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Historically, federally subsidized rental housing has exacerbated the concentration of poor 
people – especially minorities – in distressed inner-city neighborhoods. The vast majority of 
federally subsidized housing developments are located in central cities.  And often, subsidized 
rental housing is clustered in the poorest and most distressed neighborhoods.  The over-
concentration of poverty that results from clustering subsidized housing undermines the 
economic and social viability of urban communities, and a growing body of social science 
research indicates that growing up in these high-poverty neighborhoods also undermines a 
child’s life chances.  
 
Beginning in the mid-1990s, housing mobility emerged as an explicit goal of federal housing 
policy, and efforts were launched in as many as 33 metro areas to help low-income families 
move from poor and predominantly minority neighborhoods to more affluent and racially 
integrated communities.  Many of these efforts were inspired by research on the Gautreaux 
demonstration, part of the remedy achieved by a landmark desegregation lawsuit in Chicago.   
 
This chapter summarizes the current research evidence on the effects of neighborhood distress 
and the benefits of interventions that enable low-income families to live in healthier and more 
opportunity-rich neighborhoods.  More specifically, we discuss research exploring the reasons 
why neighborhood conditions play an important role in the well-being and life-chances of adults 
and children.  Next, we review evidence that living in a distressed, high-poverty neighborhood 
undermines people’s well-being and limits their longer term life-chances.  And finally, we 
present findings from research showing that moving to lower-poverty neighborhoods can yield 
significant benefits for low-income families. 
 
Neighborhood conditions play an important role in the health, well-being, and life-
chances of both adults and children.  Social science suggests six important causal 
mechanisms – channels through which neighborhoods can shape or constrain opportunities: 
local service quality, shared norms and social control, peer influences, social networks, crime 
and violence, and job access (Ellen and Turner 1997). 
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Local service quality.  An individual’s well-being can be significantly affected by the availability 
and quality of services that are delivered at the neighborhood level.  The most obvious example 
is public school quality, especially in the elementary grades, when children are most likely to 
attend schools in the immediate neighborhood.  If the local public schools are poor, children are 
unlikely to receive a solid foundation in reading and math skills, particularly if their parents lack 
the tools to supplement their education.   
Other services and institutions whose availability and quality vary across neighborhoods can 
also have a significant impact on individual outcomes.  A majority of children in the U.S. now 
attend some form of preschool by age five (U.S. Department of Education 1995), and the 
neighborhood that a child lives in may constrain the set of child care centers and preschools 
available.  Neighborhoods with safe and well-maintained parks and recreational facilities can 
provide opportunities for health-enhancing physical activity, and those with decent and 
affordable grocery stores may make it easier to maintain a healthy diet.  Access to quality 
medical care may also be significant at every stage of life. In communities with fewer health 
care resources, both children and adults with chronic diseases such as asthma or diabetes may 
have to forego treatment and thus miss school or work for longer periods (Acevedo-Garcia 
2004). 
 
Shared norms and social control.   Children learn a lot about what behaviors are “normal” or 
“acceptable” from the adults they encounter around them.  In addition, adults serve as role 
models for what young people can aspire to become, and adults outside the immediate family 
can help parents care for, teach, and discipline their children.  Sampson et al. (1997) use the 
term “collective efficacy” to capture the ability of a neighborhood’s residents to realize their 
common values and maintain effective social controls.  Examples include a willingness to 
confront local teenagers who are skipping school, hanging out on street corners, or acting 
disorderly.  Wilson (1991) argues that children and teenagers growing up in areas with few 
working adults learn less about planning ahead and managing their time.  Moreover, if the vast 
majority of the adults that a teenager knows either are not working or have been unsuccessful in 
finding and retaining good jobs, the teenager is likely to conclude that there is no real payoff to 
be expected from responsible behavior.  In particular, Wilson (1987) argues that youths living in 
isolated, high-poverty communities are likely to underestimate the return on education. 
 
