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Abstract

In 1998, public housing agencies (PHAs) were given considerable discretion to select 
tenants on the basis of local PHA preferences rather than on old federal preferences for 
households experiencing housing-related hardships. Many PHAs have adopted other 
categorical preferences. As a result, the demographic profile and household composition 
of public housing tenants have changed. These changes have important implications for 
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s Housing Choice Voucher 
Program (HCVP), because past research has found that household characteristics and 
location factors significantly affect a household’s length of stay in the program. The 
study described in this article uses administrative data to explore the factors associ-
ated with a household’s length of stay in the HCVP. The study focuses on the degree to 
which the presence of children of varying ages affects a household’s length of stay in the 
program and the degree to which older children, as a potential source of childcare, may 
mitigate a longer duration of housing assistance. The study also explores the degree to 
which the disability status of the household head or children affects a household’s length 
of stay in the program. The study’s main finding is that the presence of an infant or a 
toddler increases a household’s length of stay in the HCVP, after controlling for an array 
of household and location characteristics, but the presence of other children in the same 
household attenuates this effect. Conversely, the study finds that the presence of teenag-
ers, especially male teenagers, magnifies this effect.
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Introduction
The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD’s) Housing Choice Voucher 
Program (HCVP)—formerly called the Section 8 Rental Certificate Program—was created in 1974; 
since then, it has become a primary federal vehicle for providing housing assistance to low-income 
households. In 2005, the program served more than 1.9 million households.1 For many years, the 
program was targeted to households that were experiencing various housing-related hardships, 
such as being involuntary displaced, living in substandard housing, being homeless, and paying 
more than 50 percent of household income for rent. Public housing agencies (PHAs) across the 
country were charged with administering the program and were required by law to allocate 90 
percent of their vouchers (and certificates) to households that were confronting housing-related 
hardships (Devine et al., 2000).

In 1998, federal preferences for households with housing-related hardships were repealed under 
the Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act (QHWRA), and PHAs were given considerable 
discretion in selecting tenants on the basis of local PHA preferences. For example, PHAs may select 
people from their waiting lists who are enrolled in training programs or who are already working, 
although PHAs that adopt a preference for working tenants must also give an equal preference 
to heads of households who are elderly and people with disabilities. PHAs are simultaneously 
expected to allocate 75 percent of their vouchers to households with adjusted incomes that do not 
exceed 30 percent of the area median income (AMI). Research conducted in 2000 suggests that 
very few PHAs nationally (12 percent) base their program preferences exclusively on the old federal 
preferences, and most PHAs have adopted other categorical preferences (Devine et al., 2000). These 
preference decisions, in turn, have altered the composition of households served by the HCVP 
nationwide.

Changes in household composition have important implications for the HCVP. Recent research us-
ing administrative data on HCVP participants suggests that household and location characteristics 
affect a household’s length of stay in the program (Ambrose, 2005; Freeman, 2005; Olsen, Davis, 
and Carrillo, 2005). Some household characteristics (for example, being elderly or disabled) are 
associated with longer lengths of stay in the program and others (for example, higher income and 
younger age groups) are associated with shorter lengths of stay. This evidence suggests that PHAs 
that alter their tenant compositions on purpose may unknowingly be affecting the amount of time 
that households use the voucher and, thus, potentially limiting the number of vouchers available 
to serve households on the PHAs’ waiting lists. Conversely, changing tenant composition may 
lead to quicker exits from the program, which, in turn, would free up vouchers for other needy 
households. Therefore, to understand how vouchers are used nationwide, we must first understand 
which household characteristics affect HCVP attrition rates.

The study described in this article analyzes administrative data from HUD to explore household 
characteristics that are associated with a household’s length of stay in the HCVP. Although a 
number of such characteristics have been analyzed previously, this article focuses on the degree 
to which the presence of children of varying ages is related to a household’s length of stay in the 

1 The total includes 11,221 certificates and 1,922,654 vouchers.
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program and the degree to which older children, as a potential source of childcare, may mitigate a 
longer duration of assistance for households with infants and toddlers. The study also explores the 
degree to which the disability status of the household head or children affects a household’s length 
of stay in the program. Previous research has found disability status to be strongly associated with 
attrition rates in housing assistance programs. To understand better the unique constraints for 
households with a disabled head of household or child with disabilities, we compare characteristics 
associated with length of stay in the program across three types of heads of households: nonelderly 
heads of households with a child or children; nonelderly, disabled heads of households with a 
child or children; and nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled child. 

Literature Review: A Brief Summary
An emerging body of literature explores the length of time that a household receives housing 
assistance and the factors that influence the length of time. Research suggests that attrition rates in 
assisted housing are associated with multiple factors, including tenants’ socioeconomic characteris-
tics, changes in household composition, housing market conditions and the availability of afford-
able housing options, and the year of entry into assisted housing. Particular attention has been 
given to characteristics that describe the life cycle of a program participant, such as year of entry 
and age composition, and several metropolitanwide economic factors, such as wages, demand for 
labor, and rent structures.

Using the Longitudinal Occupancy, Demography, and Income file,2 Olsen, Davis, and Carrillo (2005) 
conclude that elderly status and disability status of the head of household are by far the two largest 
influences on a household’s decision to leave the HCVP. Heads of households who have disabilities 
are about 37 percent less likely to exit the tenant-based HCVP, and heads of households who 
are elderly are about 23 percent less likely to exit compared with otherwise similar households. 
Other household characteristics, such as race and size of the household, played a much smaller 
role in explaining differences in attrition rates. The study also found that a $100-per-month lower 
local payment standard was associated with a 3-percent higher rate of program exit and a $100-
per-month higher minimum tenant contribution to rent was associated with a 13-percent higher 
program attrition rate.

Ambrose (2005) used a random sample of households from HUD’s Multifamily Tenant Character-
istics System (MTCS) and Tenant Rental Assistance Certification System (TRACS) and found that 
individual characteristics are very important to understanding a program participant’s exit from the 
tenant-based HCVP, a public housing program, or a project-based housing program. Elderly heads 
of households are 48, 56, and 59 percent, respectively, less likely to exit from these programs; 
disabled heads of households are 54, 76, and 57 percent, respectively, less likely to exit. Gender, 
race, income, housing composition, housing location, and city size were also found to be statisti-
cally significant factors in determining the likelihood of a participant’s leaving assisted housing. 
The effects of local economic conditions on program exits varied by program type.

2 The file contains data from HUD’s Multifamily Tenant Characteristics System and Tenant Rental Assistance Certification 
System for 1995 through 2002.
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Freeman (2005) used data from the New York City Housing and Vacancy Survey to explore 
whether household composition is related to the receipt of housing assistance. Freeman found that 
the likelihood of exiting housing assistance is highest in the earliest years of a housing assistance 
stay and that the most significant predicators of ending a housing assistance stay were residing in 
public housing; being White, young, and nondisabled; and having no children. The vacancy rate of 
the local housing market was also a predicator. The study also suggested that recipients of housing 
assistance were less likely to be married and less likely to get married over time, but little evidence 
was found that housing assistance contributed to the dissolution of partnerships. In addition, 
recipients of housing assistance have more children, but, after they receive housing assistance, they 
are less likely to have additional children.

Bahchieva and Hosier (2001) used administrative data from the New York City Housing Authority 
to explore lengths of stay in public housing. The authors found that lengths of stay were influenced 
by demographic characteristics, income level and sources, and housing characteristics. The highest 
exit rates were among participants with incomes exceeding 80 percent of AMI, single people, 
young or very old heads of households, White heads of households, and non-Hispanic immigrants. 
The authors also found that tenants in smaller apartments and higher crime neighborhoods had 
higher exit rates, and previously homeless people had the highest probability of exiting during 
the early years of tenure. Most striking, the median length of stay derived from a survival analysis 
is more than 42 years, and more than one-quarter of the lengths of stay are more than 55 years. 
These very long lengths of stay likely are associated with the very tight housing market in New 
York City, which greatly restricts mobility options among low-income households.

