cre ating moves to opportunit y

Studying more than five million families who move across counties
in the U.S., Chetty and Hendren (2017a) find that every year a
child spends growing up in a better neighborhood improves their
outcomes in adulthood, including earnings and college attendance.
Similarly, long-term analysis of the Moving to Opportunity (MTO)
experiment by Chetty, Hendren, and Katz (2016) finds that young
children (under age 13) whose families were randomly provided
vouchers to move from high-poverty housing projects to lowerpoverty neighborhoods earned substantially more in adulthood,
were more likely to attend college, attended higher-quality colleges
on average, and were less likely to become single parents.

presenters share ideas on interventions at december 2015
cmto conference in cambridge, ma .
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The Creating Moves to Opportunity (CMTO) project is an ongoing
collaboration between academic researchers and public housing authorities
(PHAs), with guidance, advice, and support provided by J-PAL North
America, MDRC, non-profit housing practitioners, housing advocates,
foundations, and government partners. This brief summarizes the
motivation and aims of the project as well as preliminary ideas for
introducing and evaluating interventions to “create moves to opportunity.”

m ot i vat i o n

Among advanced nations, the United States has one of the lowest
rates of upward income mobility, which is driven by extremely
low rates of upward mobility in our most economically and racially
segregated cities. A wave of emerging research provides new evidence
that growing up in a high-poverty neighborhood has a negative
effect on a number of important life outcomes, including earnings,
education, and health, and prevents children who grow up in these
neighborhoods from advancing economically. Conversely, helping
families move to lower-poverty neighborhoods improves long-term
outcomes for their children, thereby promoting upward mobility.

a i m of th e c r e ati ng mov es to opportu n it y proj ec t

The importance of place for upward economic mobility suggests at
least two types of policy approaches: 1) improve low-opportunity
neighborhoods, and 2) help families with young children move to
high-opportunity neighborhoods.
The researchers and PHAs involved in the project recognize
the importance of improving America’s most disadvantaged
neighborhoods and undertaking place-based approaches to improve
economic mobility. In related work, Chetty and Hendren (2017b)
aim to characterize the common features of high-opportunity
neighborhoods. Their existing research finds that within a given
commuting zone, counties that have higher rates of upward mobility
tend to have the following five characteristics: less segregation by
income and race, lower levels of income inequality, larger share of
two-parent households, lower rates of violent crime, and better
school quality. They are working to extend their analysis of place
effects to the census tract and zip code level, and plan to partner
with sociologists to conduct mixed-methods research to shed light
on the key mechanisms driving upward mobility at the local level.
The PHAs involved in the study share this commitment to placebased policy approaches.
To learn more about the CMTO project, please
contact CMTO project manager Kristen Watkins
at kwatkins@mit.edu

The aim of the CMTO project, in contrast, is to focus on the second
approach, by developing and evaluating potential interventions to
facilitate long-lasting moves to opportunity through the Housing
Choice Voucher program, particularly for families with younger
children. Although the U.S. spends $20 billion annually on the
Housing Choice Voucher program, 80 percent of vouchers are used
in moderate- or high-poverty neighborhoods. If approaches can
be developed to improve how families interact with the Housing
Choice Voucher program, there is serious potential to help young
children living in poverty move to better neighborhoods and
improve their long-run educational and labor market outcomes.
CMTO aims to develop and evaluate potential interventions to facilitate
long-lasting moves to opportunity through the Housing Choice
Voucher program, particularly for families with younger children.
p ot e n t i a l i n t e r v e n t i o n s

A central aspect of the CMTO project is the collaborative
development of interventions between academic researchers and
PHA representatives. At the first CMTO conference in December
2015, participants identified four broad categories of potential
interventions: improved information quality in the housing search
process, comprehensive mobility services, removing barriers and
providing incentives for landlords and tenants, and project-based
vouchers in high-opportunity neighborhoods Below are preliminary
summaries of potential interventions in each category.
1) Improving Information Quality in the Housing
Search Process

