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Realizing the Housing Voucher Program’s Potential
to Enable Families to Move to Better Neighborhoods
By Barbara Sard and Douglas Rice

Housing Choice Vouchers help families afford decent, stable housing, avoid homelessness, and
make ends meet. They also enable children to grow up in better neighborhoods and thereby
enhance their chances of long-term health and success. When African American and Hispanic
families use housing vouchers, for example, their children are nearly twice as likely as other poor
minority children to grow up in low-poverty neighborhoods and somewhat less likely to grow up in
extremely poor areas. Still, 343,000 children in families using vouchers lived in extremely poor
neighborhoods in 2014. Vouchers could do much more to help these and other children grow up in
safer, low-poverty neighborhoods with good schools.
Public housing agencies have flexibility under current Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) program
rules to implement strategies to improve location outcomes, and state and local governments could
facilitate these efforts. 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.
Federal, state, and local agencies can make four sets of interrelated policy changes to help families
in the HCV program live in better locations:
 Create

strong incentives for state and local housing agencies to achieve better location
outcomes;

 Modify

policies that discourage families from living in lower-poverty communities;

 Minimize

jurisdictional barriers to families’ ability to live in high-opportunity communities;

and
 Assist

families in using vouchers to rent in high-opportunity areas.
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Evidence Shows That Neighborhoods Affect Children’s Well-Being
and Long-Term Success
Where families live largely determines the quality of children’s schools, the safety of children’s
playgrounds, and neighbors’ education, employment, and affluence. Location also can affect adults’
access to jobs, the cost of getting to work, the ease of obtaining fresh and reasonably priced food
and other basic goods and services, and the feasibility of balancing child-care responsibilities with
work schedules.1
A strong body of research shows that growing up in safe, low-poverty neighborhoods with good
schools improves children’s academic achievement and long-term chances of success, and may
reduce inter-generational poverty. Studies have also consistently found that living in segregated
neighborhoods with low-quality schools and high rates of poverty and violent crime diminishes
families’ well-being and children’s long-term outcomes.2

New Rigorous Studies Find Persuasive Evidence of Neighborhoods’ Influence
A recent groundbreaking study by Harvard economists Raj Chetty, Nathaniel Hendren, and
Lawrence Katz found that young children in families that used housing vouchers to move to better
neighborhoods fared much better as young adults than similar children who remained in extremely
poor neighborhoods.3 The study provided the first look at adult outcomes for children who were
younger than 13 when their families entered the Moving to Opportunity (MTO) demonstration, a
rigorous, random-assignment, multi-decade comparison of low-income families who used housing
vouchers to relocate to low-poverty neighborhoods to similar families that remained in public
housing developments in extremely poor neighborhoods.
The Chetty study found that young boys and girls in families that used a voucher to move to
lower-poverty neighborhoods were 32 percent more likely to attend college and earned 31 percent
more — nearly $3,500 a year — as young adults than their counterparts in families that did not
receive an MTO voucher. Girls in families that moved to lower-poverty neighborhoods were also
30 percent less likely to be single parents as adults (see Figure 1). MTO’s design imparts confidence
to the conclusion that neighborhood differences are responsible for these striking outcomes.4
Earlier MTO studies also revealed that living in safer, low-poverty neighborhoods had strong
positive effects on adults’ mental and physical health. Adults in families that used an MTO housing
voucher to move to lower-poverty neighborhoods reported 33 percent fewer instances of major
depression, compared to those who did not receive MTO vouchers, and higher scores on measures
of subjective well-being, such as happiness. Adults who moved with MTO vouchers also had much
lower rates of extreme obesity and diabetes.5 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 below) is associated with poor social
development and poor physical, psychological, behavioral, and mental health for children,
particularly young children.
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FIGURE 1