Before these recent studies, most research relied on surveys that asked program participants to 
self-report their housing assistance status, although evidence suggests that such self-reporting may 
be unreliable (Shroder, 2002). Freeman (1998) used data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics 
to examine the dynamics of residents in public housing and found that demographic, location, 
and cultural factors—including where residents grew up, the educational attainment of heads of 
households, and whether a child grew up in a household with both parents—influence lengths of 
stay, or durations, in public housing. Freeman concludes that quicker exits from public housing 
are associated with various factors: growing up in a two-parent family; being non-Hispanic; having 
more than a primary school education (1–8 years of school); having additional work experience; 
being divorced; residing in an area with a higher vacancy rate and more affordable housing units; 
and living in the Northeast or Midwest. In addition, Freeman did not find evidence supporting the 
notion that participants who use housing assistance for longer periods of time are less likely to exit, 
sometimes referred to as the “duration dependence phenomenon.” The duration dependence phe-
nomenon suggests that program participants become accustomed to living with housing assistance 
and making ends meet and, thus, are less likely to exit the program (Bane and Ellwood, 1994).

Susin (1999) used data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation to examine the 
effect of employment, earnings, and household composition on the length of housing subsidy. 
The study’s main finding is that employment and earnings are modestly associated with an exit 
from subsidized housing, and up to 56 percent of exits are associated with household composition 
changes (for example, the birth of a child or a marriage). Susin also found that other household 
characteristics—such as having a high school degree, higher earnings and income, and welfare 
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receipt—and location factors, such as a local area’s median rent and the state vacancy rate—were 
important predictors of exiting from subsidized housing.

Conceptual Framework for Understanding the Effect of Children on 
a Household’s Length of Stay in the HCVP 
Past research underscores the important relationship between households’ life cycles and length of 
stay in assisted housing, but little is known about the independent effect of children on the length 
of stay. On initial reflection, the relationship between the presence of children and length of stay in 
the program is not obvious. 

Associations between the presence of children and the length of time households receive housing 
assistance seem especially likely when households include either infants or toddlers together with 
teenagers. The presence of infants or toddlers may lead some households to remain in the housing 
program if the heads of households cannot find adequate daycare and, consequently, are unable 
to obtain gainful employment to pay rent in the private market. Among participants in the HCVP, 
lack of good-quality childcare has been found to be one of the most important barriers to finding 
employment and, thus, becoming self-sufficient (Reed, Pashup, and Snell, 2005; Turnham et al., 2006).

The presence of teenagers ages 13–17 may influence the exit of households from housing assistance 
in different ways, albeit very limited evidence exists describing this potential association. On one 
hand, the presence of teenagers may increase the likelihood of exits from the HCVP. Research on 
welfare recipients suggests that program-induced increases in maternal employment, especially 
in low-wage labor markets, may lead some teenagers to assume more household and adult-like 
responsibilities, such as caring for younger children in the household, housecleaning, shopping, 
cooking, or employment (Burton, 1997). Female teenagers are particularly more likely to assume 
household duties (Dodson and Dickert, 2004). Although this research focuses on the effect of 
maternal employment on teenagers, it also raises the possibility of an inverse dynamic: heads 
of households may be more likely to become employed if a teenager is available to help care for 
younger children in the household. Expressed differently, the presence of teenagers—especially 
female teenagers—may help a household become self-sufficient if the head of the household can 
leave the children with the teenager and find gainful employment, rather than stay home to care 
for the children.

On the other hand, teenagers often present more challenges to households. Households that have 
teenagers who are getting into trouble in school or in the neighborhood may be prompted to 
move to another community to change the teenager’s environment. Some of these moves may be 
portability moves (that is, the household continues to receive housing assistance in another PHA’s 
jurisdiction) and other moves may involve exits from the program altogether if the household has 
sufficient resources. In some cases, households may have greater incentives to become self-sufficient 
and exit housing assistance if they believe they can improve their teenagers’ environment and, in 
turn, their outcomes as adults. Previous research that focused on recipients of Temporary Assis-
tance for Needy Families who also received tenant-based rental assistance suggests that recipients’ 
decisions to move are influenced greatly by their desire to improve their children’s well-being 
(Turnham et al., 2006).



122 Policy Issues in Public and Assisted Housing

Cortes, Lam, and Fein

Alternatively, some households with at-risk teenagers may feel overwhelmed by the stresses 
brought on by teenagers and decide to focus on stabilizing their family life before considering other 
important choices (for example, seeking employment, asking for a raise, or uprooting the family 
and moving elsewhere). As Turnham et al. (2006) suggest, families in the HCVP are confronted 
by an array of stressful circumstances at home and in their neighborhoods—paying rent and 
utilities, coping with the absence of a male partner/spouse, avoiding drug and criminal activity in 
the neighborhood, providing for their children—and many families triage their living situation by 
focusing on one issue at a time. Families may choose to focus on the well-being of their teenagers 
before considering other issues that, in turn, could affect their self-sufficiency outcomes and ability 
to exit the HCVP.

Some households with teenagers may be less willing to exit housing assistance if they prefer to 
keep teenagers rooted in their social settings, especially the teenagers’ school and friends, and the 
housing assistance enables them to stay where they are. Studies that have explored household 
outcomes following moves to different communities—aided by housing assistance—demonstrate 
that some households continue to send their teenage children back to the schools located in 
previous neighborhoods (Orr et al., 2003). If housing assistance is helping a household maintain 
a teenager’s routine, the housing assistance may be providing a disincentive for households to 
become self-sufficient and exit housing assistance.

The potential effects of young children (ages 6–12) on the length of time a household stays in 
the program are less understood or studied. Young children may delay a household’s exit from 
housing assistance for some of the same reasons associated with infants and toddlers. On the 
other hand, children approaching their teens may be asked by the head of household to babysit 
younger children in the household while the head of household is working or taking other steps to 
become self-sufficient (for example, enrolling in a job training program, going to a job interview, or 
completing a certificate or degree program).

The Data
This analysis uses data from three data sources: (1) administrative data collected in HUD’s MTCS/
Public and Indian Housing Information Center (PIC) system between 1997 and 2005, (2) the 2000 
Decennial Census, and (3) the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit database. 

The MTCS/PIC database from 1997 to 2005 contains nearly 14 million records—3.3 million 
certificate records and 10.5 million voucher records. The total number of records increases steadily 
from about 1.1 million in 1997 (about 807,000 certificates and 274,000 vouchers) to 1.9 million 
in 2005 (approximately 11,000 certificates and 1.88 million vouchers). The universe of records 
for the analysis consists of households in the MTCS/PIC data file that began receiving assistance in 
1997 or later. Some of those households may have experienced housing assistance before 1997, but 
at some point they exited the program and then reentered between 1997 and 2005. We addressed 
three key data issues to construct the MTCS/PIC analysis file: (1) truncated records, (2) discon-
tinuities in the longitudinal data file, and (3) unrecorded or unknown exits from the program.3 
After we addressed these issues and identified new program entrants between 1997 and 2004,             

3 Further information on how these issues were addressed is available from the authors.
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we selected three types of heads of households: (1) nonelderly heads of households with a child or 
children; (2) nonelderly, disabled heads of households with a child or children; and (3) nonelderly 
heads of households with at least one disabled child.4 In this study, we used all records associated 
with these head-of-household types.

