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Preface

This report looks at the detailed experiences of 97 MTO participants. Those experiences may or may
not be representative of the overall impacts of the MTO program. Nonetheless, the selected families
experiences do offer an interesting detailed look into how the MTO program affected a few of the
families who signed up to participate.

The qualitative analysis found in this report was intended to inform both the design of the quantitative
data collection and help explain the outcomes from the quantitative analysis. At the time of this
writing, data were still being collected for the quantitative report. The quantitative report will use
datafrom interviews with nearly the entire MTO population (more than 9,000 interviews),
administrative data on earnings, assisted housing, welfare, and arrest, and direct academic testing of
children. With those data, analysts will be able to provide robust estimates of outcomes by directly
comparing the treatment groups to the control group. HUD plans to release the quantitative report in
the first quarter of 2003.
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Executive Summary

The Moving to Opportunity for Fair Housing Demonstration Program (MTO) provides a unique
opportunity to test the premise that changing an individua’ s neighborhood environment can change
his or her life chances. Further, it allows usto test our theories on which mediating factorsin an
individual’ s neighborhood may lead to such changes.

The MTO demonstration provided housing subsidies (vouchers) to public housing families, to assist
them in moving out of extremely poor neighborhoods. One group of program participants received
additional help so they could move to areas with much less poverty.

Thisreport is part of the MTO interim evaluation. It isbased on in-depth interviews conducted in
early 2001 with adults and children in each of the five citieswhere MTO operated. These interviews
were designed to expand on the main evaluation design, exploring in more depth the participants
experiences with MTO and the nature of the mediating factors that can influence outcomes for
participants. In each city, we conducted approximately 12 pairs of interviews with adults and
children. Some families were living in private housing in low-poverty neighborhoods, othersin
private housing in moderate-poverty neighborhoods, and somein their original public housing
developments.

This qualitative research can make three broad contributions to the overall evaluation of MTO. Firgt,
the interviews help us understand the complexity of participants’ lives and the variationsin their
experiences since joining MTO. Second, these contextualized examples suggest hypotheses to test
using the larger-scale quantitative data being collected for the evaluation. Finally, these data enrich

the overall evaluation, allowing usto tell a more comprehensive story of how this program has
affected participants’ lives.

Purpose of the Qualitative Research

The main hypothesis underlying the MTO program and evaluation is that relocation of familiesto
low-poverty neighborhoods will lead to improved well being for adults and children. The evaluation
is collecting evidence on possible MTO impactsin six domains:

e housing mobility and assistance;

e adult education, employment, and earnings;

e household income and cash assistance;

e adult, youth, and child physical and mental health;

¢ youth and child social well-being, including delinquency and risky behavior; and



e youth and child educational performance.

The interim evaluation is also designed to contribute to our knowledge about the mechanisms by
which the neighborhood environment affects the futures of resident adults and children. The
gualitative component of this research had four main goals:

e to put faces on the familiesin MTO, helping us to understand what it has been like for
them to experience this program;

e to help enrich our understanding of how neighborhood affects families and help
illuminate the mechanisms that underlie such effects;

e to contribute to the final survey design for the interim evaluation; and

e toassistintheinterpretation of the quantitative findings from the analysis of the survey
and administrative data.

These qualitative data do not permit adirect analysis of program effects, because of the qualitative
sample design and the small sample size. The survey and administrative data being collected for the
evaluation will be the basis for findings about program effects, since they will allow for statistical
tests of neighborhood effects on adults and children. Still, the researchers analyzing those data can
draw on information from these in-depth interviews for developing hypotheses to explain significant
findings.

MTO Background

The Moving to Opportunity demonstration was sponsored by the U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development and was conducted in five cities—Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Los Angeles, and
New Y ork—between 1994 and 1998. Eligible applicant families (very low-income residents of high-
poverty public housing developments) were randomly assigned to one of three groups. The MTO
experimental group received Section 8 certificates or vouchers that could be used only in census
tracts with 1990 poverty rates below 10 percent. In each city, a nonprofit organization (NPO) under
contract to the local public housing authority (PHA) provided mobility counseling to the MTO
experimental group familiesto help them locate and |ease suitable housing in alow-poverty area.
Families were required to remain in these locations for at least one year. The Section 8 comparison
group received regular Section 8 certificates or vouchers, which could be used anywhere; these
families did not receive any mobility counseling. Thein-place control group received no certificates
or vouchers but continued to receive project-based housing assistance. Most of the households that
moved as part of MTO received their vouchers four to seven years ago. Some of the households have
been in the same neighborhoods and housing units the entire time, while others have made one or
more subsequent moves.



