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Abstract

Using data from the 2009 American Housing Survey, this research examines neighbor-
hood and housing satisfaction among assisted and unassisted renters. Studying the effect 
of housing assistance on neighborhood satisfaction allows for an assessment of the role 
that housing vouchers play in promoting household mobility to higher quality housing 
and neighborhoods compared with public housing developments or unsubsidized housing 
units. A major goal of this study is to shed light on the effectiveness of a predominant 
form of U.S. government-sponsored housing assistance at providing expanded housing 
choices for low-income families. Our findings show that housing voucher holders and 
public housing residents achieve higher levels of housing satisfaction and choose more 
desirable dwellings than do unassisted low-income renters. Housing assistance, however, 
does not enable recipients to locate to better neighborhoods.

Introduction
Policies and programs that federal, state, and city governments support for the provision of sub-
sidized housing have changed dramatically since their emergence in the post-Great Depression 
era. Initially, policy to provide housing to extremely low-income families supported large-scale, 
project-based subsidized housing developments, often isolated from the surrounding community. 
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Project-based public housing developments created physically and socially isolated neighborhoods 
of concentrated poverty and decay that were lambasted from all sides of the political spectrum. 
In recent years, subsidized housing development and housing subsidies for the low-income have 
focused more on integrating new housing and families into the physical and social fabric of local 
neighborhoods. The goals are to decrease poverty and racial concentration, to improve neighbor-
hood conditions, and to enable assisted renters to move to better neighborhoods.

In 1974, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) began providing eligible 
households with Section 8 rental certificates (vouchers) that cover a set percentage of their rent 
payments for private-market housing. These subsidies enabled low-income households to move to 
private-sector housing rather than live in public housing. HUD requires the housing rented under 
this program to meet standards for quality. To participate, landlords must be willing to accept gov - 
ernment rental subsidy payments. The premise of this market-based approach is that these vouchers 
(demand-side subsidies) will provide better living environments than place-based housing assistance 
(supply-side subsidies) by offering recipients choices about where they live. Today, the program, 
now known as the Housing Choice Voucher Program (HCVP), is the largest housing subsidy pro-
gram for low-income individuals in the United States. HCVP households comprise 42 percent of 
all HUD-assisted households, an increase from 34 percent in 1993 (Schwartz, 2010).

By encouraging housing mobility, vouchers intend to provide low-income renters better quality 
housing and neighborhood choice and to promote racial and economic desegregation (Schwartz, 
2010). Yet, a growing body of research shows that voucher holders, particularly minority house-
holds, often live in neighborhoods with higher levels of poverty and racial concentration and that 
they are more likely to live in inadequate housing compared with unassisted renters (Comey, 2007; 
Devine et al., 2003; Koebel, 1997; Pendall, 2000; Popkin, 2010; Popkin, Levy, and Buron, 2009). 
To understand these disparate outcomes, researchers are examining the constraints that voucher 
households face when they search for housing in the private rental market. Race- and class-based 
discrimination are two possible constraints.

Whether the HCVP increases the housing and neighborhood satisfaction of voucher recipients is 
an unanswered question. Increasing the amount of housing and neighborhood choices available 
to low-income renters and ultimately improving accessibility to more satisfactory housing and 
neighborhood situations are major goals of the HCVP. Although researchers find improvements 
in the physical housing structure of those relocating from public housing projects, they also find 
that voucher holders remain spatially concentrated in lower income neighborhoods compared with 
other renters (Devine et al., 2003; Galvez, forthcoming; Popkin and Cunningham, 2000).

Do housing vouchers improve the residential satisfaction of their recipients? This article continues 
the examination of the spatial outcomes of assisted renters by looking at a major dimension of the 
housing experience: residents’ satisfaction with their neighborhoods. Neighborhood satisfaction is 
a key component of overall residential satisfaction, which includes satisfaction with the housing 
structure in addition to its location. Using data from the 2009 American Housing Survey (AHS), 
this research examines whether housing assistance influences neighborhood and housing satisfac-
tion among assisted renters compared with unassisted renters.
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Without direct measures of neighborhood quality, neighborhood satisfaction is a good proxy for 
assessing the quality of neighborhood experiences by assisted households. Controlling for house-
hold, individual, and neighborhood characteristics, we ask if housing assistance (housing vouchers 
or public housing) significantly affects neighborhood satisfaction among low-income renters. 
Studying housing assistance effects on neighborhood satisfaction enables us to assess the role that 
housing vouchers play in promoting the mobility of low-income households to higher quality 
neighborhoods compared with households living in either public housing developments or unas-
sisted housing units (that is, those who reported not receiving government housing assistance).