Exhibit 1 shows the total number of records in the analysis file by head-of-household type and year 
of entry. Overall, the final analysis file contains nearly 760,000 records. The overwhelming majority 
of households (84 percent) are nonelderly heads of households with a child or children; some of 
the records (13 percent) are nonelderly, disabled heads of households with a child or children; and 
a few (3 percent) are nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled child.

We used census data in the analysis to control for location factors that may influence households’ 
lengths of stay in the HCVP. The census data provide indicators of level of urbanization (central 
city, suburb, and nonmetropolitan), census division of the United States, metropolitan civilian 
unemployment rate, and metropolitan statistical area/primary metropolitan statistical area (MSA/
PMSA) housing vacancy rate. We also use census data to determine whether the PHA has a high 
mean rent in the metropolitan area. We sorted data from Census 2000 Summary File 3 by census 
tract and merged the information to the MTCS/PIC data file using the 2000 Census tract identifier.

Under a separate HUD contract, Abt Associates assembled a database with low-income housing tax 
credit (LIHTC) units placed in service between 1995 and 2004. The database includes information 
on a multitude of variables, including project location, number of total units, and number of 
tax credit units. Census tract identifiers also are attached to each record. We merged the LIHTC 
database to the MTCS/PIC data file to identify and control for the availability of LIHTC units in the 
same census tract as the household receiving housing assistance.

Exhibit 1

Year
Nonelderly Heads of 

Households With 
a Child or Children

Nonelderly, 
Disabled Heads of 
Households With 

a Child or Children

Nonelderly Heads of 
Households With 

at Least One 
Disabled Child 

Total Household 
Records

Number of Households in the HCVP Analysis File by Head-of-Household Type, 
1997–2004

1997 75,415 11,966 2,933 90,314

1998 72,460 11,353 2,772 86,585

1999 70,495 12,034 2,831 85,360

2000 70,516 11,119 2,976 84,611

2001 105,921 15,395 4,504 125,820

2002 92,271 13,292 3,717 109,280

2003 87,389 12,237 3,470 103,096

2004 63,305 8,510 2,676 74,491

Total 637,772 95,906 25,879 759,557

HCVP = Housing Choice Voucher Program.

4 We constructed variables to identify each head-of-household type.
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Using these data sources, we constructed several key variables needed to (1) address central study 
questions about the effects of children’s age composition and of household members’ disability 
status on HCVP length of stay; and (2) represent a series of covariates that we used to control for 
rival explanations (but which are also of interest in their own right). The covariates used included 
the age of the householder, availability of units funded by the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit 
program, race and ethnicity, income and sources of income, and other key household and location 
characteristics.5 (The full list of covariates appears in exhibits 2, 3, and 4.) 

The variables associated with the effect of children on program lengths of stay are particularly 
noteworthy. To measure the effects of children on a household’s length of stay in the program, we 
constructed the following variables: the total number of children in the household (a continuous 
variable) and a series of dummy variables indicating whether the household included the presence 
of children in a series of specific age-gender categories.

To test hypotheses about caring for younger children in the household, we created a series of variables 
representing the interaction of dummy variables indicating the presence of infants (ages 0–3) and 
toddlers (ages 4–5) and variables indicating the presence of older boys and girls, both young children 
and teenagers. For variables on older boys and girls, we included dummy variables distinguishing 
male young children ages 6–12, female young children ages 6–12, male teenagers ages 13–17, and 
female teenagers ages 13–17.

The interaction terms allow us to explore the significance of spacing between children of different 
ages and to test if varying age groups are associated statistically with exits from the HCVP. The 
interaction terms also describe how the presence of young children and teenagers influences the 
potential effects of infants and toddlers on exits. For example, the hypothesis regarding caring for 
younger children in the household would be supported by a finding that households with infants 
stay on assistance longer than those without infants, but this effect is smaller when the household 
also includes the presence of a teenager. The next section describes our multivariate analysis 
strategy in detail.

The Methodology
We use a piecewise-exponential duration model to explore the relationship between household 
compositions—specifically, the presence of children of different ages—and length of stay, or 
duration, in the HCVP.6 The model assumes that the exact timing of an event (that is, a household’s 
exit from the HCVP) is known. The exact timing of the event is indicated by the “effective date of 
action” variable in the MTCS/PIC database. This model accounts for right-censoring and accom-
modates time-varying covariates. 

5 We also attempted to control for local rent structures by including two variables: the household’s income in proportion 
to area median income and gross rent in proportion to Fair Market Rent. These variables were highly correlated with a 
metropolitan area’s vacancy rate in the regression equation, which is problematic because parameters in duration models 
are estimated by an iterative numerical method called “maximum likelihood.” When variables that are highly correlated are 
included in a model, the likelihood function does not converge and coefficient estimates cannot be produced.
6 We used SAS software, as described in Allison (1995).
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We used two regression models in the study. The first model contains the dummy variables that in-
dicate whether a child of a particular age group is present, plus an array of household and location 
characteristics. The model does not include the child-interaction variables. The full model adds the 
child interaction variables to the first model. Both models are estimated separately for each type of 
head of household (that is, nonelderly heads of households with a child or children; nonelderly, 
disabled heads of households with a child or children; and nonelderly heads of households with at 
least one disabled child) and for the total universe of households.

Formally, the model is written:

log[h
i
(t)] = X

i1
b

1 
+ X

i2
b

2 
+ X

i3
b

3 
+ X

i4
b

4 
+ X

i5
b

5					   
(equation 1)

where

h
i
(t) represents the duration of household i in the program at time period t; 

X
i1  

represents 0-1 dummy variables indicating various entry years (cohorts);

X
i2  

is a set of variables accounting for the number and spacing of children of different ages in the 
household; 

X
i3  

is a vector of household demographic variables;

X
i4  

includes the set of geographic covariates;

X
i5  

is a series of period-specific intercepts for the households; and

b
1
, b

2
, b

3
, b

4
,
 
and b

5
 are vectors of regression coefficients.

To interpret the magnitude of the regression coefficients, we transformed (or exponentiated) the 
parameter estimates reported by SAS software into a survival time ratio (Hosmer and Lemeshow, 
1999). For a dummy (0/1) explanatory variable, the time ratio (that is, eb) provides the estimated 
ratio of the expected survival time of the two groups, where the reference group is the group coded 
as 0 in the dummy variable. For instance, assume that the estimated coefficient for the dummy 
variable for wage income is negative 0.363. The time ratio, e-0.363, is equal to 0.70 and suggests 
that a working household’s length of stay in the program is 70 percent of the length of stay among 
households that are not in the labor force, after controlling for other covariates. For a continuous 
variable, the formula 100(eb -1) yields the percentage increase in the expected survival time for a 
one-unit increase in the explanatory variable.

Parameter estimates associated with the child-related variables suggest whether and how HCVP 
exit probabilities are affected by the presence of children in a household. To test hypotheses about 
the effects of combinations of infants, toddlers, and older children, we add a series of multiplicative 
terms to a base model including only dummy variables for each main age group.

To control for other household characteristics and local labor and housing market conditions, the 
model includes numerous covariates (see exhibits 2, 3, and 4). Most of the covariates are measured 
as of the year of the tenant’s program entry. Our variables capturing numbers of children in different 
age groups are time-varying, however, to reflect changes in age groups resulting from new arrivals 
in the household (for example, births) and departures (for example, young adults leaving home). 
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Including other covariates (apart from the number and age of children) helps to control for other 
factors that influence probabilities of exit from the HCVP, which could affect estimates of child-age 
effects.