Peer influences.  Researchers have found that adolescents spend roughly twice as much time 
with peers as they spend with their parents or other adults (Connell and Halpern-Felsher 1997).  
Thus, young people can be profoundly influenced by their immediate peer groups Berndt 1996; 
Steinberg and Silverberg 1986), which are often composed primarily of neighbors and school 
mates.  Peer pressure can lure young people into dangerous or criminal behavior, or it can 
challenge them to reach new levels of athletic or academic achievement (Berndt 1996).  Youths’ 
peer groups are not determined solely by the neighborhood in which they currently live.  Indeed, 
evidence from the court-ordered desegregation program in Yonkers suggests that teenagers 
who move often return to their original neighborhoods to hang out with old friends (Briggs 
1997b).  However, neighborhood is likely to have a significant impact on the choice of peer 
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group.  If many teenagers in a community are uninterested in school, engaging in crime and 
other dangerous behaviors, and having babies out of wedlock, teenagers will be more apt to see 
these activities as acceptable, even fashionable, behavior. 
 
Social networks.  Who we know (and who we get to know because of where we live) can be an 
important source of job leads, parenting support, or health advice and referrals.  A person’s 
knowledge about and access to social supports and economic opportunities may depend on his 
or her network of friends, colleagues, and acquaintances.  And many of these networks may be 
geographically based.  Thus, people living in a neighborhood in which few people have decent-
paying jobs are less likely to hear about available job openings.  They are also less likely to 
know employed people who can vouch for their reliability and character to an employer.  Such 
recommendations, especially from in-house workers, have been shown to be critical to finding 
jobs (Kasinitz and Rosenberg 1996; Sullivan 1989; Wial 1991; Ioannides and Loury 2004).   
 
The importance of neighborhood-based networks depends in part on a person’s connection to 
networks outside the neighborhood boundaries.  Individuals who have strong family, friendship, 
or collegial networks that extend beyond the neighborhood in which they live are less likely to be 
influenced by their immediate surroundings.  But some researchers have found evidence that 
poor people’s social ties are more localized than those of middle-class people (Briggs 1998), 
making them more dependent on networks within the neighborhood.  Briggs also concludes that 
social networks in poor neighborhoods may provide families with day-to-day “coping” resources, 
but not “attainment” resources. 
 
Finally Braddock (1980) suggests that patterns of social interactions at a young age may shape 
a child’s patterns of behavior and interactions over the long-term.  In particular, he argues that 
minority students who attend racially segregated schools and who have not interacted with 
students of different races tend to overestimate the degree of hostility they will experience in 
interracial situations.  These students will thus tend to make choices and maintain their 
separation from whites when they become adults, potentially limiting their access to economic 
and social opportunities. 
 
Crime and violence.  Living in a high crime area increases risks for both adults and children, 
including the risk of being a victim of burglary or assault. But research increasingly suggests 
that exposure to crime and violence has more far-reaching consequences, including persistent 
anxiety and emotional trauma.  It almost goes without saying that people who live in high-crime 
neighborhoods face higher risks of being victimized, injured, or possibly even killed than 
residents of safer neighborhoods.  In addition, young children (and possibly adolescents and 
adults as well) who witness violent crime firsthand may suffer significant and even lasting 
emotional trauma (Garbarino et al 1992; Martinez and Richters 1993).  Other research has 
shown that exposure to violence results in chronic stress, which in turn may increase 
susceptibility to developing health conditions such as asthma (Wright et al. 2004).  As children 
get older, living in a neighborhood where crime is commonplace may lead them to believe that it 
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is acceptable, or even “normal.”  Indeed, Anderson (1994, 94) reports that in some inner-city 
communities the “toughening-up one experiences in prison can actually enhance one’s 
reputation on the street.”   
 