Questions about the success of housing policies inevitably lead to discussion of location. The 
spatial dimension of housing is inextricably linked with access to schools, employment, and other 
vital neighborhood entities (Shlay, 1995). These entities are some of the many ways in which 
opportunity is structured within place, specifically the privilege of place (Squires, 2002). A major 
goal of this study is to shed light on how effective a predominant form of government-sponsored 
housing assistance, in its attempts to provide expanded housing choices for low-income families,  
is in overcoming America’s legacy of a discriminatory and segregated housing market.

Why Neighborhood Satisfaction?
According to HUD’s mission statement, one of its primary goals is for housing to improve families’ 
quality of life (HUD, 2011). The HCVP’s goals—to help very low-income families, elderly people, 
and people with disabilities afford decent, safe, and sanitary housing in the private market—embody 
these principles. This program, unlike development-based housing, offers individuals and families 
the opportunity to choose residential options, including single-family homes, townhouses, and 
apartments.

Because housing is a commodity that is fixed in a particular location, neighborhood choices ac company 
housing choices; neighborhood satisfaction is a key ingredient of residential satisfaction. Moreover, 
neighborhood satisfaction itself is recognized as a significant component of people’s overall quality  
of life (Adams, 1984; Lu, 1999; Rossi, 1980). Vouchers, by facilitating housing choices, are intended  
to enable families to choose their desired neighborhoods. People’s evaluations of their neighbor-
hoods indicate the extent to which they are satisfied with their neighborhoods’ quality, an element 
assumed to improve with receiving a voucher. Understanding neighborhood satisfaction is there-
fore central to judging the success of any housing mobility program.

Determinants of residential satisfaction, consisting of one’s satisfaction with both one’s neighborhood 
and one’s housing unit, are varied (Bruin and Cook, 1997; Glaster, 1987; Lu, 1999). A household’s 
needs, aspirations, and factors likely to hinder residential mobility often influence these determinants. 
Researchers have examined the effects on neighborhood satisfaction of a number of housing and 
neighborhood conditions, household characteristics, and community and neighborhood perceptions. 
These conditions include indicators of crime, poverty, and social disorder (Ahlbrandt, 1984; Marans 
and Rodgers, 1975) and also individual and housing characteristics, such as housing assistance, 
income, tenure, life cycle stage, housing quality, and so on (Ahlbrandt, 1984; Jargun et al., 1990; 
Lu, 1999). Attitudinal or perceptual variables of individuals’ residential satisfaction receive much 
attention. Community and neighborhood perceptions appear to play a major role in addition to the 
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actual configuration of residential and household characteristics, particularly perceptions of crime, 
social order, and social ties (Adams, 1992; Greenberg, 1999; Hipp, 2010; Marans and Rodgers, 1975; 
Markowitz et al., 2001).

Research has demonstrated a strong correlation between residents’ housing satisfaction and neigh-
borhood satisfaction, suggesting that the two phenomena are intertwined (Basolo and Strong, 2002; 
Glaster, 1987; James, 2008; Lu, 1999). Moreover, both objective and self-reported measures have 
been found useful in explaining neighborhood satisfaction.

Neighborhood Outcomes Among Voucher Holders
Recent research on voucher households’ housing and neighborhood outcomes has examined 
participants of the Moving to Opportunity (MTO) mobility program and public housing residents 
who moved from their housing demolished as a result of the HOPE VI Program.1 Both groups 
moved to the private rental market via housing vouchers. Most studies have found that voucher 
households relocated to areas of better quality housing and to lower poverty, safer neighborhoods 
(Buron, Levy, and Gallagher, 2007; Popkin, 2010; Popkin and Cove, 2007). Research has shown 
that those who engaged in residential shifts across political jurisdictions (portability moves) also 
experienced improved neighborhood conditions. From 1998 through 2005, only 9 percent of all 
HCVP recipients engaged in portability moves (Climaco et al., 2008). In particular, those who 
relocated from severely distressed public housing experienced improvements in neighborhood 
satisfaction, especially in terms of safety (Comey, 2007; Gubits, Khadduri, and Turnham, 2009; 
Kingsley and Petit, 2008; Popkin, 2010; Popkin, Levy, and Buron, 2009).

Other research on the experiences of housing voucher recipients suggests that families reported 
additional social and economic burdens when they chose to relocate to the private rental market 
(Buron, Levy, and Gallagher, 2007; Popkin, 2010; Popkin, Levy, and Buron, 2009; Rasinski, Lee, 
and Haggerty, 2010; Rosenbaum, DeLuca, and Tuck, 2005; Wood, Turnham, and Mills, 2008). 
Major hardships remained that made their living situations extremely precarious. Many reported 
facing difficulty keeping up with additional expenses of private rental housing and dealing with 
pre-existing hardships, such as health and unemployment (Buron, Levy, and Gallagher, 2007; 
Popkin, 2010; Popkin, Levy, and Buron, 2009; Rasinski, Lee, and Haggerty, 2010; Rosenbaum, 
DeLuca, and Tuck, 2005; Wood, Turnham, and Mills, 2008).