The MTO studies reinforce the conclusions of earlier research. In a study of low-income children
living in public housing and attending elementary schools in Montgomery County (a Maryland
suburb bordering the District of Columbia), RAND researcher Heather Schwartz found that lowincome 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 similar students
living in public housing and attending moderate- or moderately high-poverty schools.6
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FIGURE 2

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 (see Figure 2), 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. Those are large gains by educational standards; students living in the
lowest-poverty neighborhoods made the largest gains.7
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Studies Connect Exposure to Violence and Extreme Poverty
to Worse Outcomes for Children
The studies discussed above build on a large body of research showing strong correlations
between neighborhood (and school) poverty and poor student academic performance.8 Recent
studies by Robert J. Sampson and Patrick Sharkey find consistent evidence that living in
neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage — particularly those where families are exposed to
violent crime — adversely affects children’s academic performance.
A seminal study by Sampson, Sharkey, and Stephen Raudenbusch tracked 6- to 12-year-old
African American children in Chicago as they moved into and out of neighborhoods of
concentrated disadvantage. Isolating the effects of neighborhoods from other factors such as
parents’ income 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. Equally striking, the harmful effects became stronger the longer that children were
exposed to such environments and lingered even after children had left the neighborhoods.9
In another series of studies, Sharkey and his colleagues examined the impact of neighborhood
violence on children’s cognitive and academic performance. 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 pre-academic vocabulary and
math tests.10
Another study comparing 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 found that such exposure 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. While the study directly examines only the shortterm effects of neighborhood violence, it has implications for students’ longer-term success,
particularly if they are exposed to repeated incidents of violence, Sharkey and his colleagues note.11

Toxic Stress Research Explains Some Links Between Neighborhoods
and Child Well-Being
These findings dovetail with the growing research about the harmful effects of toxic stress.
“Toxic stress” describes the activation of the body’s stress response system that occurs when a child
experiences frequent, persistent, 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 research has focused on the effects of child
abuse and family dysfunction, exposure to neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage —
particularly those where violent crime is more common — is also a contributing factor.
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.12 Research shows, for example, that toxic stress affects brain development in the areas that
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regulate 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.13
Indeed, the research on 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 causes and effects of toxic stress for young children.14 The policy
statement explicitly cites “community-level” (or neighborhood) factors such as violence as a specific
risk factor for toxic stress.
The research outlined above provides powerful evidence that neighborhoods have a substantial
impact on families’ well-being and children’s long-term health and success.

Increasing the Housing Choice Voucher Program’s Effectiveness at Enabling
Children to Grow Up in Higher-Opportunity Neighborhoods
The Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) program is federally funded and run by a network of more
than 2,200 state and local housing agencies. The program helps nearly 2.2 million low-income
households pay for modestly priced, decent-quality homes in the private market. Nearly half of the
households that use housing vouchers have minor children in the home.15 The HCV program
assists more families with children than public housing and Project-Based Rental Assistance, the
other two major rental assistance programs, combined.16
This assistance helps these families to afford decent, stable housing, avoid homelessness, and
make ends meet.17 Its impact on the neighborhoods in which families live has been limited,
however, and it has fallen well short of the program’s potential in this regard.18 Even so, the HCV
program has performed substantially 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 and avoid extreme-poverty areas.19
In 2014, one in eight (12.9 percent) families with children participating in the HCV program used
their vouchers to live in a low-poverty area, where fewer than 10 percent of residents are poor.20
The HCV program has enabled significantly more African American and Latino families to live in
lower-poverty neighborhoods. Among families using vouchers, twice the share of poor black
children, and close to twice the share of poor Hispanic children, lived in neighborhoods with less
than 10 percent poverty in 2014, compared with poor black and Hispanic children generally. In
contrast, poor white children in families with vouchers were less likely to live in low-poverty
neighborhoods than poor white children overall. (See Figure 3.)
Having a housing voucher also reduces the likelihood that poor African American and Hispanic
families will live in an extreme-poverty neighborhood, where 40 percent or more of residents are
poor. In 2014, 18.2 percent of poor black families with children using a voucher lived in extremepoverty neighborhoods, a third less than the share of all poor black children who live in extremepoverty neighborhoods. For poor Hispanic families, having a voucher provides similar protection
against living in the poorest neighborhoods, while poor white families with children are more likely
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to live in an extreme-poverty neighborhood if they have a voucher than if they don’t receive housing
assistance.21 (See Appendix Tables A-3 and A-4.)
FIGURE 3