Job access.   The most straightforward impact of neighborhood is its physical proximity and 
accessibility to economic opportunities, particularly jobs.  As jobs become increasingly 
decentralized in most metropolitan areas, some inner-city neighborhoods have become 
physically isolated from economic opportunity.  Kain, in his seminal 1968 article, argued that 
housing discrimination and segregation confine blacks to a few central city neighborhoods 
where jobs have become increasingly scarce, as employers have relocated to the suburbs.  A 
recent review of research on this “spatial mismatch” hypothesis confirms that distance from 
areas of employment growth and opportunity helps explain lower employment rates among 
black men (Ihlandfeldt and Sjoquist 1998). 
 
Living in a distressed, high-poverty neighborhood undermines people’s health and well-
being and limits their longer term life-chances.  A considerable body of social science 
research finds evidence that living in profoundly poor or distressed neighborhoods can 
undermine people’s well-being and longer-term life chances.  The well-being of children and 
families clearly varies across types of neighborhoods.  There is ample evidence that residents of 
poor, inner-city neighborhoods are less likely to complete high school and go on to college, 
more likely to be involved in crime (either as victims or as perpetrators), more likely to be 
teenage parents, and less likely to hold decent-paying jobs (Coulton et al. 1995; Ricketts and 
Sawhill 1988).  But actually quantifying the independent effect of neighborhood conditions on 
outcomes for individual residents is more challenging.  In general, well-designed empirical 
research that controls statistically for individual and family attributes finds that neighborhood 
environment has a significant influence on important life outcomes for both children and adults 
(Ellen and Turner 1997).  There is also a growing body of evidence that, after taking into 
account individual and family level factors, disadvantaged neighborhood environments have a 
detrimental effect on health outcomes, including mortality, child and adult physical and mental 
health, and health behaviors (Macintyre and Ellaway 2000; Ellen, Mijanovich et al. 2001; 
Macintyre, Ellaway et al. 2002; Ellen and Turner 2002; Kawachi and Berkman 2003; Macintyre 
and Ellaway 2003). 
 
Below, findings from the existing empirical literature on the effects of neighborhood environment 
are organized according to major life stages – infancy and childhood, adolescence, and 
adulthood (Ellen and Turner 2003).  Much of the existing literature on neighborhood effects 
focuses on neighborhood poverty rates or other indicators of economic status rather than racial 
composition.  It is important to note, however, that most high-poverty and economically 
distressed neighborhoods are predominantly minority as well (Massey and Denton 1993; 
Jargowsky 2003). 
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Infants and young children.  Relatively little empirical research has focused on how 
neighborhood distress affects infants and young children.  A group of multidisciplinary 
researchers who have analyzed data that follow a sample of low birth-weight, pre-term infants 
during their first years of life provide evidence that neighborhood pays a role, particularly in 
children’s intellectual development.  More specifically, the presence of affluent neighbors 
appears to be associated with higher IQ for preschool children (Brooks-Gunn et al. 1993; 
Chase-Lansdale and Gordon 1996; Chase-Lansdale et al. 1997).  These studies, however, 
reach mixed conclusions about neighborhood effects on young children’s emotional and 
behavior development.  In addition, elementary school children living in low-income 
neighborhoods exhibit more aggressive behavior when interacting with others (Kupersmidt et al. 
1995), and are less likely to succeed in school (Halpern-Felsher et al. 1997).  