Additional research has compared the spatial and neighborhood outcomes of voucher holders 
and unassisted renters. When compared with unsubsidized renters within the same metropolitan 
area, voucher holders fared worse in terms of neighborhood poverty level, safety, and racial 
concentration (Comey, 2007; Cunningham and Droesch, 2005; Devine et al., 2003). Race is a 
major issue. Research finds that voucher holders moved into areas with a high concentration of 

1 MTO is a HUD-sponsored randomized housing mobility experiment. MTO provided 4,600 low-income families with 
children living in public housing within some of the nation’s most disadvantaged urban neighborhoods the chance to move 
to private-market housing in much less distressed communities. The HOPE VI Program replaces severely distressed public 
housing projects, occupied exclusively by low-income families, with redesigned mixed-income housing and provides 
housing vouchers to enable some of the original residents to rent apartments in the private market.
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African-American residents (Comey, 2007; Popkin, 2010; Popkin, Levy, and Buron, 2009) and 
that African-American voucher holders were more likely to live in impoverished neighborhoods 
than were voucher holders of other racial groups (Basolo and Nguyen, 2005; Cunningham and 
Sawyer, 2005).

A Closer Look at Housing Choice Among Voucher Holders
Research has identified several constraints that prevent voucher holders from moving to better 
neighborhoods (Basolo and Nguyen, 2005; Cunningham and Sawyer, 2005; GNOFHAC, 2009; 
Stone, 1993; Turner, Popkin, and Cunningham, 1999). Two major barriers to entering areas of 
lower poverty concentration are landlord behavior—in particular landlord discrimination—and 
private rental housing market characteristics, primarily affordable housing availability.

Researchers have identified landlord discrimination against voucher holders, African Americans in 
particular, as a major barrier in voucher holders’ search for available rental housing (Basolo and 
Nguyen, 2005; Cunningham and Sawyer, 2005; GNOFHAC, 2009). Stone (1993) showed that 
lower income groups, particularly those receiving housing assistance and other forms of public 
assistance, are more vulnerable to discrimination by landlords. Turner, Popkin, and Cunningham 
(1999) suggested that requiring prospective tenants to identify their income sources may serve as 
a proxy for racial or voucher discrimination. Others have noted that the lack of affordable rental 
housing available to those with housing vouchers served as a major barrier to relocating to newer, 
better quality neighborhoods (Basolo and Nguyen, 2005; Comey, 2007; Ma, 2009).

Households with members who have developmental problems or other special needs face even more  
constrained choices when using housing vouchers. Snell and Duncan (2006) found children’s health, 
behavioral, and educational problems to have a significant effect on voucher households’ decisions 
to move. Those with children who have learning disabilities and require special assistance were less 
likely to relocate via housing vouchers than were families without these considerations. Popkin, 
Cunningham, and Burt (2005) studied the transition from distressed public housing and identified 
a population that was “hard to house.” These public housing residents typically have personal or 
family circumstances—for example, substance abuse, physical or mental health problems, and poor 
education and work history—that make it difficult for standard relocation options to serve them 
adequately. These households’ special needs make it difficult to make a successful transition to 
mixed-income or private-market housing. Most housing voucher programs, in their current form, 
do not address the additional needs of these extremely vulnerable populations (Popkin, Cunningham, 
and Burt, 2005).

Research has found that voucher recipients are often discouraged and overwhelmed by the housing 
search process and have difficulty finding housing in tight, affordable housing markets (Basolo and 
Nguyen, 2005; Finkel and Buron, 2001; Galvez, 2010; Kennedy and Finkel, 1994). The intersec-
tion of these challenges, in addition to individual-level hardships, complicates the search and 
moving processes for voucher holders and ultimately undermines the major policy goals behind 
the HCVP.



40

Ross, Shlay, and Picon

American Housing Survey

Data and Methods
The data for this study are from the American Housing Survey, a nationally representative sample 
of housing units and householders. The AHS, sponsored by HUD, is a longitudinal sample of 
housing units. The Census Bureau has conducted the survey biannually since 1973.2 It includes 
samples both nationally and of selected metropolitan areas. The AHS includes data on individual, 
household, and neighborhood characteristics and on households’ assessment of their neighbor-
hoods and housing quality.