As now administered, however, the HCV program does not deliver adequately on its potential to
expand children’s access to good schools in safe neighborhoods that encourage upward mobility.22
The number of poor children living in extreme-poverty neighborhoods has risen dramatically in
recent years, part of a national increase in concentrated poverty.23 As noted, 343,000 children in the
HCV program live in extreme-poverty neighborhoods despite the better options that a voucher
should make available to them. The program can do better.
Recommendations to Realize the Housing Choice Voucher Program’s Location Potential
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.24 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.25 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.
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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.”26 It is up to administering agencies to decide whether and how to address families’ needs
for assistance in the search process.27 Agencies that ignore the need for housing search assistance or
have ineffective or counter-productive policies are at virtually no risk of HUD sanction.28
A limited supply of moderately priced rental units in low-poverty, non-racially concentrated
neighborhoods is a significant constraint in some cities and counties.29 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.30
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
governments could facilitate these efforts.31 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.32
We can make substantial progress toward providing greater opportunities for families to choose
affordable housing outside of extreme-poverty neighborhoods and particularly in low-poverty, safe
communities with better-performing schools 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 four sets of interrelated policy changes that can help
more families in the HCV program to live in better locations.
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 effective
implementation of the new fair housing rule, and rewarding agencies that help families move to
high-opportunity 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 set its caps on rental subsidy amounts for smaller
geographic areas than it now does, and require agencies to identify available units in higher-
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opportunity communities with less poverty 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 reducing financial disincentives for agencies to
encourage “portability” moves.
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.
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. Many families
prefer to remain in familiar areas, and there are not nearly enough housing vouchers available for all
of those who want to move to higher-opportunity areas to afford to do so. 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.33 Moreover, broader economic
development and revitalization strategies often take many years to implement and can be costly.34
Improving the HCV program’s performance in helping families live in better neighborhoods is a
more attainable near-term goal. (See Figure 4.)
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FIGURE 4
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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.35 In addition to revising the performance measure to give more
weight to location outcomes, HUD also should refine the particular location measures it uses.36
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.37 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 effectively implementing the new 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 2015, some 47 years after Congress established this obligation, HUD finally issued a
rule to indicate what steps agencies must take to meet their AFFH obligation.38 The rule
requires public housing agencies as well as states and localities that receive HUD funds to
identify the factors that primarily contribute to segregation and restriction of housing choice in
their regions and programs, and to establish priorities and goals that will guide their planning
and investment decisions. Grantees’ initial assessments of fair housing will be due over the next
five to seven years.39 The Administration significantly strengthened the provisions of the final
rule in a number of respects, including clarifying its applicability to the HCV program,
highlighting “enhancing mobility strategies” as a key type of action to include in grantees’
assessments of fair housing, and encouraging regional strategies. Effective implementation of
the AFFH rule, including specification of the consequences of inadequate HCV-related actions
by public housing agencies, would complement a revised and strengthened performance
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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.40 It also could help PHAs receive
assistance from other agencies in achieving these goals (see further discussion of this point
below).