The MTO Interim Evaluation

A team of researchers from Abt Associates, the National Bureau of Economic Research, and The
Urban Institute is conducting the Interim Evaluation of the MTO program for HUD, examining what
kinds of effects the program has had on the lives of these families and investigating what types of
neighborhood factors have been important to them.

The overall interim evaluation has several components, including: asurvey of the heads of

household; a survey of children 8-11; a survey of youth 12-19; educational tests with children and
youth ages 5-19; and in-depth interviews with a small sample of households. The interim evaluation
involves the first attempt since MTO program entry to interview sample members about a broad range
of topics, using common instruments across all sites. HUD expects to conduct the final evaluation
data collection in 2005 or 2006, which will be 8 to 11 years after program entry for the families.

Qualitative Research Methods

The qualitative research uses in-depth interviews with adults and youth to explore MTO participants
experiences. Theinterviews may vary in the degree of structure and the amount of latitude
respondents have in answering questions. But they are always less structured than survey interviews,
allowing for more detailed probing and freer exploration of the research topics. In-depth interviews
allow respondentsto tell their own stories, providing data on their opinions, experiences, and
perceptions and generating individual storiesthat can illuminate quantitative findings.

The design for the MTO qualitative study called for talking with two respondents in most of the
sampled families—the head of the household and a youth between the ages of 12 and 17. In
households with only young children (under 12), we interviewed just the adult. The interviews with
the adults lasted between one and two hours, while the interviews with the youth generally lasted
about 45 minutes. Pairs of trained interviewers went to each household to conduct the interviews.
Each interviewer used a set of standard topic guides to guide respondents through the conversation.
In addition, each team completed a Neighborhood Assessment, a Post-Interview Summary Form, and
a Post-Interview Checklist and Respondent Demeanor Form. All interviews were audio-recorded and
transcribed for analysis.

Qualitative Sample Design. To sample participant families for the qualitative interviews, we
identified four specific groups within the interim evaluation sample:

e MTO Experimental Group Moversin Low-Poverty Areas- MTO experimental group
mover households currently in low-poverty neighborhoods (less than 10 percent poverty
in 1990 according to census tract data).

o MTO Experimental Group Moversin Higher-Poverty Areas - MTO experimental group

households that originally moved to low-poverty areas but are now living in areas with
poverty rates greater than 10 percent.



e Section 8 Comparison Group Movers— Families assigned to the Section 8 comparison
group who moved during the demonstration, regardless of their current neighborhood
poverty rate.

e In-Place Control Group - In-Place control households still living in their original public
housing developments.

Note that these four sampling strata do not cover the full MTO population. They exclude non-movers
in the MTO experimental and the Section 8 comparison groups, as well as in-place control group
families who have moved from their original developments (or whose developments have been
transformed through the HOPE V1 program). In addition, we excluded families who had lived in their
current neighborhoods for less than six months and families with no children under 18 at the time of
the interviews.

Families were sampled from each of the above four groupsin each city. Inthe majority of
households, we interviewed the adult head of household and one youth (between the ages of 12 and
17). However, in order to obtain information about families with younger children, we also included
one family in each sampling stratum that only had children under 12, completing only one adult
interview for that household. Exhibit ES-1 shows the final qualitative sample by stratum.

Exhibit ES-1
Completed In-depth Interview Totals

Adults Children

MTO Experimental Group Movers in Low-Poverty Areas 21 15
MTO Experimental Group Movers in Higher-Poverty Areas 9 6
Section 8 Comparison Group Movers 19 14
In-Place Control Group 9 4
Total: 58 39

Qualitative Analysis. The in-depth interviews were transcribed into basic text files, then entered into
NUD*IST,* a software application for qualitative data management and analysis. A team of five
researchers read the transcripts and coded them for relevant themes and issues. The codes consisted
of major themes identified prior to analysis (e.g., housing quality, interactions with neighbors) and
themes that emerged from summaries of field work (e.g., location of schools). The coded transcripts
were then sorted, and the output for key themes for each of the hypothesized mediating factors was
analyzed, with researchers comparing responses across sites and the four sample strata.