The analysis in this article uses data from the 2009 national sample, which consists of 73,222 
households. The sample is restricted to those households that rent and responded to the AHS 
question, “Does the Federal, State, or local government pay some of the cost of the unit?” Those 
who responded ”No” were coded as unassisted renters. From those who answered ”Yes” to this 
question, those who reported receiving housing vouchers that could be used to move or reported 
living in a building owned by a public housing authority (PHA) were included in the sample. 
Including only those who reported having a housing voucher that could be used to move to 
another location ensures that the voucher holders in the sample had knowledge that their vouchers 
allowed for mobility. Unassisted renters were further restricted to include only those with a house-
hold income below or equal to the HUD very low-income limit, based on 50 percent of the Area 
Median Income. This restriction allows for comparing assisted low-income renters with unassisted 
low-income renters. The resulting sample size is 6,117 households consisting of voucher holders, 
public housing residents, and unassisted low-income renters.

Research has found that survey responses regarding the fact and type of housing assistance received 
are widely misreported (Casey, 1992; Shroder, 2002), a recognized limitation of this study. Casey 
(1992) conducted a study that matched HUD-assisted addresses with those reporting assistance 
in their AHS responses. She found housing assistance misidentification among voucher holders 
(33 percent), those residing in project-based assisted housing (42 percent), and eligible but un-
assisted renters (10 percent). In addition to these well-documented “false positives,” reporting 
errors also exist in cases in which those who are assisted report that they are not, and vice versa 
(Shroder, 2002). Because of these reporting errors associated with self-reported housing assistance, 
differences between assisted and unassisted households may be understated. Since these findings 
were reported, however, the wording of housing assistance questions in the AHS has improved 
substantially to reduce reporting errors.

The two major variables used in this study are housing satisfaction and neighborhood satisfaction. 
Housing satisfaction is measured by a respondent’s answer to the question, “On a scale of 1 to 
10, how would you rate your unit as a place to live?” Neighborhood satisfaction is measured by a 
respondent’s answer to the question, “On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you rate the neighborhood 
as a place to live?” For both questions, 10 indicates the best rating and 1 indicates the worst. For 
these questions, the AHS leaves the concepts of housing and neighborhood undefined; respondents 
define their own concepts of housing and neighborhood.

2 Formerly the Annual Housing Survey, the survey became biannual in 1981.
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The distributions for the dependent variables of interest, housing and neighborhood satisfaction, 
are positively skewed, with most of the sample rating their housing and neighborhood at 6 or above. 
Because of the small number of observations in the lower satisfaction levels, 1 through 4, the 
satisfaction measures were recoded into five ordered categories: least satisfied (1 to 2), somewhat 
satisfied (3 to 4), moderately satisfied (5 to 6), very satisfied (7 to 8), and most satisfied (9 to 10). 
Exhibit 1 shows the respective distributions of housing and neighborhood satisfaction rankings in 
the sample.

Explanatory variables used in this analysis can be grouped in three distinct ways: (1) neighborhood 
attributes (exposure to crime, the presence of anything bothersome in the neighborhood, and avail -
ability of community services), (2) socioeconomic attributes (form of housing assistance, race, age,3 
education, duration of residence, the presence of children, welfare receipt, disabled householders, 
and housing adequacy), and (3) geographic controls (city/suburb/rural indication, fixed effects for 
metropolitan statistical area codes, and the availability of affordable rental housing, referred to as 
the tightness of the housing market4).

The selection of these variables is largely guided by past research that has found them to be signifi-
cant predictors of neighborhood satisfaction.5 The geographic variables control for local variations 
in urban and rural settings and for metropolitan-level factors in housing subsidy program admin-
istration. Subsidized housing allocation and distribution are often products of local arrangements 
via the state or property owners. For example, dramatic differences exist among state and local 
programs and in HUD’s allocation of resources to particular regions, states, and cities, which make 
for variation in approaches to subsidized rental housing. In addition, we cluster observations by 
metropolitan area. This technique assumes shared unobservable characteristics among people from 
the same metropolitan areas and attempts to capture variation within groups of renters.

3 Because age is analyzed as a vector of age and age-squared to account for the nonlinear relationship between age and 
neighborhood and housing satisfaction, we include both age and age-squared as independent variables.
4 The ratio of Fair Market Rent (FMR) to Area Median Income (AMI) is used as a summary indicator of market tightness and 
shortages of affordable housing. This indicator reflects the percentage of the AMI at which a two-bedroom FMR equals 30 
percent of the income of a three-person household. For more information on this measure, see Nelson (2002).
5 Other potential explanatory variables, including gender (female), marital status (single), and income, were highly 
correlated with whether households received public assistance.