In addition, the model includes a set of geographic variables to account for location effects. The 
number of LIHTC units in the census tract controls for the availability of alternative affordable 
rental units in the neighborhood. The unemployment and housing vacancy rate measures control 
for the greater likelihood that households in worse labor markets and households in tighter rental 
markets are more likely to remain in the HCVP. The dummy variables for central city, suburb, 
and rural location, plus the census division variables, control for fixed effects in these geographic 
locations.

Results
Exhibits 2, 3, and 4 provide descriptive profiles of the three types of heads of households in the 
study: nonelderly heads of households with a child or children; nonelderly, disabled heads of 
households with a child or children; and nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled 
child. Exhibit 2 lists household characteristic variables, exhibit 3 lists the child-related variables, 
and exhibit 4 lists the location variables that are included in the analysis.

Household Characteristics
Exhibit 2 lists household characteristics for all households in the analysis file and for each 
head-of-household type. Overall, the three head-of-household types share many of the following 
characteristics:

•	 Small (averaging slightly more than three people in the household). 

•	 Young (average age of household head is 31). 

•	 Headed by a minority (60 percent of household heads are African American or Hispanic).

•	 Headed by a single person (91 percent of households do not have a spouse present).

•	 Poor (average annual income is $10,100, which is about 20 percent of the AMI).

We note a few key differences across the head-of-household types. Nonelderly heads of households 
with a child or children have significantly higher wage incomes compared with other head-of-
household types. Nonelderly heads of households with a child or children earn about $6,300 
annually, which is about five times greater than the wage income of nonelderly, disabled heads of 
households with a child or children ($1,209) and almost twice the amount of nonelderly heads of 
households with at least one disabled child ($3,585).

Also, nonelderly, disabled heads of households with a child or children are older than their 
counterparts. These head-of-household types are about 38 years old, and nearly two-thirds of these 
heads of households are adults ages 35 or older. By comparison, nonelderly heads of households 
with a child or children and nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled child 
typically are adults 30 and 32 years old, respectively, and less than one-third of these heads of 
households are adults 35 years or older.
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The nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled child are often African American 
(55 percent), which is about 10 and 15 percentage points greater than the proportion associated 
with nonelderly heads of households with a child or children and nonelderly, disabled heads of 
households with a child or children, respectively. In addition, these head-of-household types are 
paying about 20 percent more than Fair Market Rent (FMR).7 Nonelderly heads of households with 
a child or children and nonelderly, disabled heads of households with a child or children typically 
are paying FMRs.

Child-Related Characteristics
Exhibit 3 shows the descriptive statistics for the child-related variables, and the variable means 
across household groups are statistically significant (.01) for nearly every variable.8 As discussed 
earlier in this article, the child-related characteristics are as follows: “infant” refers to a child ages 
0–3, “toddler” refers to a child ages 4–5, “young child” refers to a child ages 6–12, and “teenager” 
refers to a child ages 13–17.

Overall, each household has about two children. Of the households in the study, 50 percent have 
one or more infants (ages 0–3), 50 percent have one or more young children (ages 6–12), 25 
percent have toddlers (ages 4–5), and 25 percent have teenagers (ages 13–17). Also, about 10 
percent of households have an infant and a male teenager, and an additional 10 percent have an 
infant and a female teenager.

Nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled child differ from the other head-of-
household types in several important ways. These heads of households are much more likely to 
have young children (67 percent) than are nonelderly heads of households with a child or children 
(50 percent) and nonelderly, disabled heads of households with a child or children (53 percent). 
Moreover, these head-of-household types are consistently more likely to have different child-group 
pairings, particularly pairings that include young children. For example, about 16 percent of 
nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled child have an infant and a young male 
child and 15 percent of these households have an infant and a young female child, 5 to 10 percent-
age points above the corresponding rates in other head-of-household types.

Geographic Characteristics
Exhibit 4 provides the descriptive statistics for the geographic variables. Although statistically 
significant at the .01 or .05 level for most of these variables, the differences in means across 
head-of-household types are very small. Overall, households in the study are residing in areas  

7 Housing assistance payments distributed by HUD are limited by Fair Market Rents (FMRs) that are established by HUD. 
In the Housing Choice Voucher Program, the FMR is the basis for determining the “payment standard amount” used to 
calculate the maximum monthly subsidy for an assisted family. For more information, see HUD’s Proposed Fair Market 
Rents for Fiscal Year 2008 for the Housing Choice Voucher Program and Moderate Rehabilitation Single Room Occupancy 
Program; Notice (Docket No. FR–5152–N–01), available at http://www.huduser.org/datasets/fmr/fmr2008p/fy2008p_
preamble_complete.pdf.
8 Because households can have multiple children in different age categories, the variables indicating the presence of children 
in different age groups, such as Kids03, Kids45, Kids612, and Kids1317, are not mutually exclusive. Expressed differently, 
the households can be observed in multiple child-age groupings.

http://www.huduser.org/datasets/fmr/fmr2008p/fy2008p_preamble_complete.pdf
http://www.huduser.org/datasets/fmr/fmr2008p/fy2008p_preamble_complete.pdf
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with similar characteristics: moderate-poverty neighborhoods (20-percent poverty rate) that are 
typically located in central cities (49 percent) and have a fair number of LIHTC units (119 units). 
These neighborhoods are in metropolitan areas with 9-percent vacancy rates, 6-percent unemploy-
ment rates, and 53-percent owner-occupied units, on average. Households are geographically 
distributed, much like the national population, with larger concentrations of households in the 
South and West.

Descriptive Analysis by Exit Status
Exhibit A-1 in appendix A presents the household, child-related, and geographic characteristics 
separately for households that exited the HCVP and for households that never exited (that is, 
stayers) during the study period (1997 to 2004). Nearly all of the characteristics associated with 
exiters and stayers are statistically different at the .01 level, and a few merit particular attention.

•	 Race. Exiters are substantially more likely to be non-Hispanic Whites compared with stayers. 
About 47 percent of exiters are non-Hispanic Whites, and 28 percent of stayers are non-
Hispanic Whites. In particular, African Americans constitute a large proportion of stayers (53 
percent) but a much smaller proportion of exiters (37 percent).

•	 Gender. Although most households in the study are headed by females, stayers have more 
female heads of household than exiters have. About 88 percent of exiters are households headed 
by females, compared with 93 percent of stayers.

•	 Income. Both exiters and stayers are highly disadvantaged economically. Interestingly, exiters 
have slightly lower total income and wage income compared with stayers. The average annual 
income among exiters is about $10,050, and more than half of that amount ($5,573) is from 
wage income. In contrast, the average annual income among stayers is about $10,789, and 
about $6,121 is associated with wage income.

•	 Number of Children. Exiters have slightly fewer children than stayers. Exiters average fewer 
than two children per household, whereas stayers have more than two children per household.

•	 Age of Children. Exiters are more likely to have teenagers than are stayers, and stayers are 
more likely to have infants, toddlers, and young children. Stayers are also slightly more likely to 
have different types of child pairings. For example, 2 percent of stayers have both toddlers and 
teenagers together in the household compared with 1 percent of exiters.

•	 Vacancy Rates. Exiters are more likely to reside in metropolitan areas with larger vacancy rates 
than are stayers. The vacancy rate among households that exited the HCVP is about 9.2 percent 
compared with 8.6 percent among stayers.

•	 Central City Location. Exiters are less likely to live in central cities (43 percent) compared 
with stayers (56 percent).

•	 Poverty Rate. Although both exiters and stayers live in poor neighborhoods, exiters lived in 
neighborhoods with poverty rates that are about 2 percentage points lower than those of stayers. 
The neighborhood poverty rate among exiters is 19 percent compared with 21 percent among 
stayers.
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Duration of Assistance and Exit Rates by Head-of-Household Type

Exhibit 5 presents the length of program stays (in years) by head-of-household type, and exhibit 6 
provides survival curves for each head-of-household type. To account for censoring of the data that 
occurs when household records are observed for differing amounts of time, we use the Kaplan-
Meier product-limit method to estimate lengths of stay and graph the survival curves (Kaplan and 
Meier, 1958). For example, a household that entered in 1997 can be observed for up to 8 years, 
but a household that entered in 2003 is observed for only 2 years.