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 families coming from communities that are
highly segregated by income and race or ethnicity. HUD recently completed a major analysis of
the costs of running a well-administered voucher program; based on that analysis, it plans to
propose a new policy for determining how to allocate administrative fees to agencies. Locationbased payments could be incorporated either as a component of the new formula or as a bonus
or supplemental fee payment.41

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 effective enforcement of the 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 search-time policies, and to maintain diverse landlord lists, that would facilitate
families moving to higher-opportunity 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.42
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).43 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. 44
Since 2001, HUD has set FMRs at the 50th percentile of market rents, rather than the 40th
percentile, in large metropolitan areas where voucher holders and affordable rental units are
concentrated in a limited number of census tracts. The 50th percentile FMR policy was intended
to help voucher holders rent in a wider range of neighborhoods, but evidence suggests that it
has not been effective, and that its main effect has been to raise costs without improving the
quality of the housing where voucher holders live.45 HUD is currently testing, through a limited
number of local housing agencies, “Small Area Fair Market Rents” (SAFMRs), which are based
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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.46 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. In June 2015, HUD announced plans to expand the use of
SAFMRs to help families with Housing Choice Vouchers move to higher-opportunity areas.47
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.48


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 or other resources, such as online search tools, 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 solicit listings from landlords in lowerpoverty 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.49 HUD recently modified its rules to require housing agencies to ensure that such lists
or other resources include units in areas “outside of poverty or minority concentration.”50 This
is a positive step. HUD guidance should encourage agencies to include units in low-poverty
areas that don’t have a high concentration of voucher holders or other assisted housing.51 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.52
Achieving compliance with the new requirement may depend on aggressive HUD monitoring,
as well as efforts to get the major online search tools to meet the new standard.



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.53 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,
except when families use “portability” procedures (see below).54 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.
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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 96 of the 100 largest metro areas, where 70 percent of
households in the HCV program lived in 2013. In 44 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, which have 38 and 36 agencies, respectively,
administering the HCV program.55
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.56 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
operations, as well as by reducing the financial disincentives for agencies to promote the option to
use 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.57 This change has taken on added
importance now that HUD has declined to eliminate some of the key hurdles to families using
their vouchers to rent housing in an area served by a different agency than the one that issued
the voucher.58 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.59 In July
2014, HUD proposed to revise its consortia rule to allow all HCV agencies in a consortium to
have a single funding contract with HUD.60 HUD should finalize this policy change promptly
and include funds to assist agencies in forming consortia in its 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.61
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Reduce financial disincentives for agencies to promote “portability” moves. When a
family uses a voucher in a different jurisdiction than the one that issued the voucher, 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).62 HUD recently made modest changes in the “portability” procedures that likely
will reduce some of the added costs for PHAs. But agencies likely will continue to lose
financially when families move to another jurisdiction, creating disincentives for agencies to
encourage such moves. HUD’s revised administrative fee policy should remove the financial
disincentives for agencies to continually make families aware of their right to use their vouchers
in another agency’s jurisdiction, and for agencies in higher-opportunity areas to welcome
families and assist them in finding new homes.63

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.64 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
housing mobility programs indicates that more black and Hispanic families will succeed in moving
from low-income, racially segregated areas to high-opportunity, predominantly white neighborhoods
if they receive intensive assistance.65 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
communities to voucher holders.66 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.67 (See box, below, 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.68
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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.69 (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 counseling 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.70 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.71
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 (MTO)
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 premove. In contrast, the comparable average neighborhood poverty rate over a ten-year period
for MTO families that initially moved to low-poverty areas, weighted based on the length of
families’ residence, was 21 percent.72
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.73 Longer stays in low-poverty
neighborhoods are associated with improved educational results for children and better
employment results for mothers, and better outcomes for adults who moved to low-poverty
neighborhoods as young children.74
Unfortunately, there has been no rigorous evaluation of the impact or cost-benefit ratio of
particular features of mobility-promoting programs.75 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 2015.76 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, and could include funding in its
2017 budget request for a federal pilot to support and evaluate state and local housing mobility
assistance programs.
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 funds, as well as limited federal housing
counseling and fair housing funds that are available on a competitive basis to non-profit
agencies, could be used for this purpose.77 States and localities also could use other funds they
control to assist housing agencies in providing these services. Philanthropy (through such
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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 discussed in this article.78
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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 only released partial data.
a Ellen
b
c