Exhibit 1

 Neighborhood Satisfaction Housing Satisfaction

Neighborhood and Housing Satisfaction of Renters

Least satisfied 3% 2%
Somewhat satisfied 5% 4%
Moderately satisfied 18% 17%
Very satisfied 38% 43%
Most satisfied 36% 34%
Total 6,000 6,022

Source: 2009 American Housing Survey
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The model that predicts housing satisfaction includes neighborhood satisfaction as an independent 
variable and the model that predicts neighborhood satisfaction does the same with housing satis-
faction. These variables are included as independent variables because housing and neighborhood 
satisfaction are closely related (Lu, 1999). The specification for each model is different. The hous-
ing satisfaction model includes an index measure of housing adequacy that is based on a number 
of structural conditions for the housing unit. The neighborhood satisfaction model includes three 
perceptual variables that assess neighborhood conditions.

Housing and neighborhood satisfaction are ordered dependent variables; therefore, the analysis 
employs an ordered logit model. Although researchers typically use multinomial logit or probit 
models for discrete-outcome categorical variables, an ordered logit model is most appropriate in  
this case because it takes into account the ordinal nature of the outcomes (Greene, 1997; Lu, 1999).  
Under this ordered logit model, the cumulative probability of an individual (i) being in a particular 
neighborhood satisfaction category (j) or higher is

F P
ij im

m = j

J

=∑  (1)

where P
im

 is the probability that individual i falls into category m and J is equal to the highest 
neighborhood satisfaction category (in this case, a rating of 9 or 10). Each F

ij
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the ith individual is in the jth or lower neighborhood satisfaction category. The model is
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ik 
with k being equal to the number of independent variables in the model. 

These formulas create a single set of coefficients, but a different intercept/break for each equation 
that represents the probability of being in any higher satisfaction category (Allison, 1999).

Results
The following section presents the relationships between forms of housing assistance and socioeco-
nomic, neighborhood, and housing characteristics. These results demonstrate the unique ways in 
which groups of low-income renters differ. We then present a multivariate analysis to see if hous-
ing assistance, when controlling for this host of individual, neighborhood, and housing character-
istics, impacts housing and neighborhood satisfaction among low-income renters. We place special 
emphasis on comparing voucher holders and PHA residents with unassisted low-income renters.

Assisted and Unassisted Low-Income Renters: Comparative Analysis
Although all respondents are low-income renters, some notable differences exist between those 
receiving assistance and unassisted renters. Exhibit 2 compares the housing and household charac-
teristics of voucher holders, public housing residents, and unassisted low-income renters. Voucher 
holders and public housing residents were more likely than unassisted renters to be female, African 
American, without a spouse, and receive welfare assistance such as Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children or food stamps. Voucher holders and public housing residents reported lower contract 
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Exhibit 2

Socioeconomic Characteristics
Unassisted 

Renters
Voucher 
Holders

PHA 
Residents

Household and Neighborhood Characteristics by Housing Assistance (1 of 2)

Sex Female 58% 80% 75%
(4,993) (544) (580)

Race African American 24% 49% 42%
Hispanic 23% 15% 16%

(4,613) (513) (521)

Marital status Single 78% 90% 90%
 (4,993) (544) (580)

Welfare/food stamps Yes 23% 58% 45%
(4,993) (544) (580)

Children present Yes 39% 47% 36%
(4,993) (544) (580)

Education Less than high school diploma 26% 31% 33%
High school diploma or more 74% 69% 67%

(4,993) (544) (580)

Mobility Moved into unit in past 2 years 44% 35% 22%
(4,993) (544) (580)

Contract rent Mean 734 666 403
Standard deviation 399 402 368

(4,935) (540) (576)

Disabled householder Yes 22% 42% 39%
(4,975) (543) (576)

rents (without utilities) compared with unassisted renters, average differences of $68 and $331 per 
month for voucher holders and public housing residents, respectively. Voucher holders (42 per-
cent) and public housing residents (39 percent) were also more likely to have a disabled household 
member compared with unassisted renters (22 percent). About one-third to one-half of all renters 
had at least one child present in the household.

Voucher holders and public housing residents were economically worse off than unassisted 
renters. This condition is the direct result of eligibility requirements for housing subsidy program 
participants. Although only voucher holders were more likely to have children, both voucher 
holders and public housing residents had lower incomes, were more likely to receive other welfare 
assistance, and were more likely to have a disabled householder than unassisted renters—in part, 
conditions mandated by the design of subsidy eligibility standards.