The median length of stay for all households in the HCVP is nearly 3 years, with substantially 
longer stays for households with at least one disabled child than for other households. The median 
length of stay among nonelderly heads of households with a child or children is about 2.8 years, 
which is nearly two-thirds of the median (4.4 years) associated with nonelderly heads of house-
holds with at least one disabled child.

Exhibit 6 graphically displays survival curves for each head-of-household type. Each line repre-
sents the fraction of households that had not yet exited from the HCVP at successive lengths of 
stay after the point of original entry. The statistic (log-rank test) that tests for equality of survival 
functions indicates that the survival curves associated with the three head-of-household types 
are significantly different (.01 level). The log-rank test statistic compares the observed number of 
exits from the HCVP with the number expected in each head-of-household type under the null 
hypothesis of no survival difference among the three head-of-household types.

Both nonelderly heads of households with a child or children and nonelderly, disabled heads of 
households with a child or children experience a substantial fall in program participation after the 
first year in the HCVP. Fewer than 90 percent of those households remain in the program for 1 year. 
By the second year since program entry, only about 60 percent of those head-of-household types 
remain in the program. For both of those head-of-household types, the proportion remaining in 
the program steadily decreases over time, and the rate of decrease is slightly larger for nonelderly 
heads of households with a child or children. Fewer than 20 percent of those head-of-household 
types remain in the HCVP by the ninth year since program entry.

In contrast, the slope of the curve associated with nonelderly heads of households with at least 
one disabled child is less steep, particularly between the first and third years since program entry. 

Exhibit 5

Percentile
All

Households

Nonelderly Heads of 
Households With a 
Child or Children

Nonelderly,
Disabled Heads of 
Households With

a Child or Children

Nonelderly Heads of 
Households With

at Least One
Disabled Child

Length of Program Stay (in Years) in the HCVP by Head-of-Household Type, 1997–
2004 Entering Cohorts

25th 1.45 1.44 1.47 1.87

50th 2.89 2.83 3.00 4.40

75th 6.58 6.44 6.84 8.59

HCVP = Housing Choice Voucher Program.



133Cityscape

Household Life Cycle and Length of Stay in Housing Assistance Programs

Survival Function

About 90 percent of these households remain in the HCVP after 1 year since program entry,         
71 percent remain after 2 years since program entry, and around 60 percent are receiving housing 
assistance after 3 years since program entry. Approximately one-quarter of the households remain 
in the HCVP after 9 years since program entry.

The survival curves suggest that many households exit after the first year of program participation, 
but the curves do not disaggregate the exit rates by entry cohort. For example, households that 
entered before 1998 (the year QHWRA was passed) may exit at different rates than households 
that entered more recently.

Exhibit 7 shows the cumulative exit rates by year of entry and years since entry for each head-
of-household type, 1997–2004. Although very few households exit the program after 1 year of 
participation, a dramatic increase in exit rates is noticeable as participants stay in the HCVP for 
longer periods of time. 

For example, among nonelderly heads of households with a child or children who entered in 
1997, only 1 percent exited after 1 year of participation, but 43 percent exited by the second year 
of participation (a 42-percentage-point increase). The cumulative exit rate continues to increase 
with each additional year in the program, although the magnitude of the increases tapers gradually 
from 19 percentage points between years 2 and 3 to about 2 percentage points between years 7 
and 8. By the eighth year of program participation, 84 percent of nonelderly heads of households 
with a child or children who entered in 1997 have exited from the program. Similar trends are 

Exhibit 6

Survival Function by Head-of-Household Type

HCVP = Housing Choice Voucher Program.
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Nonelderly heads of households with a child or children

Number of years 
since entry (percent)

1 1.0 1.1 2.5 2.1 2.8 1.4 1.4 1.4

2 43.0 41.7 37.4 29.6 36.6 24.3 25.0  

3 62.1 59.3 52.8 49.5 50.5 40.6   

4 72.2 68.0 65.7 60.0 60.6    

5 78.2 75.7 72.5 67.9     

6 83.4 80.2 77.7      

7 86.4 83.7       

8 88.8        
Total 

households
(number) 

75,415 72,460 70,495 70,516 105,921 92,271 87,389 63,305

Nonelderly, disabled heads of households with a child or children

Number of years 
since entry (percent)

1 0.4 0.5 1.6 1.3 1.5 1.0 1.1 1.2

2 33.1 36.2 32.7 26.9 33.2 25.8 27.0  

3 51.2 52.8 48.1 46.0 47.5 43.5   

4 62.7 62.4 61.2 57.6 59.0    

5 69.3 71.4 69.2 66.7     

6 76.0 76.6 75.2      

7 80.2 81.2       

8 83.8        
Total 

households
(number) 

11,966 11,353 12,034 11,119 15,395 13,292 12,237 8,510

Nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled child 

Number of years 
since entry (percent)

1 0.4 0.8 1.8 1.1 1.6 0.9 0.9 1.1

2 30.8 26.8 25.6 19.3 22.5 16.6 19.3  

3 46.4 40.7 37.7 33.5 33.6 30.2   

4 56.9 49.6 48.3 44.0 43.3    

5 64.1 57.8 55.8 53.2     

6 70.5 64.0 63.6      

7 74.7 68.9       

8 78.6        
Total 

households
(number)

2,933 2,772 2,831 2,976 4,504 3,717 3,470 2,676

Exhibit 7

Year of Entry

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

Cumulative Exit Rates in the HCVP by Year of Entry and Years Since Entry for Each 
Head-of-Household Type, 1997–2004

HCVP = Housing Choice Voucher Program.
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observed for other head-of-household types and entry cohorts, although nonelderly heads of 
households with a child or children have the highest exit rates for each year of participation and 
nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled child have the lowest exit rates for each 
year of participation; nonetheless, these findings are consistent with Freeman’s (2005) conclusions 
that the likelihood of exiting housing assistance is highest in the earliest years of an assisted 
housing stay. These findings also suggest that most households with a child or children, including 
households with a nonelderly, disabled head of household or at least one disabled child, are not 
long-term users of the HCVP.

Exit rates diminish steadily across entry cohorts, except for a slight increase in exit rates among 
households that entered in 2001. For example, although 31 percent of nonelderly heads of 
households with at least one disabled child that entered in 1997 exited after 2 years of program 
participation, only 19 percent of households that entered in 2003 exited after 2 years in the 
program. Similarly, 57 percent of nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled 
child that entered in 1997 exited after 4 years of program participation, but only 43 percent of 
households that entered in 2001 exited after 4 years in the program. These trends are observed for 
all head-of-household types. Thus, cohorts that entered recently are less likely to exit the program 
when compared with older entry cohorts. This finding may be associated with tighter housing 
markets over time and fewer affordable housing options. It may also suggest that the characteristics 
of more recent cohorts are different from those of older cohorts, and these differences are related to 
longer lengths of stay in the HCVP. 

