neighborhoods. The tract-level geographical data for 114,942 assisted households with 238,155
children was not reported (45,173 HCV households, 48,250 public housing households, and 21,519
PBRA households). We excluded these families from neighborhood poverty analyses.
Poverty estimates by census tracts are primarily from U.S. Census Bureau, American Community
Survey, 2009 5-Year Estimates, Table S1701, generated using American Fact Finder,
http://factfinder2.census.gov.
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HUD administrative data for calendar year 2010 are geocoded to 2000 census boundaries.
Beginning in 2010, the American Community Survey uses 2010 census boundaries, while the ACS
for 2009 and earlier years uses 2000 census boundaries. We matched the 2010 HUD administrative
data to ACS 2009 five-year census tract estimates. HUD administrative data for calendar year 2011
for the District of Columbia and Chicago is geocoded to 2010 census boundaries. We matched
these data to ACS 2011 five-year census-tract estimates.
We use all poor children as a comparison group because it is not possible to identify poor children
without housing assistance with reasonable accuracy.
A “low-poverty” area is a census tract in which less than 10 percent of the people have incomes
below the poverty line. An “extreme” (or “concentrated”) poverty area is a census tract in which 40
percent or more of the people are poor.
Metropolitan Areas
The United States Office of Management and Budget (OMB) defines a Metropolitan Statistical
Area (MSA) as one or more adjacent counties or county equivalents that have at least one urban
core area of at least 50,000 population, plus adjacent territory that has a high degree of social and
economic integration with the core as measured by commuting ties. For more information on
metropolitan area definitions, see http://www.census.gov/population/metro/. There are 359
metropolitan areas where one or more public housing agencies administer vouchers.
We identified 1,528 public housing agencies that administer vouchers in metro areas. The
location of public housing agencies is from HUD Picture of Subsidized Households 2012 found
here: http://www.huduser.org/portal/datasets/picture/yearlydata.html. We determined the areas
served by state agencies using public information and interviews.
We ranked the 100 largest metro areas by population. Population estimates in metropolitan areas
are from U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2012 1-Year Estimates, Table DP04,
generated using American Fact Finder, http://factfinder2.census.gov. Eighty percent of all
households receiving housing voucher assistance in 2012 lived in the 100 largest metropolitan areas.
The number of voucher-assisted households in metropolitan areas (1,916,743) is from HUD
administrative data for calendar year 2012.
Fair Market Rents
Using HUD administrative data for calendar year 2012, we analyzed data for 803,273 families with
children regarding the census tract where they lived, the number of bedrooms for which they were
eligible for a HCV subsidy, and the number of bedrooms in the units they rented — and we
matched these data to HUD Fair Market Rents for FY 2013, HUD Small Area Fair Market Rents
for FY 2013, and census-tract poverty estimates. Poverty estimates are from the U.S. Census
Bureau, American Community Survey, 2012 5-Year Estimates, Table S1701, generated using
American Fact Finder, http://factfinder2.census.gov. This analysis did not include families assisted
by agencies in the Moving to Work demonstration because the data for those agencies did not
include the number of bedrooms for which families were eligible for a subsidy.
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We found that 167,031 families with children rent larger units than the authorized subsidy level.
Sixty-four percent, or 106,261, of these families live in areas where the Small Area FMR is lower
than the metro FMR. Eight percent of these families live in low-poverty areas, while 17 percent live
in high-poverty neighborhoods.
Detailed Tables
Appendix Table 1

Where Assisted Families With Children Live, by Poverty Concentration
Housing Choice
Vouchers
Poverty rate of
census tract
Less than 10%
10–19.9%
20–29.9%
30–39.9%
40% and above
Median poverty
concentration
Total

Public housing

Project-based rental
assistance

Total

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

210,154
333,613
249,425
142,775
101,885

20.2%
32.1%
24.0%
13.8%
9.8%

20,994
62,874
83,613
76,502
132,018

5.6%
16.7%
22.2%
20.3%
35.1%

32,407
87,884
89,711
62,890
77,143

9.3%
25.1%
25.6%
18.0%
22.0%

263,555
484,371
422,749
282,167
311,046

14.9%
27.5%
24.0%
16.0%
17.6%

1,037,852

19.2%
100.0%

376,001

32.2%
100.0%

350,035

25.9%
100.0%

1,763,888

22.8%
100.0%

Source: CBPP analysis of 2010 and 2011 HUD administrative data and 2009 and 2011 Census data.
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Appendix Table 2
Racial and Ethnic Composition of Assisted Families With Children, by Program
Race / Ethnicity

Housing Choice Vouchers
(HCV)

Public housing (PH)

Project-based rental
assistance (PBRA)

Black

56.8%

54.5%

50.2%

Hispanic

17.6%

23.8%

18.5%

White
All Other

22.8%
2.9%

18.6%
3.1%

24.8%
6.5%

Racial and Ethnic Composition of Assisted Families
With Children in Low-Poverty* Neighborhoods
Race /Ethnicity
HCV
PH
PBRA
Black
50.3%
41.3%
31.8%
Hispanic
14.4%
15.9%
13.1%
White
31.3%
36.2%
46.4%
All Other
4.1%
6.6%
8.7%

Racial and Ethnic Composition of Assisted Families With
Children in Extreme-Poverty** Neighborhoods
Race /Ethnicity
HCV
PH
PBRA
Black
65.3%
64.3%
66.5%
Hispanic
20.7%
27.4%
21.1%
White
12.6%
6.0%
7.1%
All Other
1.4%
2.3%
5.3%

Total numbers
Assisted Families
With Children

210,154

20,994

Total numbers
32,407

Assisted Families
With Children

101,885

132,018

77,143

*Low-poverty neighborhoods=tracts where less than 10 percent of residents are poor.
**Extreme-poverty neighborhoods=tracts where more than 40 percent of residents are poor.
Source: CBPP analysis of 2010 and 2011 HUD administrative data and 2009 and 2011 Census data.
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