Assisted renters tended to be slightly less likely to be satisfied with their neighborhood compared 
with their unassisted counterparts, although all groups were about equally satisfied with their 
housing units. The vast majority of these three groups also lived in adequate housing as indicated 
by structural conditions of their housing unit. The differences among neighborhood characteristics 
are slight to negligible. The comparability of neighborhood conditions among these groups sug-
gests that these low-income renters largely reside in similar types of neighborhoods.
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Neighborhood/Housing Characteristics
Unassisted 

Renters
Voucher 
Holders

PHA 
Residents

Neighborhood satisfaction Least satisfied 3% 5% 5%
Somewhat satisfied 4% 6% 5%
Moderately satisfied 18% 21% 20%
Very satisfied 40% 30% 33%
Most satisfied 35% 38% 37%

(4,889) (541) (570)

Housing satisfaction Least satisfied 2% 2% 2%
Somewhat satisfied 4% 4% 4%
Moderately satisfied 17% 16% 14%
Very satisfied 44% 39% 37%
Most satisfied 33% 40% 43%

(4,908) (540) (574)

Presence of serious crime Yes 23% 31% 26%
(4,913) (539) (571)

Community services Available 25% 29% 36%
(4,993) (544) (580)

Bothersome neighborhood aspects Yes 17% 20% 19%
(4,982) (543) (580)

Housing unit adequacy Inadequate 11% 13% 8%
Adequate 89% 87% 92%

(4,993) (544) (580)

Urbanicity Central city of MSA 47% 52% 50%
Suburban 42% 38% 38%
Rural 11% 10% 12%

(4,993) (544) (580)

MSA = metropolitan statistical area. PHA = public housing authority.

Effect of Government Housing Assistance on Neighborhood and Housing 
Satisfaction
Exhibits 3 and 4 present ordered logit modeling of the effects of socioeconomic, neighborhood, 
and geographic variables on two different satisfaction measures for low-income renters. The first 
model examines these effects on housing satisfaction. The second model looks at these effects 
on neighborhood satisfaction. The model for housing satisfaction examines the influence of 
neighborhood satisfaction and different housing assistance types (voucher holders, public housing 
residents, and unassisted renters) on whether people are more or less satisfied with their particular 
housing unit, net of other factors. The model for neighborhood satisfaction shows the influence 
of housing satisfaction, different housing assistance types, and other factors on the variation in 
neighborhood satisfaction.

Neighborhood satisfaction is included as an independent variable in the housing satisfaction 
model, and vice versa. The high correlation between housing satisfaction and neighborhood satis-
faction (0.57) indicates that approximately 30 percent of the variance in neighborhood satisfaction 
is explained by housing satisfaction for low-income renters. The estimates of the effects of different 

Exhibit 2

Household and Neighborhood Characteristics by Housing Assistance (2 of 2)
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types of housing assistance on housing and neighborhood satisfaction, therefore, are net of the 
influence of satisfaction with their housing unit or neighborhood.6

Exhibit 3 presents the results of the equation for housing satisfaction among renters. Housing 
assistance had a significant positive effect on housing satisfaction. Compared with unassisted 
low-income renters, both voucher holders and public housing residents were more satisfied with 
their housing, independent of their satisfaction with their neighborhood. In particular, the odds of 
observing a higher degree of housing satisfaction for voucher holders are 58 percent higher than 
the odds for unassisted renters.

6 The high correlation between housing satisfaction and neighborhood satisfaction most likely reflects that housing and 
neighborhood are intimately connected. People’s sense of satisfaction with their housing may include their perspectives on 
their neighborhood, and vice versa. At the same time, housing and neighborhood conditions covary. Nicer, higher quality 
housing tends to be in nicer neighborhoods, and vice versa. To be sure, housing satisfaction and neighborhood satisfaction 
are not perfectly correlated, indicating that, for these low-income renters, a significant proportion of the variance in each 
variable remains unexplained by variance in the other.

Exhibit 3

Log Odds Robust SE

Housing Satisfaction by Household and Neighborhood Characteristics

Housing assistancea

Housing vouchers 0.455*** (0.100)
PHA housing 0.500*** (0.092)

Neighborhood satisfaction 1.462*** (0.045)

Housing adequacy (1 = adequate) 0.528*** (0.069)

Socioeconomic attributesb

Hispanic 0.018 (0.081)
African American – 0.046 (0.057)
Age – 0.014* (0.006)
Age^2 0.000*** (0.000)
Welfare receipt (1 = welfare recipient) 0.022 (0.054)

Educationc (1 = high school diploma or more) – 0.074 (0.041)

Children (1 = has children) – 0.046 (0.051)

Special needs (1 = disabled householder) – 0.223*** (0.049)

Contract rent (in thousands) 0.025 (0.075)

Moved into unit in past 2 years (1 = yes) 0.135*** (0.040)

Geographic variablesd

Suburban areas of MSA – 0.100* (0.045)
Rural – 0.152*** (0.041)

Tightness of housing market 0.644 (0.524)

Number of observations 5,469
Wald Chi2 (17) 2,653.44
Pseudo R2 0.191
MSA = metropolitan statistical area. PHA = public housing authority.
a Omitted group = unassisted renters. b Omitted group = White. c Omitted group = less than high school diploma. d Omitted 
group = central city of MSA.