Exhibit 8 focuses on the composition of households entering the HCVP with children of different 
ages by entering cohort, and evidence suggests that more recent cohorts are different from past 
cohorts. The proportion of households with infants has steadily increased across entry cohorts, 
from about 46 percent in 1997 to 54 percent in 2004 (or an 8-percentage-point increase). The 

Exhibit 8

Household Typea
Entering Cohort

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

Percentage of Households Entering the HCVP With Children of Different Ages, by 
Entering Cohort

Households with infants 
ages 0–3 

45.9 47.1 49.2 51.6 51.3 52.1 51.8 53.5

Households with toddlers 
ages 4–5 

28.1 28.9 27.6 26.0 26.5 25.3 26.2 26.8

Households with young 
children ages 6–12 

55.2 53.4 52.7 51.3 50.3 49.4 49.4 48.0

Households with 
teenagers ages 13–17 

27.3 27.3 24.9 23.7 24.9 25.0 26.6 24.9

Total households 90,314 86,585 85,360 84,611 125,820 109,280 103,096 74,491

HCVP = Housing Choice Voucher Program.
a Household types are not mutually exclusive—households may be observed in more than one household type—and thus the 
column percentages may not total 100 percent.

(percent)

(number)
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increase in the proportion of households with infants has occurred simultaneously with a decrease 
in households with children of other ages, especially households with young children ages 6–12. 
From 1997 to 2004, the proportion of households with children in this age group decreased by 
about 7 percentage points.

Changes in the proportion of households with children of different age groups entering the HCVP 
could influence exit rates from the program if the presence of children of different ages is associ-
ated with program exits. The results from the multivariate analysis address this relationship.

Results From the Multivariate Analysis

Exhibits 9 and 10 show the results from the piecewise-exponential duration models.9 Exhibit 9 
provides the estimates from the first model, which includes dummy variables for the presence of 
children in different age groups and genders, and an array of household and location characteris-
tics. Exhibit 10 summarizes the results from the full model, which include the various household 
and location characteristics, the child-dummy variables from the first model, and the series of 
child-interaction terms. All the estimates from the full model appear in exhibit B-1 in appendix B. 

The results reported in exhibit 9 are consistent with previous research on the effect of household 
and location characteristics on attrition rates. Among all household types, several of the following 
household and location characteristics are associated with lengths of stay in the HCVP:

•	 Race. African-American households have lengths of stay in the HCVP that are 51 percent longer 
than those of White households (the omitted reference category), and Hispanics have lengths of 
stay that are 28 percent longer than those of Whites. The longer lengths of stay associated with 
minorities are observed across all household types, although the effect on nonelderly, disabled 
heads of households with a child or children is less severe. Nonelderly, disabled heads of 
households who are African American and have a child or children stay about 27 percent longer 
than White, nonelderly disabled heads of households with a child or children.

•	 Gender. Households headed by females have lengths of stay that are 18 percent longer than 
households headed by males. The effect of gender on length of stay is consistent across all 
household types.

•	 Homeless Status. The expected length of stay among people who were previously homeless 
is about 3 percent shorter than the length of stay among people who were previously not 
homeless.

•	 Income. Among all household types, a $1,000 increase in annual income is associated with       
a 1-percent decrease in a household’s length of stay in the program. The effect of income on 
length of stay is more pronounced among nonelderly heads of households with at least one 
disabled child. For these households, a $1,000 increase in annual income is associated with       
a 3-percent decrease in length of stay. Wage income had a marginal effect on length of stay.

9 Because all household records were used in the analysis, even small differences in the estimates will be statistically 
significant; thus, it is important to focus on the size of the estimates.
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•	 Household Type. Nonelderly, disabled heads of households with a child or children and 
nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled child stay 19 and 27 percent longer, 
respectively, than nonelderly heads of households with a child or children stay.

•	 Central-City Location. Households in central cities stay 7 percent longer than households 
in suburban jurisdictions (the omitted reference category). The effect of urban location on 
length of stay is consistent across all household types, although the longer length of stay in the 
HCVP for households in central cities is less pronounced among nonelderly, disabled heads of 
households with a child or children.

•	 Census Division. Households in the New England and Middle Atlantic census divisions stay 
16 and 14 percent longer, respectively, compared with households in the Pacific division (the 
omitted reference category). The effect of census division on length of stay is consistent across 
all household types.

The presence of children is associated strongly with lengths of stay in the HCVP, after controlling 
for an array of household and location characteristics, as shown in exhibit 9.

•	 Number of Children. Among all households, each additional child in a household is associated 
with a 10-percent increase in the household’s expected length of stay. This effect is observed 
across all head-of-household types, although it is less pronounced among nonelderly, disabled 
heads of households with a child or children.

•	 Infants (ages 0–3). The presence of infants in a household increases lengths of stay among 
all households by about 10 percent when compared with households without the presence 
of infants. The effect of the presence of infants on lengths of stay is greater among nonelderly, 
disabled heads of households with a child or children (16 percent longer) and nonelderly heads 
of households with at least one disabled child (19 percent longer).

•	 Toddlers (ages 4–5). Among all households, the presence of toddlers increases lengths of stay 
by about 9 percent when compared with households without toddlers. The effect of toddlers on 
lengths of stay is especially pronounced among nonelderly, disabled heads of households with a 
child or children (22 percent longer).

•	 Young Children (ages 6–12). The presence of young children, regardless of gender, has large 
effects on lengths of stay in the program. Households with young female children stay about 
12 percent longer than households without these children, and households with young male 
children show a similar effect on lengths of stay (about 11 percent longer). The effect of young 
children (male and female) on lengths of stay is especially acute for nonelderly, disabled heads 
of households with a child or children; those households have expected lengths of stay that are 
27 and 29 percent longer than those of similar households without these children.

•	 Teenagers (ages 13–17). The presence of male or female teenagers in a household lowers 
expected lengths of stay by about 3 percent for most head-of-household types. The effect of 
teenagers on lengths of stay is again significantly different for nonelderly, disabled heads of 
households with a child or children; those households stay for about 3 percent longer than 
similar households without teenagers.
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These results suggest that lengths of stay in the program are modestly longer when households 
include the presence of children under age 13 and are slightly shorter when they include teenagers. 
The results also indicate that these effects are more pronounced among nonelderly, disabled heads 
of households with a child or children. Depending on the severity of the disability, disabled heads 
of household may not have many opportunities for gainful employment, and many have fixed 
incomes from mainstream income supports, such as Supplemental Security Income. The presence 
of children in these head-of-household types may put further strain on household finances and, 
thus, limit the household’s ability to pay rent in the private market, which can lead to longer 
lengths of stay in the HCVP.

Exhibit 10 summarizes key results indicating how relative survival times (or lengths of stay) for 
households with the presence of infants and toddlers change when households also include older 
children in varying ages and gender groups. The first column repeats the estimated overall effect 
of infants and toddlers from exhibit 9. The second column shows the ratio of effects of infants and 
toddlers when older children of various ages and genders also are present in the household. As 
noted earlier, we estimated the latter ratios by adding interactions between the infant and toddler 
dummy variables and the dummy variables for each of the other age-gender groups. (See exhibit 
B-1 for full results from this model.)

For example, row 1, column 2 shows that average lengths of stay are 10 percent longer overall 
in households with the presence of an infant compared with those without an infant. Column 4 
shows that this effect is slightly lower (5 percent) in households that also have the presence of a 
male young child age 6–12 than in those that do not, and column 5 indicates that the difference 
is statistically significant. Findings in the first panel of exhibit 10 apply to all household types and 
suggest the following relationships: 

•	 The presence of young children ages 6–12 in the same household with an infant or a toddler 
attenuates slightly the effect that infants and toddlers have on lengths of time in the program. 
The effects are somewhat larger for toddlers (about .90 to .91) than for infants (.95 to .97) and 
are about the same for male and female young children ages 6–12.

•	 The presence of teenagers, especially male teenagers, magnifies the lengthening of stays 
associated with infants and toddlers. For example, when a male teenager is present, the ratio 
of length of stay associated with an infant is 1.09 times larger than when no male teenager is 
present, and the ratio of length of stay for a toddler is 1.15 times larger. 