& Horn (2012).
Hollar (2014).
Khadduri (2013b).
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Conclusion
An expanding 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, the Housing Choice Voucher program – the largest
federal rental assistance program – does not fulfill its potential to help low-income families avoid
high-poverty neighborhoods and access healthier communities with better opportunities.
Federal, state, and local policymakers and program administrators can make substantial progress
in the next few years toward the goal of improving opportunities for assisted families, by making
four interrelated sets of policy changes that will help more families in the Housing Choice Voucher
program to live in better locations.
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See, e.g., O’Neil (2009). Many of the efforts to help voucher holders move to higher-opportunity communities have
focused on former public housing residents, often because the efforts were the result of litigation concerning public
housing segregation. The Moving to Opportunity Demonstration, as well, involved public housing residents. O’Neil
points out the greater barriers such families may face compared with families who have a history of renting in the private
market and are familiar with how the HCV program works. Whether families need direct assistance and how much
assistance they may require may depend on their background as well as local market characteristics.
65

The Housing Opportunity Area Tax Incentive is in Section 18-173 of the Illinois Property Tax Code. The program is
limited to townships with relatively high real estate evaluations within counties with at least 200,000 residents. “Low
poverty” is defined as census tracts where less than 10 percent of residents are poor, except in the city of Chicago, where
the measure is less than 12 percent poor. Public housing agencies are responsible for much of the administration of the
abatement program.
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Rep. Blaine Leutkemeyer (R-MO), chair of the House Financial Services Subcommittee on Housing and Insurance,
recently filed the Housing Opportunities through Modernization Act, H.R. 3700, that would help expand voucher
holders’ access to high-opportunity neighborhoods by making it easier for agencies to make long-term commitments to
support vouchers attached to properties (“project-basing”) in low-poverty areas where tenant-based vouchers are
difficult to use and by streamlining the voucher housing quality inspection process (which sometimes makes it difficult
for voucher holders to rent in high-opportunity neighborhoods where owners can easily rent to families without
vouchers). Enactment of these provisions would give state and local housing agencies additional cost-free tools to
encourage landlords in low-poverty areas to accept vouchers. See Will Fischer’s testimony on the bill for further details
(Fischer 2015c).
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Freeman (2012); Freeman & Li (2014). These studies covered only some of the areas with laws prohibiting
discrimination against voucher holders. It is important to note that few if any areas have rigorous enforcement of
voucher anti-discrimination laws. The Poverty & Race Research Action Council maintains a list of anti-discrimination
laws that apply to housing vouchers; see Poverty & Race Research Action Council (2015),
http://www.prrac.org/pdf/AppendixB.pdf. Except for properties that receive particular types of federal assistance or
tax credits, there is no federal requirement not to discriminate against voucher holders, although the Fair Housing Act
prohibits discrimination against protected classes of people, including refusal to accept housing vouchers as a pretext for
discriminating against those groups of people.
68

69

Cunningham et al. (2010).