* p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.

Source: 2009 American Housing Survey, National Sample
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Estimates also show, as expected, that locational and household characteristics are significant 
predictors of housing satisfaction, net of neighborhood satisfaction, among low-income renters. All 
else being equal, young renters, those with children or a disabled householder, and those renting 
in suburban and rural areas were less satisfied with their housing compared with older renters, 
those without children or a disabled householder, and those renting in central cities, respectively. 
Residing in a housing unit with adequate structural conditions (such as readily available hot water 
and proper electrical wiring) and having moved into the unit in the past 2 years have significant 
positive effects on housing satisfaction among low-income renters. Actual rent (in thousands) and 
market tightness (a proxy for the availability of affordable rental housing) do not have significant 
effects on housing satisfaction for these groups.

Exhibit 4 presents the results of the model predicting neighborhood satisfaction for low-income 
renters. In this case, housing assistance has an opposite effect on neighborhood satisfaction than 

Exhibit 4

Log Odds Robust SE

Neighborhood Satisfaction by Household and Neighborhood Characteristics

Housing assistancea

Housing vouchers – 0.184* (0.083)
PHA housing – 0.337** (0.114)

Housing satisfaction 1.525*** (0.060)

Neighborhood attributes
Crime (1 = experienced crime) – 0.823*** (0.056)
Community services (1 = services are available) 0.140** (0.057)
Anything bothersome in neighborhood (1 = yes) – 1.094*** (0.080)

Socioeconomic attributesb

Hispanic 0.063 (0.132)
African American – 0.081 (0.089)
Age 0.009 (0.007)
Age^2 – 0.000 (0.000)
Welfare receipt (1 = welfare recipient) – 0.022 (0.062)

Educationc (1 = high school diploma or more) 0.017 (0.049)

Children (1 = has children) 0.044 (0.047)

Special needs (1 = disabled householder) 0.107 (0.089)

Contract rent (in thousands) 0.224** (0.072)

Moved into unit in past 2 years (1 = yes) – 0.076 (0.052)

Geographic variablesd

Suburban areas of MSA 0.232*** (.044)
Rural 0.438*** (0.043)

Tightness of housing market – .899* (0.431)

Number of observations 5,397 
Wald Chi2 (19) 3,279.87
Pseudo R2 0.218

MSA = metropolitan statistical area. PHA = public housing authority.
a Omitted group = unassisted renters. b Omitted group = White. c Omitted group = less than high school diploma. d Omitted 
group = central city of MSA.

* p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.

Source: 2009 American Housing Survey, National Sample
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that demonstrated above. Although both voucher holders and public housing residents were more 
satisfied with their housing units compared with unassisted low-income renters, both were less 
satisfied with their neighborhoods. The odds of observing a higher level of neighborhood satisfac-
tion are 17 percent lower for voucher holders compared with unassisted renters.

Neighborhood attributes also had an effect on neighborhood satisfaction, net of socioeconomic and 
geographic controls. The presence of crime (negative), community services (positive), and bother-
some neighborhood aspects (negative) all had significant effects on neighborhood satisfaction. 
Although suburban and rural renters were less happy with their housing compared with urbanites, 
they were happier with their neighborhoods. Paying more rent brought more satisfaction with 
their neighborhood as well. Residing in a tighter housing market, where presumably affordable 
rental housing is scarcer, however, had a significant negative effect on neighborhood satisfaction, 
everything else being equal.

Discussion and Policy Implications
The positive influences on housing satisfaction when receiving a housing voucher or living in 
public housing indicate that housing assistance is providing lower income households with higher 
quality housing compared with unassisted low-income renters. Both public housing residents and 
voucher holders, all else being equal, had higher levels of satisfaction with their housing units. 
Greater housing assistance among those receiving vouchers or residing in public housing suggests 
that, as a policy, housing assistance is working to improve the housing situations of the lowest 
income sector of the population. By increasing households’ expenditures on rent, housing vouch-
ers improve housing quality for low-income renters, although housing vouchers did not have this 
effect on neighborhood quality.