•	 Effects are multiplicative; the presence of older boys and girls from multiple categories would 
have an even larger combined effect. For example, the increased length of stay associated with 
the presence of a toddler ages 4–5 is .90 * .90 = .81 times lower when households include both 
male and female young children ages 6–12.

The results for all households suggest that the presence of young children or teenagers in the same 
household with infants and toddlers affects the lengths of stay in the program. The descriptive 
statistics in exhibit 3 indicate that more households in the HCVP have an infant or a toddler and 
a young child than households with an infant or a toddler and a teenager. The lower prevalence 
of teenagers in households with infants or toddlers across all voucher households substantially 
constrains the negative effects of teenagers.
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Exhibit 10

Overall Effect of
Infant and Toddlera

Ratio of Effects of Infant and Toddler
When Household Does and Does Not Include

at Least One Older Child in Specified Age-Sex Groups
T-test

Summary of Child-Related Interaction Effects on Lengths of Stay in the HCVP

All households

Infant ages 0–3 + 10%***

Male young child ages 6–12 .95 ***

Female young child ages 6–12 .97 ***

Male teenager ages 13–17 1.09 ***

Female teenager ages 13–17 .98

Toddler ages 4–5   + 9%***

Male young child ages 6–12 .91 ***

Female young child ages 6–12 .90 ***

Male teenager ages 13–17 1.15 ***

Female teenager ages 13–17 1.06 **

Nonelderly heads of households with a child or children

Infant ages 0–3 + 10%***

Male young child ages 6–12 .97 ***

Female young child ages 6–12 .97 ***

Male teenager ages 13–17 1.06 ***

Female teenager ages 13–17 .98 ***

Toddler ages 4–5   + 8%***

Male young child ages 6–12 .93 ***

Female young child ages 6–12 .91 ***

Male teenager ages 13–17 1.14 ***

Female teenager ages 13–17 1.05 ***

Nonelderly, disabled heads of households with a child or children

Infant ages 0–3 + 16%***

Male young child ages 6–12 .84 ***

Female young child ages 6–12 .93 *

Male teenager ages 13–17 1.13 *

Female teenager ages 13–17 1.01

Toddler ages 4–5 + 22%***

Male young child ages 6–12 .79 ***

Female young child ages 6–12 .84 ***

Male teenager ages 13–17 1.19 **

Female teenager ages 13–17 1.10

Nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled child

Infant ages 0–3 + 19%***

Male young child ages 6–12 .90 *

Female young child ages 6–12 .99

Male teenager ages 13–17 1.38 ***

Female teenager ages 13–17 .91

Toddler ages 4–5 + 13%***

Male young child ages 6–12 .80 ***

Female young child ages 6–12 .94

Male teenager ages 13–17 1.12

Female teenager ages 13–17 1.10

HCVP = Housing Choice Voucher Program.
a The overall effect of an infant or a toddler is equal to the time ratios reported in exhibit 9.

Notes: *** significance at the 1-percent level; ** significance at the 5-percent level; * significance at the 10-percent level.
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Findings in the remaining panels of exhibit 10, which apply to the three head-of-household types 
in the study, suggest the following conclusions: 

•	 The effects of child-pairings on nonelderly, disabled heads of households with a child or 
children are consistently more pronounced in comparison with the other household types. 
For example, the effects associated with infants ages 0–3 and male young children ages 6–12 
(.84) or with infants ages 0–3 and female young children ages 6–12 (.93) are larger than those 
associated with nonelderly heads of households with a child or children (.97 for both genders) 
and nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled child (.90 and .99, respectively). 
Also, nonelderly, disabled heads of households with a child or children are the only households 
in the study to show negative effects from a female teenager with an infant (1.01).

•	 The effect of male teenagers on lengths of stay is most severe among infants in a household 
with a nonelderly head of household with at least one disabled child. When a male teenager is 
present in these head-of-household types, the ratio of lengths of stay associated with an infant is 
1.38 times larger than when no male teenager is present.

•	 The multiplicative effect associated with households that include both male and female young 
children ages 6–12 is greatest in households with nonelderly, disabled heads of households with 
a child or children. For these head-of-household types, the increased length of stay associated 
with the presence of toddlers ages 4–5 is .79 * .84 = .66 times lower when households include 
both male and female young children ages 6–12.

These results raise interesting questions about the relationship between household composition 
and the ability of single heads of households to exit from the HCVP. Why do infants and toddlers 
lead to longer lengths of stay? Why do young children attenuate the effects associated with infants 
and toddlers on expected lengths of stay? And, finally, why do teenagers exacerbate the effects 
associated with infants and toddlers? In the absence of qualitative information about a household’s 
decisionmaking process, answers to these questions are speculative.

As suggested earlier, the presence of infants and toddlers may lead some households to stay in the 
housing program until they can secure adequate daycare, which, in turn, provides an opportunity 
to find gainful employment. If those households are unable to find appropriate daycare for their 
infants or toddlers, then longer lengths of stay would be expected.

Reasons for the attenuating effects of young children (ages 6–12) on household lengths of stay 
are less clear. Responsible young children may be asked to babysit for the younger children in the 
household while the head of the household is taking incremental steps to become self-sufficient 
(for example, enrolling in a job-training program, going to a job interview, or completing a 
certificate or degree program), but the head of the household may be limited in his or her ability to 
pursue different types of self-sufficiency opportunities. For example, the head of a household may 
not feel comfortable leaving a young child with an infant or a toddler while the household head 
is working full time, but perhaps the household head does feel comfortable leaving the children 
while he or she attends a 2-hour General Educational Development (GED) class. The head of 
household potentially could become self-sufficient more quickly by attending GED classes during 
the day and working in the evening, but responsibilities for the children prevent the household 
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head from pursuing these activities simultaneously. Thus, young children in the household may 
facilitate the ability of a household head to become self-sufficient to the extent that the household 
head can relinquish his or her responsibilities for a short time, but not enough to overcome the 
exit-delays associated with having infants and toddlers in the household. 

In addition, the results do not support the hypothesis that teenagers—male or female—help a 
household become self-sufficient by allowing the head of household to leave the infants or toddlers 
with the teenager and find gainful employment. On the contrary, the presence of teenagers, 
especially male teenagers, magnifies the stay-lengthening effect of the presence of infants and 
toddlers. Perhaps some households with at-risk teenagers are overwhelmed by the stresses brought 
on by the teenager, and, as a result, they decide to focus on stabilizing their household life before 
considering other important choices, such as seeking employment, asking for a raise, or uprooting 
the household and moving elsewhere. Or perhaps some households with teenagers prefer to keep 
their teenagers rooted in their social settings, and the housing assistance enables them to stay 
where they are. These hypotheses merit closer study and could be the subject of future research.

The results also suggest that PHAs that have large concentrations of households with a child or 
children, especially households with infants or toddlers only or households with infants, toddlers, 
and teenagers, should expect longer lengths of stay when compared with other household types. 
The longer lengths of stay in the program likely are affected by the location of PHAs because 
the results also suggest that location characteristics are associated with longer lengths of stay. 
Indeed, exhibit 11 shows the location and rent costs of PHAs in 2005 with the highest percent-
age of households with a child or children (under age 6)—weighted by the number of housing 
units—compared with other PHAs. PHAs with the highest percentage of households with young 
children are those whose proportion of households with young children is within the highest 
quartile among all PHAs. Also, households with infants and toddlers are defined as households 
with one or more children age 5 or younger.