Qualitative research with families that moved to low-poverty areas as part of the Moving to Opportunity
demonstration identified the difficulty of finding new landlords who would accept vouchers in the same or similar
communities as a major reason that many families moved back to higher poverty neighborhoods when their initial lease
terminated (Comey, Briggs, & Weismann, 2008; Edin, DeLuca, & Owens, 2012).
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Family participation in these programs is voluntary. In Baltimore, vouchers issued as part of the Thompson court
settlement must be used initially in a census tract that has less than 10 percent poverty and a population that is less than
30 percent African American and less than 5 percent subsidized housing residents. The program is administered by a
non-profit that operates throughout the Baltimore area. In Dallas, the Inclusive Communities Project provides mobility
counseling to families with special vouchers issued as part of the settlement of the Walker case, and since 2011 to any
families issued regular vouchers by the Dallas Housing Authority who are interested in living in a high opportunity area.
The Walker vouchers have to be used first in an area with no public housing units and a lower black population and
poverty rate than the city of Dallas. Under the Walker decree, the Dallas Housing Authority can administer all of the
vouchers it issues, not just the special vouchers, in any of the seven counties the decree covers. Both the Baltimore and
Dallas programs allow families more time to find a unit to rent and provide additional financial assistance to help with
moving costs for families that lease in areas that meet these restrictions or otherwise qualify as high-opportunity areas.
In addition, vouchers used in such areas can pay a higher subsidy than HUD rules usually allow. For Baltimore, see
Engdahl (2009) and Darrah and DeLuca (2014). For Dallas, see Inclusive Communities Project (2013).
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Preliminary analyses that DeLuca, Garboden, and Rosenblatt conducted show that the duration-weighted
neighborhood poverty rate for families in the Baltimore program who moved between two and ten years earlier was 11.4
percent in 2013. Families’ average neighborhood poverty rate over the five years following their initial move was 12.2
percent; the rate was 14.6 percent over the ten years after the families’ initial move. (Personal communication, June and
August 2014). For data on the original and first-move neighborhoods of these families, see DeLuca and Rosenblatt
(2011). Comparable data on duration of stay in low-poverty areas are not available for the Dallas program, though
administrative data indicate that the 2,087 families with Walker vouchers (see note above) have lived in their current
home in an area that meets program requirements for an average of four years. (Personal communication from
Elizabeth Julian, President of the Inclusive Communities Project, April 2014.) For similar analysis of MTO families, see
Ludwig (2012).
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Darrah & DeLuca (2014). See also Wogan (2014, March 25). The Baltimore area program has added an education
component to its mobility counseling to help parents understand better what different schools offer and to help students
adjust to their new schools (DeLuca et al., 2012). Other research has suggested that families’ values and their interest in
remaining in a different type of neighborhood than they had experienced previously were likely to be influenced by the
extent of “social integration” that family members achieved with their new neighbors (e.g., Varady & Kleinhans, 2013).
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Turner et al. (2012); Chetty, Hendren & Katz (2015).

75Cunningham

et al. (2010); Galvez (2010); Rosenbaum & Zuberi (2010).

HUD provided funding for the counseling services and financial incentives; the MacArthur Foundation has funded
the research. One of the authors of this paper, Barbara Sard, chairs the Technical Advisors Panel for the Chicago
Regional Housing Choice Initiative.
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Scott et al. (2013), p. 64-68.

Pendall et al. (2014). This study used data from the MTO demonstration as well as the Welfare to Work Voucher
program. It found that families with access to a car spent a larger share of the time during the study living in a
neighborhood that was less than 10 percent poor than families without access to a vehicle, regardless of what group they
were assigned to as part of either demonstration (a 4.9-percentage-point-larger share of the time for MTO participants
and a 5.7-point-larger share for WTW participants). For MTO families, vehicle access mattered almost as much as
receiving a geographically restricted voucher for lengthening the duration of stay in a low-poverty neighborhood, and
significantly lowered the rate of re-entry into higher poverty neighborhoods. The authors acknowledge, however, that
families with cars may have differed in unobserved ways from families without cars, such as perseverance, as car access
was not a factor in the selection of treatment and control groups in either study. See also Pendall et al. (2015). According
to the National Consumer Law Center, there are more than 120 nonprofit organizations across the country that help
low-wage working families obtain a car. See http://www.workingcarsforworkingfamilies.org/find-a-program
78
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Technical Appendix
TABLE A-1

Where Assisted Families with Children Live by Neighborhood Poverty
Housing Choice
Vouchers
Census Tract
Poverty
Less than 10%
10%-19.9%
20-29.9%
30-39.9%
40% or higher
Median poverty rate
Total