HUD intends for vouchers to enable families to locate in more desirable neighborhoods by increas-
ing household expenditures toward rent and by facilitating housing choices. For voucher holders, 
however, the assumption that better housing leads to better neighborhoods did not hold true. 
Although housing assistance appears important for voucher holders and public housing residents 
in choosing a suitable or even desired dwelling, it does not appear to be sufficient in supporting 
their relocation to better neighborhoods. These results suggest that voucher holders may be re-
stricted to housing in less desirable neighborhoods than the neighborhoods available to unassisted 
renters. These findings are consistent with previous research that suggests voucher holders may 
face barriers to relocation in the private rental market and, as a result, may be limited to particular 
neighborhoods (Devine et al., 2003; Popkin and Cunningham, 2000).

How do these results inform the elements, goals, and implementation of the HCVP? Over the 
years, the program has adopted measures to encourage and facilitate mobility across neighbor-
hoods and PHA jurisdictions. In addition to allowing for portability, the voucher program raised 
the ceiling on the rent amount that recipients can pay. These modifications to the program were 
a response to the continued concentration of poverty and lack of mobility among voucher house-
holds. Despite these changes, the main goal of the HCVP is still to provide greater housing choice 
to low-income voucher holders who undeniably face a host of social problems and disadvantages 
and who often lack the resources to escape these problems. As a mobility program, the HCVP 
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encourages low-income households to improve their housing, but it does not directly alter the 
neighborhood conditions in which these housing units are available.

This research suggests that housing assistance, by providing either public housing or vouchers, 
enables people to live in better (more satisfactory) housing. This research does not, however, 
support the assumption that housing choice enables families to optimize neighborhood conditions, 
as indicated by neighborhood satisfaction. More generally, a need exists for greater attention to 
neighborhood conditions of all rental housing, particularly of housing available to voucher holders 
and other low-income households. This need may reflect problems in the neighborhoods of rental 
housing for low-income renters as a whole.

Basing our analysis on this research, we cannot argue that housing vouchers are more successful 
than many of the project-based approaches to public housing. Many of those projects were located 
in low-income neighborhoods and consisted of inadequate housing. In those cases, low-income 
renters could accept the subsidy and deal with the location, or reject the subsidy and try to make 
it in the private rental market, where a better location was not necessarily guaranteed. The HCVP’s 
tenant-based approach certainly grants greater freedom of choice, but choice is still constrained 
and renters do not have access to the entire rental marketplace. The premise behind choice is to 
find adequate housing in a good neighborhood, but these findings suggest that voucher holders 
may still be confined to particular neighborhoods when they search for better housing.

The absence of neighborhood effects also concerns the implementation of housing policy interven-
tions within the context of a segmented housing market. Providing vouchers that theoretically 
allow choice cannot change the location of low-income affordable housing, which is largely defined 
by the institutional mechanisms that underlie the housing market. A policy that supports choice 
cannot realistically free up these choices when these choices are already constrained to particular 
neighborhoods. Rental markets remain highly segmented by income, independent of location and 
other factors. Although this research is based on residential outcome data, the findings call for 
greater attention to the conditions and processes that voucher holders, and low-income renters 
more generally, face in their search for housing. Although numerous efforts on behalf of the federal 
government have been aimed at improving living conditions for all groups and localities, the 
concentration of low-income housing cannot be ignored in efforts for greater mobility choices.

Conclusion
Studying the effect of housing assistance on neighborhood satisfaction allows for an assessment of 
the role that housing vouchers play in promoting the mobility of low-income households to higher 
quality neighborhoods compared with those living in either public housing developments or unas-
sisted housing units. These findings indicate the persistence of a limited housing choice for assisted 
households—particularly one that remains unchallenged with the introduction of housing vouch-
ers. Access to neighborhoods of opportunity, in which voucher households are more or equally 
satisfied with their neighborhood compared with unassisted households, remains elusive. Families 
residing in undesirable areas likely face inadequate education systems, inadequate employment 
opportunities, and safety and health concerns. Without programs that drastically alter the institu-
tions underlying this geography, these same outcomes are likely to pass on to future generations.
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More than 35 years ago, Chester Hartman, a national advocate for low-income housing, stated in 
his seminal book, Housing and Social Policy, that housing vouchers ...

… foster the principle of individual choice in the housing market, which is a critical com-
ponent of housing satisfaction but it takes no steps to ensure that market conditions will 
be such that the low-income consumer can truly have free choice or satisfaction. With 
the present realities of housing conditions and the housing market, freedom of choice can 
only be enhanced by more government intervention, not less (Hartman, 1975: 159).

This study indicates that barriers to choice remain a critical concern. Geographic obstacles to 
opportunity appear to persist. Market-based mechanisms such as housing vouchers do not correct 
for market failure—in this case, concentration of affordable rental housing, discrimination, and 
transportation costs that limit choices in the residential search process. Housing voucher policy is 
not meeting some of its broader policy goals, such as equality in neighborhood choice and quality.
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