Voucher recipients may not move to high-opportunity neighborhoods
because they are unable to access reliable information about housing
in these neighborhoods. For example, the two largest providers of
housing listings for voucher recipients, GoSection8 and SocialServe,
overwhelmingly do not show any neighborhood characteristics or
information on school quality. Ideas for an information intervention
include adding neighborhood quality information onto housing
listings, defaulting search results to sort by neighborhood quality,
and using text message alerts to notify families when listings in
opportunity neighborhoods become available. For informational
approaches to be effective, there must be an adequate supply of
listings in high-opportunity neighborhoods.
2) Providing Comprehensive Mobility Services

Comprehensive mobility services, such as intensive pre-move
counseling, can help families navigate the complexities of moving
to an opportunity neighborhood. At the March 2016 working group
meeting, presenters from three non-profit agencies discussed the
services they provide to help families move to opportunity areas. This
category focuses on ways for PHAs, on their own or in partnership
with non-profits, to provide similar programs. Programs might
include intensive pre-move counseling and search assistance, postmove counseling, or connections to other service providers.
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3) Removing Barriers and Providing Incentives to Landlords
and Tenants

Financial incentives could encourage tenants to move to better
neighborhoods without overly restricting choice. Short-term
incentives, such as security deposit assistance, can help overcome
upfront barriers. Long-term incentives, such as subsidies for
opportunity neighborhoods, could substantially change where
families choose to locate.
Incentives and barrier removals for landlords could also make them
more likely to accept housing choice vouchers. Financial incentives,
such as property damage insurance, could help increase the appeal
of renting to voucher-holders. Landlords may also be more willing
to participate in the voucher program if bureaucratic hassles, such as
inspections requirements, could be eased.
4) Removing Apartment Search Frictions through ProjectBased Vouchers

Increasing the stock of project-based units in opportunity areas
can facilitate moves to opportunity by creating guaranteed access
to those neighborhoods, eliminating landlord screening challenges
and ensuring the long-term existence of affordable housing in
high opportunity areas. However, allocating vouchers in this way
eliminates families’ choice around both neighborhood and unit,
and the impacts of this constraint, particularly on persistence in an
opportunity area, should be explored. Research in this category will
aim to better understand households’ preferences when offered a
choice of project-based vouchers or tenant-based vouchers, and study
the persistence of moves to project-based units in opportunity areas.

current rese arch

outcomes and measuring success

Seattle-King County CMTO Demonstration Project

The Seattle Housing Authority and King County Housing Authority
are taking part in the Seattle-King County CMTO demonstration
project to test several of the intervention ideas from the initial
CMTO conference. The first phase of research will involve
providing multiple incentives to both voucher recipients and
landlords. Housing choice voucher recipients will be offered rental
broker assistance, marketability counseling, and flexible financial
assistance to help cover moving expenses if the family elects to
conduct their housing search in a high-opportunity neighborhood.
Participating landlords will be offered incentives to lease to voucher
holders, which may include an insurance fund for damages or an
expedited lease-up and inspection process. A second phase of research
will further refine which aspects of mobility support have the greatest
potential for helping families move. Through this research, the team
also plans to explore the impact of historical place-based policies to
better identify potential place-based interventions.
Informing and Nudging Families to Opportunity

In partnership with GoSection8, the largest rental listing website for
housing units available to voucher holders, this research will test
several interventions, including piloting and evaluating systematic
outreach to landlords to increase the number of listed units, testing
how introducing information on neighborhood quality impacts
demand for listings on the web and mobile sites, and creating a text
message alert system to notify families when listings in opportunity
areas become available. This research is focused on the first category
of interventions, and will be conducted by randomly selecting users
of the GoSection8 platform and partnering with several PHAs to do
outreach to landlords.