 
Adolescents.  Most of the research on neighborhood effects has focused on teenagers and 
young adults. The literature on adolescent educational attainment provides general support for 
the notion that neighborhoods play an important role (Aaronson 1997; Brooks-Gunn et al. 1993; 
Case and Katz 1991; Clark 1992; Crane 1991; Datcher 1982; Dornbusch, Ritter, and Steinberg 
1991; Duncan 1994; Duncan, Connell, and Klebanov 1997; Garner and Raudenbush 1991; 
Haveman and Wolfe 1994). Young people from high poverty and distressed neighborhoods are 
less successful in school than their counterparts from more affluent communities; they earn 
lower grades, are more likely to drop out, and less likely to go on to college.  Kids from poor 
neighborhoods are also less likely to get jobs during and immediately after high school.  Studies 
have also documented that neighborhood environment influences teens’ sexual activity and the 
likelihood that girls will become pregnant during their teen years (Brewster 1994; Brewster, Billy, 
and Grady 1993; Brooks-Gunn et al. 1993; Crane 1991; Hogan, Astone, and Kitagawa 1985; 
Hogan and Kitagawa 1985; Ku, Sonenstein, and Pleck 1993; Plotnick and Hoffman 1996).  And 
finally, young people who live in high crime areas have been found to be more likely to commit 
crimes themselves (Case and Katz 1991). 

 
Adults.  Studies on whether neighborhoods affect adults focus primarily on health and 
employment outcomes.  Several studies document a link between neighborhood socioeconomic 
status and overall mortality levels (Acevedo Garcia 2004; Anderson et al. 1997; Haan, Kaplan, 
and Camacho 1987; Waitzman and Smith 1998).  A recent study in Maryland documents that 
the risk of cancer from air toxics is closely associated with the racial composition and income 
level of census tracts.  Specifically, tracts with the highest share of black residents were three 
times more likely to pose high cancer risks than those with the lowest share (Apelberg, Buckley, 
and White 2005).  Air toxins may also contribute to the disproportionate burden of asthma in 
disadvantaged neighborhoods (Larsen, Beskid et al. 2002).There is also reasonably sound 
evidence that neighborhood conditions, particularly crime and violence levels, shape health-
related behaviors (Diehr et al. 1993; Ganz 2000; Kleinschmidt, Hills, and Elliott 1995; Robert 
1999).  For example, a study of the association between neighborhood disadvantage and the 
availability of illegal drugs found that after controlling for age, gender and race, the odds of 
being approached by someone selling drugs were 10 times higher among individuals living in 
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the most disadvantaged neighborhoods than among individuals leaving in the least 
disadvantaged neighborhoods (Storr, Chen et al. 2004). 
 
Finally, empirical research generally finds evidence that distance from jobs reduces employment 
rates, particularly among lower-skilled adults (Ihlanfeldt and Sjoquist 1998), and that adults who 
live in neighborhoods with low employment rates are less likely to be employed themselves 
(Weinberg et al. 2000). 
 
Moving to lower-poverty neighborhoods can yield significant benefits for low-income 
families. In addition to the research evidence on the generally negative effects of living in a 
distressed, high-poverty neighborhood, a growing body of evidence is emerging that moving to 
a healthy, lower poverty neighborhood can lead to significant improvements in both quality of life 
and access to opportunities.  This evidence is drawn from three major mobility initiatives – 
interventions that have enabled low-income families to move from high-poverty communities to 
lower-poverty neighborhoods: 
 
Gautreaux demonstration.  Research has been conducted over many years (primarily by 
scholars at Northwestern University) on low-income, minority families who received special-
purpose housing vouchers to move from poor, predominantly black neighborhoods in the city of 
Chicago to racially integrated suburban communities. 

 
Moving to Opportunity (MTO) demonstration.  Research has been conducted by researchers 
from a number of different institutions on a carefully controlled experiment to test the impacts of 
helping low-income families move from high-poverty assisted housing projects (in Baltimore, 
Boston, Chicago, New York, and Los Angeles) to low-poverty neighborhoods throughout their 
metropolitan regions. 

 
HOPE VI program.  Research is being conducted by the Urban Institute on what is happening to 
the original residents of five distressed public housing projects that are being demolished and 
replaced under the HOPE VI initiative. 
 