Public Housing

Project-Based
Section 8

Total

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

126,944

12.9%

15,022

3.9%

18,626

5.7%

160,592

9.4%

277,054

28.1%

56,681

14.5%

73,463

22.4%

407,198

23.9%

250,375

25.4%

82,812

21.2%

78,601

23.9%

411,788

24.2%

187,735

19.0%

85,898

22.0%

70,766

21.5%

344,399

20.2%

143,906

14.6%

149,379

38.3%

86,950

26.5%

380,235

22.3%

23.3%

34.4%

29.1%

26.7%

986,014

389,792

328,406

1,704,212

Note: Neighborhood poverty rate data was missing for 8,131 households.
Source: CBPP analysis of 2014 HUD administrative data and the 2010-2014 American Community Survey.

TABLE A-2

Race/Ethnicity of Assisted Families with Children by Program
and Neighborhood Poverty
Neighborhood
Poverty

Program

All
Families

Black

Hispanic

White

All Other

All Neighborhoods

Vouchers

992,718

57.0%

16.1%

23.3%

3.5%

Public
Housing

389,941

54.9%

21.7%

19.8%

3.7%

PBRA

320,507

53.3%

17.3%

25.4%

3.9%

Low-Poverty
Neighborhoods

Vouchers

126,906

47.5%

14.7%

33.1%

4.8%

Public
Housing

15,003

39.5%

17.0%

35.9%

7.7%

PBRA

18,037

30.7%

14.4%

49.0%

5.8%

Extreme-Poverty
Neighborhoods

Vouchers

143,845

67.1%

16.1%

14.7%

2.1%

Public
Housing

149,241

66.0%

23.2%

7.6%

3.1%

PBRA

85,158

71.5%

17.2%

8.4%

2.9%

Note: PBRA stands for project-based Section 8 properties. Race and ethnic categories are determined using the race or ethnicity of the
household head. Black and White exclude people who identify as Hispanic ethnicity. Low-poverty neighborhoods are represented by
Census tracts where less than 10 percent of the residents are below the poverty line. Extreme-poverty neighborhoods are represented
by Census tracts where 40 percent or more of the residents are below the poverty line. These counts exclude 9,110 households with
missing race or ethnicity data. The Low- and Extreme-Poverty data also exclude 8,131 households with missing poverty tract data.
Source: CBPP analysis of 2014 HUD administrative data and the 2010-2014 American Community Survey.
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TABLE A-3

Where Poor Children Using Vouchers Live by Neighborhood Poverty and Race/Ethnicity
All

Black

Hispanic

Census Tract Poverty

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Less than 10%

206,383

11.6%

101,902

10.0%

30,140

10%-19.9%

478,930

26.8%

250,753

24.5%

73,542

20-29.9%

450,198

25.2%

259,571

25.4%

30-39.9%

352,528

19.7%

224,839

40% or higher

297,308

16.7%

186,674

Median poverty rate
Total

Other Races

White
Number

Percent

Number

Percent

10.6%

64,184

15.5%

10,040

16.3%

25.9%

134,270

32.4%

20,026

32.5%

76,581

26.9%

98,432

23.7%

15,341

24.9%

22.0%

58,409

20.5%

58,964

14.2%

10,119

16.4%

18.2%

45,618

16.0%

58,783

14.2%

6,060

9.8%

24.3%

25.9%

24.9%

20.6%

20.4%

1,785,347

1,023,739

284,290

414,633

61,586

Note: Race and ethnic categories are determined using the race or ethnicity of the household head. Black and White exclude children who identify
as Hispanic ethnicity. Other Races includes Asian, Pacific Islander, Native American, and multiracial children. Low-poverty neighborhoods are
represented by Census tracts where less than 10 percent of the residents are below the poverty line. Extreme-poverty neighborhoods are
represented by Census tracts where 40 percent or more of the residents are below the poverty line. These counts exclude 13,562 children with
missing poverty tract data. The race/ethnicity categories also exclude 1,099 children missing race or ethnicity data.
Source: CBPP analysis of 2014 HUD administrative data and the 2010-2014 American Community Survey.