We find a large concentration of PHA units with infants and toddlers (ages 5 or under) in central 
cities (56 percent), and about the same concentration for other areas (53 percent). Results shown 
in exhibit 9 suggest that households in central cities stay in the program about 7 percent longer 
than households in suburban jurisdictions, and, thus, the confluence of young children and central 
city locations is expected to lead to even longer lengths of stay. Few households participating in the 
HCVP (about 10 percent) are located in census divisions that were associated with longer lengths 
of stay; that is, the New England and Middle Atlantic divisions.

In addition, about one-quarter of PHA households participating in the HCVP reside in areas where 
the PHAs’ average rent is more than the areas’ FMRs. Past research suggests that higher cost areas 
are associated with longer lengths of stay (Susin, 1999), and increases in the monthly value of the 
local payment standard are also associated with lower rates of program exit (Olsen, Davis, and 
Carrillo, 2005). Although we were unable to control for local rent structures in the piecewise-expo-
nential duration model because of multicollinearity issues, past research suggests that households 
in these higher cost markets are expected to stay in the program longer than households in lower 
cost markets.
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Conclusion
This study analyzed administrative data from HUD to explore the factors associated with a 
household’s length of stay in the HCVP. Analyses summarize relationships between length of stay 
and various demographic, economic, and geographic characteristics of households. The study 
placed particular emphasis on differences in characteristics and program exit rates across three 
types of heads of households (nonelderly heads of households with a child or children; nonelderly, 

Exhibit 11

Characteristic
PHAs With Highest Percentage of 
Households With Young Childrenb Other PHAs

Location and Rent Costs Among PHAs With the Highest Percentage of Households 
With Infants and Toddlers Compared With Other PHAs, 2005a

Number of PHAs 604 1,816

Metropolitan location   

Central city 56.2 53.4

Suburb 23.6 32.0

Nonmetropolitan area 20.2 14.7

Total 100.0 100.0

Census division   

New England 5.2 9.1

Middle Atlantic 4.5 18.8

East North Central 11.9 14.1

West North Central 8.8 6.5

South Atlantic 22.1 14.6

East South Central 10.8 4.4

West South Central 23.9 8.3

Mountain 5.5 5.1

Pacific 7.3 19.1

Total 100.0 100.0

Rent-to-FMR ratioc   

Average ratio 0.957 0.953

> 1 25.5 23.0

1 to 0.85 68.2 69.2

0.85 to 0.75 6.1 7.3

< 0.75 0.2 0.5

Total 100.0 100.0

FMR = Fair Market Rent. PHA = public housing agency.
a The data in the table are weighted by number of housing units. 
b PHAs with the highest percentage of households with young children are those whose proportion of households with young 
children is within the highest quartile among all PHAs. Households with infants and toddlers are defined as households with 
one or more children age 5 or younger.
c PHA data are aggregated to calculate mean gross rents each year, and mean rents among PHAs are compared with their 
respective metropolitan area’s FMR to generate the rent-to-FMR ratio.

(percent)

(percent)
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disabled heads of households with a child or children; and nonelderly heads of households with at 
least one disabled child) and on the effect of the presence of children (and their number, ages, and 
spacing) on exit rates from the program.

Overall, we found that exit rates from the HCVP vary somewhat across head-of-household types. 
Households with a child or children have the highest rates of exit for each year of program 
participation, and nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled child have the lowest 
rates of exit for each year of program participation. Exit rates by number of years of participation 
strongly suggest that most households with a child or children are not long-term participants in the 
HCVP. Half of all households exit the program after less than 3 years of program participation, and 
exit rates increase precipitously after 1 year of program participation. Depending on the head-of-
household type and entry cohorts, as many as 43 percent of households exited the program by the 
second year of participation; however, exit rates diminish steadily across entry cohorts. Cohorts 
that entered recently are much less likely to exit the program after 1 or more years in the program 
when compared with cohorts who entered several years ago. This finding raises the possibility that 
characteristics related to a household’s length of stay in the program may be somewhat different for 
cohorts who recently entered the program when compared with cohorts entering several years ago. 

We also find that households with infants are increasingly common among new entrants in the 
HCVP. The proportion of households with infants has increased steadily across entry cohorts, which 
has occurred simultaneously with a decrease in households with children of other ages, particularly 
households with young children (ages 6–12). From 1997 to 2004, the proportion of households 
with young children at entry has decreased by about 7 percentage points. This finding is particu-
larly important because the piecewise-exponential duration model suggests that the presence of 
children in a household strongly affects the household’s expected length of stay in the HCVP.

The study’s main findings on the effect of the presence of children in the household suggest that 
the presence of an infant or a toddler increases a household’s length of stay in the HCVP, after 
data are controlled for an array of household and location characteristics. Moreover, the estimates 
associated with different-age child-pairings demonstrate that the presence of young children 
ages 6–12 in the same household that has infants and toddlers attenuates slightly the effect that 
infants and toddlers have on lengths of stay, and the effect is about the same for the presence of 
male and female young children ages 6–12. We also find that the presence of teenagers, especially 
male teenagers, magnifies the lengthening of stays associated with infants and toddlers, but the 
smaller proportion of households with teenagers and younger children in the study population 
constrains the negative effects of teenagers on lengths of stay. These findings are consistent across 
all household types, although the effects are particularly acute among nonelderly, disabled heads of 
households and nonelderly heads of households with at least one disabled child.

Overall, the study results have implications for policy decisions regarding the use of self-sufficiency 
programs, time limits on program participation, and tenant selection policies. The impetus for 
incorporating self-sufficiency programs into housing assistance programs is the belief that many 
participants are long-term program users who become dependent on government-subsidized hous-
ing. The study’s results find little support for the notion that households, including households 
with a nonelderly, disabled head of household and households with at least one disabled child, stay 
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in the HCVP for long periods of time. On the contrary, about half of HCVP participants exited the 
program after 3 years of participation and about three-quarters exited after 6 years, although exit 
rates varied by entry cohort. These findings also suggest that time limits on program participation 
may be unnecessary.

The findings suggest that self-sufficiency programs that traditionally have focused on promoting 
positive outcomes among heads of households also should consider the needs of both infants or 
toddlers and teenagers. Access to adequate childcare among program participants may attenu-
ate the effects that infants and toddlers have on lengths of stay if these services allow the head 
of household to seek employment, enroll in training or education, or otherwise become more 
self-sufficient. The need for adequate childcare has consistently been cited in research literature as 
a key barrier to households’ self-sufficiency outcomes (Turnham et al., 2006). In addition, incor-
porating counseling services or after-school programs for at-risk teenagers may assuage the effects 
that teenagers (male or female) have on a household’s length of stay in the program when younger 
children are present. These services may lessen the stress brought on by an at-risk teenager and 
help discipline the teenager, which, in turn, may allow the head of household to focus on other 
aspects of life, such as opportunities to become more self-sufficient.

The results also suggest that PHA policies may significantly affect lengths of stay among households 
with a child or children if the policies affect the characteristics of households entering the program. 
Evidence presented in this study suggests that recent entry cohorts are more likely to have infants 
or toddlers in the household and less likely to have older children, especially young children ages 
6–12. This shift in household composition has occurred concomitantly with lower exit rates and 
longer expected lengths of stay among recent cohorts. This phenomenon raises several important 
questions about the forces that might be underpinning this shift. Are PHAs’ tenant-selection prefer-
ences directly or indirectly promoting this shift? Is the management of waiting lists affecting the 
selection of applicants by age group of children in households and, thus, leading to longer lengths 
of stay in the program? Is the fungibility in income eligibility requirements between a PHA’s public 
housing program and tenant-based HCVP resulting in a higher concentration of poor households 
(many with children) in the HCVP and, thus, leading to longer lengths of stay? Addressing these 
critical questions is fundamental to understanding how vouchers are used by program participants 
and how vouchers will turn over in the future. 
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