Research from all of these interventions finds that families who have participated in assisted 
housing mobility initiatives experience dramatic improvements in their immediate neighborhood 
environment.  The most dramatic impact of moving to a lower poverty neighborhood is a 
reduction in crime and violence.  The opportunity to escape from crime and violence was the 
primary reason most MTO participants gave for wanting to move (Goering, Feins, and 
Richardson 2003).  Research on neighborhood outcomes for MTO families finds that moving 
with a regular voucher  — generally to intermediate-poverty neighborhoods — increased 
families’ perceptions of safety by 15.6 percentage points, while moving with an MTO voucher (to 
low-poverty neighborhoods) produced a 30.3 percentage point increase (Orr et al 2003).  We 
see similar gains among HOPE VI relocatees (Buron et al 2004).  And families place 
tremendous value on these improvements, telling interviewers what a relief it is not to worry 
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every day about possible violence and to have the freedom to let children play outside (Orr et al. 
2003).  
 
Families who have taken advantage of assisted housing mobility initiatives also live in 
neighborhoods served by better schools.  Gautreaux families who moved to suburban 
communities appear to have experienced the most dramatic improvements in school quality, 
and – as discussed further below – in educational achievement.  MTO families have moved to 
neighborhoods with better schools, but – unlike Gautreaux movers — relatively few have left 
central city school districts. Moreover, some MTO children continue to attend the same schools, 
despite the fact that their families have moved.  HOPE VI relocatees who have moved with 
vouchers report improvements in the schools their children attend; they see the schools as safer 
and better quality (Popkin, Eiseman, and Cove 2004). 
 
These improvements in families’ neighborhood environment appear to contribute to significant 
improvements in the well-being of both adults and children.  Specifically, research on families 
participating in the Gautreaux and MTO demonstrations provides evidence of gains in health, 
educational success, and employment and earnings. 
 
Adult mental and physical health.  Among the strongest findings to date from the MTO 
demonstration are results showing substantial improvements in the health of women and girls 
who moved to lower-poverty neighborhoods.  In particular, the most recent follow-up study 
shows a substantial reduction in adult obesity (Orr et al 2003). This effect is noteworthy because 
the prevention of obesity has emerged as a national public health priority.  Obesity increases 
the risk of illness from many serious medical conditions, results in approximately 300,000 
premature deaths each year, and is associated with $117 billion in costs. Most of the cost 
associated with obesity is due to type 2 diabetes, coronary heart disease, and hypertension 
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2001).  
 
MTO women and adolescent girls also enjoyed significant improvements in mental health, 
including reductions in psychological distress and depression, and increasing feelings of calm 
and peacefulness (Orr et al 2003).  The lower prevalence of depression and anxiety may be due 
to reduced exposure to crime and violence in low-poverty neighborhoods, and to having been 
able to address concerns about neighborhood safety, the primary motivation individuals 
expressed for desiring to move out of their original neighborhoods. Improvements in mental 
health associated with moving from high- to low-poverty neighborhoods may have important 
implications for physical health, as well as non-health outcomes such as education and 
employment. Specifically, environmental stressors may induce physiological responses to cope 
with stress that for some individuals may eventually result in low birth weight, poor health, early 
mortality, and impaired cognitive development (Massey 2004). In the long run, improved mental 
health may translate into improved economic outcomes, as individuals with major depression 
(compared to individuals without the disorder) may be more likely to experience poor health 
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status, bed days, limitations in physical or job functioning, and high levels of financial strain 
(Judd, Paulus et al. 1996).  

 
Educational success.  The evidence is mixed on how moving to a better neighborhood may 
affect children’s educational achievement.  Gautreaux research found striking benefits for 
children whose families moved to suburban neighborhoods. They were substantially more likely 
to complete high school, take college-track courses, attend college and enter the work force 
than children from similar families who moved to neighborhoods within Chicago (Rosenbaum 
1995).  To date, there is no evidence that MTO moves have led to better educational outcomes, 
possibly because so few children are attending significantly better schools, or because it may be 
too soon to see benefits (Orr et al 2003). HOPE VI movers report that their kids are having 
fewer problems at schools, including trouble with teachers, disobedience at school and at home, 
and problems getting along with other children (Popkin, Eiseman, and Cove 2004) 