Researchers and PHAs will continue to collaborate to
identify additional opportunities to design and implement
interventions, and study them through randomized evaluations.
For all interventions, the goal is the same: help families,
particularly those with younger children, move to and persist
in opportunity neighborhoods.
MTO studied the short-, medium-, and long-term impacts
of being offered a housing voucher and moving to a better
neighborhood. The primary purpose of this project is not to
repeat MTO, but to understand how to facilitate moves to
better neighborhoods. As such, the two primary outcomes
of interest to the research team are 1) the number of moves
to opportunity neighborhoods made by families, particularly
those with younger children, and 2) how long families persist
in those neighborhoods.
To measure these outcomes, it is important to clearly define
opportunity neighborhoods. For this project, de-identified
tax data will be used to develop outcome-based measures
of opportunity neighborhoods. Opportunity neighborhoods
are those that produce good outcomes for children, as
measured by increases in lifetime earnings. The research
team has demarcated opportunity areas at the county level
and is working to zoom in to the zip code and census tract
level. By identifying neighborhood characteristics that are
associated with long-term earnings increases, they will be able
to generate forecasts of opportunity measures using existing
data. These forecasts will be used to define opportunity
neighborhoods in the interventions and can also be used to
conduct formal cost-benefit analyses after the evaluation,
by comparing the cost of the intervention to the predicted
increase in adult earnings as the result of a move.
Through the research conducted as part of CMTO, there will
be the potential to track additional outcomes as well. There
may be interest in seeing whether positive results from MTO
replicate in a new experiment, including reductions in obesity
and diabetes, improvements in mental health, and changes in
happiness and perceived safety. The eventual impacts on child
outcomes and family economic well-being are also of interest.
The study and consent process will be designed to allow for
tracking of other outcomes.

participants engage in conversation at march 2016 working group meeting
at the stanford institute for economic policy research (siepr ), stanford, ca .
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figure 1. predicted exposure effects on child’s income

p h a wo r k i n g g ro u p m e m b e r s

rank at age 26 by commuting zone for children with

As of July 2017, the following PHAs have signed a letter of intent to
indicate the agency’s commitment to the effort:
• Atlanta Housing Authority
• Cambridge Housing Authority
• Charlotte Housing Authority
• Housing Authority of Cook County
• Dallas Housing Authority
• District of Columbia Housing Authority
• Fresno Housing Authority
• Houston Housing Authority
• Keene Housing
• King County Housing Authority
• Louisville Metro Housing Authority
• Minneapolis Public Housing Authority
• New York City Housing Preservation & Development
• HomeForward (Portland, OR)
• Housing Authority of the County of San Bernardino
• San Diego Housing Commission
• Seattle Housing Authority
• Tacoma Housing Authority

parents at 25 th percentile of income distribution

This map shows predicted neighborhood exposure effects at the
commuting zone (CZ) level for children born between 1980–86 who grew
up in the 1980’s and 1990’s. As part of the CMTO project, researchers will
zoom in to the zip code and census tract level and generate forecasts of
neighborhood exposure effects for children growing up today.

figure: chetty and hendren (2017 b )

Percentage impact on earnings
> 23.8%
16.3 – 23.8
10.6 – 16.3

6.9 – 10.6
4.1 – 6.9
1.9 – 4.1

-1.5 – 1.9
-4.9 – -1.5
-9.4 – -4.9

< -9.4%
Insufficient Data

Note: Estimates represent change in rank from spending one more year of childhood in CZ.

a b o u t j - pa l n o r t h a m e r i c a

The Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL) is a network of
more than 140 affiliated professors from over forty universities. Our
mission is to reduce poverty by ensuring that policy is informed by
scientific evidence. We engage with hundreds of partners around
the world to conduct rigorous research, build capacity, share policy
lessons, and scale up effective programs. J-PAL was launched at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), and now has regional
offices in Africa, Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean, North
America, South Asia, and Southeast Asia.

rese archers

Peter Bergman, Assistant Professor of Economics and Education,
Teachers College, Columbia University
Raj Chetty, William A. Ackman Professor of Public Economics,
Harvard University; J-PAL
Stefanie DeLuca, Associate Professor in the Department of
Sociology, Johns Hopkins University
Nathaniel Hendren, Professor of Economics, Harvard University
Lawrence Katz, Elisabeth Allison Professor of Economics,
Harvard University; J-PAL North America Co-Scientific Director
Christopher Palmer, Assistant Professor of Finance, Sloan School
of Management, MIT

about mdrc

MDRC is committed to finding solutions to some of the most difficult
problems facing the nation — from reducing poverty and bolstering
economic self-sufficiency to improving public education and college
graduation rates. We design promising new interventions, evaluate
existing programs using the highest research standards, and provide
technical assistance to build better programs and deliver effective
interventions at scale.
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about siepr

The Stanford Institute for Economic Policy Research (SIEPR) supports
research that informs economic policymaking while engaging future
leaders and scholars. SIEPR shares knowledge and builds relationships
among academics, government officials, the business community and
the public.

