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FOREWORD
Margery Austin Turner
Why run a housing mobility program? The fundamental reason is that neighborhoods make a differ​ence in the lives of families and children. Poor families benefit when they can move away from dis​tressed and dangerous environments to live in safe, opportunity-rich neighborhoods.
The Moving to Opportunity demonstration (MTO) is by far the most ambitious effort test this propo​sition. The families from public housing projects in five cities that volunteered to participate in MTO were randomly divided into three groups: the experimental group received housing vouchers that (for the first year) could only be used in low-poverty neighborhoods, along with one-time help finding a house or apartment that qualified; the comparison group received regular housing vouchers that could be used to move to any neighborhood; and the control group continued to receive housing subsidies in their original development.'
Recently released results from the full, formal evaluation conclude that, as a group, the MTO experi​mental households enjoy significantly better health and mental health outcomes than the control group but not higher employment, incomes, or educational attainment.2 The health gains (which weren't anticipated when MTO was launched) are hugely important. Obesity, anxiety, and depression severely degrade a person's quality of life, employability, and parenting abilities. Nobody should understate the value of a policy intervention that helps tackle these chronic health risks. But what explains the absence of measurable differences in employment and education?
One possible reason is that few experimental households spent much time living in high-opportunity neighborhoods. In fact, less than half the households in the MTO treatment group actually moved to low-poverty neighborhoods initially, and many moved back to higher poverty neighborhoods after a year or two. Consequently, by the end of the demonstration period, differences among the three treatment groups in exposure to high-opportunity neighborhoods were quite modest.
It turns out that most MTO households who moved to high-opportunity neighborhoods had difficulty staying there. Only one in four sustained their residence in these locations throughout the study period. MTO households left these neighborhoods for three main reasons: problems with their lease or conflicts with the landlord, dissatisfaction with how their housing was maintained, or desire for a bigger or better-quality apartment. During the housing boom (leading up to 2008), households faced additional stressors, such as units being sold and rehabbed, rented above the voucher program rent ceiling, or removed from the voucher program altogether.4
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Nevertheless, MTO households that did manage to live for longer periods in neighborhoods with lower poverty did achieve better outcomes in work and school. Adults were more likely to have jobs and earn more, and youth had higher English and math test scores, other things being equal. These benefits were not only statistically significant but also meaningful in size. For example, an adult who lived in neighborhoods with poverty rates averaging 16 percent over a decade has a predicted monthly income $233 higher at the end of the period than an adult who lived in neighborhoods with poverty rates averaging 41 percent. The corresponding differences in boys' predicted English and math test scores equate to nearly a year of instruction.'
It's important to note, though, that moving to a low-poverty neighborhood does not guarantee that children will attend high-performing schools or that adults will have better access to jobs. Roughly 7 of 10 MTO households sent their children to their assigned schools; and for those that were school "choosers," informed choices proved difficult. Some parents were unaware of the options available in their new neighborhoods, in part because most relied on limited information resources, such as word-of-mouth referrals from relatives and friends.6 Geographic analysis also revealed that MTO households relocating to low-poverty neighborhoods in Los Angeles and Chicago were no closer to low-skilled job opportunities than those they left behind.' And ethnographic observation of MTO households highlighted the tremendous struggles they faced trying to line up a secure, three-way spatial match: access to affordable child care (often provided by relatives or friends), an apartment that stayed affordable, and a reasonably secure job. This struggle often led to instability, difficult commutes, and frequent moves and job changes.
The evidence from MTO argues for ongoing investments in housing mobility programs that help low-income households find and afford housing in high-opportunity neighborhoods. But it also challenges policymakers and practitioners to strengthen the design and implementation of these programs. Low poverty rates alone may not target the neighborhoods that are truly rich in
opportunities for households with children. So, housing mobility programs need to get smarter about identifying and monitoring other indicators of opportunity, including low crime, good neighborhood schools, and access to decent jobs. Households also need help staying in high-opportunity neighborhoods as well as getting there, especially when rental market conditions are tight. And some households need supplemental help to understand and access the educational and employment opportunities that their new neighborhoods have to offer.
The next generation of housing mobility programs must learn from these lessons to ensure that poor households reap the benefits that opportunity moves can bring.
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