 
Delinquency and risky behavior.  Some of the early research on MTO families in individual sites 
suggested that young people whose families moved to low-poverty neighborhoods were 
engaging in less risky behavior and committing fewer crimes.  In Baltimore, for example, moving 
to a low-poverty neighborhood was found to cut violent crime arrests among juveniles roughly in 
half (Ludwig, Duncan, and Ladd 2003). More recent and comprehensive data for all sites 
suggests that moving to a lower-poverty environment is indeed improving the behavior of teen-
aged girls, but not boys (Orr et al 2003).  Research is currently under way to better understand 
what is happening to the boys, and why they do not seem to be enjoying the same benefits from 
mobility as girls. One possible explanation is that black and Hispanic boys moving to integrated 
or predominantly white neighborhoods are not engaging in any more criminal behavior, but are 
being arrested more due to racial profiling. Another possibility is that girls and boys respond 
differently to the initial loneliness and fears of relocation. 

 
Employment.  The current evidence on how mobility affects adult employment and earnings is 
mixed and still somewhat inconclusive. It is important to note that mobility assistance does not 
directly address employment problems, although it may remove barriers standing in the way of 
employment. As a consequence, employment effects may take more time to materialize than 
other outcomes. Long-term research on Gautreaux families has found significant increases in 
employment and reductions in welfare recipiency (Rosenbaum and Deluca 2000). To date, 
research has not detected a statistically significant employment or earnings effects across the 
total sample of MTO families or among HOPE VI relocatees (Orr et al 2003).  When we look at 
the MTO sites individually, we do see significant impacts on employment and earnings among 
MTO families in New York and Los Angeles, but it is not clear why there would be an impact in 
these sites and not in others (unpublished work in progress by researchers at the Urban 
Institute and Abt Associates). 
 
Although the research literature provides strong evidence that neighborhood conditions have an 
important influence on people’s lives, it is important to acknowledge that they are not the only 
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influence.  Some research on neighborhood effects has failed to show any independent effects 
(Ellen and Turner 1997).  Moreover, both theory and empirical evidence strongly suggest that 
individual and family characteristics interact with neighborhood environment in complex ways, 
and play a hugely important role in shaping outcomes over time.  Some families and individuals 
can withstand the disadvantages of even the most distressed environment; while others are 
likely to encounter serious problems regardless of the neighborhoods in which they live. Thus, 
programs that combine mobility assistance with other forms of counseling and support 
(designed both to help families cope with day-to-day challenges, and to help them gain access 
to opportunities for upward mobility) may offer the best strategy for helping low-income families 
overcome the effects of living in high-poverty and distressed neighborhoods and to achieve 
meaningful employment, earnings, and educational progress over the long-term. 
 
Ongoing research on the MTO demonstration also highlights the importance of the criteria used 
to identify suitable destination neighborhoods for participating families and the need to help 
families remain in their new neighborhoods over the long term.  Specifically, families that 
received special purpose vouchers and mobility counseling through MTO were required to use 
their vouchers in census tracts with poverty rates below 10 percent (as reported in the 1990 
census).  By 2000, however, many of the tracts to which MTO families moved had become 
poorer and more predominantly minority (Orr et al 2003).  The fact that relatively few MTO 
families moved to stable, predominantly white neighborhoods in affluent suburban jurisdictions 
may limit benefits for families over the long-term.  Moreover, many MTO movers are having 
difficulty retaining housing in low-poverty neighborhoods, with a substantial share making 
subsequent moves to higher poverty areas (analysis in progress by Urban Institute and Abt 
researchers).  Thus, future mobility programs may need to be more explicit about the criteria 
used to define eligible destination neighborhoods, and would ideally provide ongoing assistance 
to help families remain in low-poverty neighborhoods over time. 
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