TABLE A-4

Where Poor Children Live by Neighborhood Poverty and Race/Ethnicity
All Poor Children
Census Tract Poverty

Black

Hispanic

Other Races

White

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Less than 10%

1,757,373

10.7%

200,415

5.0%

367,134

6.0%

988,388

19.6%

115,023

15.6%

10%-19.9%

4,569,582

27.9%

767,757

19.1%

1,353,887

22.1%

2,049,366

40.7%

210,701

28.5%

20-29.9%

4,139,102

25.3%

981,985

24.4%

1,652,119

27.0%

1,220,592

24.2%

167,207

22.6%

30-39.9%

2,973,458

18.2%

958,481

23.8%

1,331,377

21.7%

491,568

9.8%

134,375

18.2%

40% or higher

2,941,491

18.0%

1,110,389

27.6%

1,418,345

23.2%

288,141

5.7%

111,122

15.0%

Median poverty rate
Total

24.3%

30.4%

28.0%

17.2%

26.6%

16,381,006

4,019,027

6,122,862

5,038,055

738,428

Note: Black and White exclude children who identify as Hispanic ethnicity. Other Races includes Asian, Pacific Islander, and Native American
children. Low-poverty neighborhoods are represented by Census tracts where less than 10 percent of the residents are below the poverty line.
Extreme-poverty neighborhoods are represented by Census tracts where 40 percent or more of the residents are below the poverty line.
Source: CBPP analysis of the 2010-2014 American Community Survey.
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Data Sources and Methodology
Assisted Households
This analysis uses a non-public dataset from U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development’s Office of Policy Development and Research (available through a research
agreement) to analyze demographic characteristics of 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 2014. HUD collects demographic information on recipients
through Form 50058, Form 50059, and the Tenant Rental Assistance Certification System. Our
analysis excludes households located in U.S. territories. It also excludes about 4,000 units that house
families with children under other HUD programs.
Households with Children
The HUD administrative data report the presence and number of minor children in each
household using rental assistance. We considered a household to have children if there was at least
one household member under the age of 18, regardless of their relationship to the household head.
We identified 1.7 million assisted households with 3.65 million minor children in the three major
rental assistance programs.
Race and Ethnicity
We categorized assisted households using the head of household’s race and ethnicity. Due to data
limitations, we assumed children in the household were the same race or ethnicity as the household
head. The black and white racial categories exclude household heads who identify as Hispanic
ethnicity; consequently, the Hispanic category may contain household heads of any race. Our
analysis excludes 9,110 households with children missing race and ethnicity data. Two-thirds of
these households were in the PBRA program.
Neighborhood Poverty
We used Census tract data to determine whether a child or assisted household lived in a
neighborhood of concentrated poverty. We assumed that Census tract boundaries are roughly
equivalent to actual neighborhood boundaries. Poverty rate data by Census tract is available from
the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS). We used 2010-2014 ACS estimates
from Table S1701, Poverty Status in the Last 12 Months, available from
http://factfinder2.census.gov. We consider a neighborhood “low poverty” if less than 10 percent of
the people living in that Census tract have incomes below the poverty line. We consider a
neighborhood “extreme poverty” if 40 percent or more of the people living in that Census tract
have incomes below the poverty line.
We determined the neighborhood poverty concentration for assisted households with children;
poor assisted households with children; and all children living in poverty. We used 2014 HUD
administrative data to determine the Census tract number of each assisted family with children in the
three major rental programs and 2010-2014 ACS estimates from Table B17001, “Poverty Status in
the Last 12 Months By Sex and Age,” to determine the number of poor children in each Census
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tract (excluding U.S. territories). To determine whether an assisted household or poor child lived in
concentrated poverty, we matched each household’s tract number to their Census tract’s poverty
rate reported in the ACS data. We compare poor assisted households with children to all children in
poverty because it is not possible to identify poor children without housing assistance in the ACS
data.
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