! NUD*IST stands for Non-numerical Unstructured Data * Indexing Searching and Theorizing.



Findings from the Qualitative Research

The analysis of these qualitative interviews can help to enrich our understanding of the possible
pathways of important mediators that may lead to particular outcomes. These pathways suggested by
the qualitative research can be tested with the quantitative data from the interim evaluation survey.
We have included a few quotes from respondents here to provide a sense of how MTO families
perceive the changes in their lives since program enroliment. The full report contains many more
comments that illustrate the broad range of perspectives on the MTO experience.

Physical Environment (Housing and Neighborhood)

Like the findings of the early, single-site studies of MTO,? the results of this research indicate that
MTO movers (whether in the experimental group or the Section 8 comparison group) have
experienced significant changesin their physical environments as aresult of leaving public housing.
In general, respondents reported living in better housing in dramatically safer neighborhoods. These
interviews clearly indicate that most respondents perceive increased safety as the major benefit of
their moves.

Lola, an experimental group mover in Baltimore, talked about the differences between her public
housing development and her current neighborhood.?

[1t' 4] totally different. It's a totally different neighborhood because thereis no
drug activity, no kids hanging on the corner, no kids fighting each other. It's
totally different from the city. It's somewhere you can call home. You can just sit
down and be comfortable and have no worries at all. (1A146)

Many respondents report living in housing that is substantially better than where they lived when they
werein public housing. Those who have found good landlords and decent housing in safer
neighborhoods may experience significant mental and physical health benefits as aresult of reduced
stress and improved physical conditions.

However, our results also point to some of the challenges that face these familiesin the private
market and that may diminish the potential benefits of living in lower-poverty communities. All of
these factors can lead to housing instability, which may have repercussions for families' overall well-
being. These challengesinclude:

e Rising rent and utility costs, which make it difficult for families to continue to afford
housing in better neighborhoods and sometimes prompt moves back to lower-cost unitsin
higher-poverty neighborhoods;

2 See Katz, Kling, and Liebman (2001); Hanratty, McLanahan, and Petit (1998); Ludwig, Duncan, and Hirschfield
(1999); Ludwig, Duncan, and Pinkston (1999); Rosenbaum, Harris, and Denton (1999).

Al respondent names used in this report are pseudonyms.



o Tight rental markets that sometimes lead to substantial rent increases and booming
housing markets that encourage individual landlords to consider selling their properties;
and

¢ Renting from small landlords, which requires adjustments on the part of tenants. While
some tenants have formed good relationships, others have had personal conflicts. In
addition, small landlords vary considerably in their responsiveness to maintenance
problems.

For example, Olivia, arespondent from Boston who had moved back to a higher-poverty area, has
experienced problems with maintenance and with rent increases. She said her current unit had many
problems, but her landlord still had recently raised her rent:

...[H] e high. Heraised the rent from, from, What were we paying? Nine hundred,
and then he raised it to a thousand three hundred. | don't think it'sworth it. He's
not keeping it up, either. (2A267)

Further, despite perceiving clear and important benefits, movers in the experimenta group also
reported some disadvantages to their new communities. Children sometimes complained of being
bored, of missing having easy access to playmates and free recreational facilities. A number of adults
talked about the lack of convenience, and some adults and children complained about lack of
transportation. However, these movers generally felt that the gainsin safety outweighed these
disadvantages.

Social Environment

A central hypothesis of the MTO demonstration is that participants would benefit from forming new
connections in low-poverty neighborhoods. In these communities, working neighbors would provide
role models for adults and children and would enforce norms of acceptable social behavior. The
gualitative interviews offer some support for this hypothesis. moversin both the MTO experimental
and Section 8 comparison groups often commented on their new neighbors’ positive behaviors,
especially in contrast to the behavior of their neighborsin public housing. Our data also highlight the
complexity of MTO families' social worlds, and the advantages and potential risks of maintaining
closetiesto their pre-existing social networks.

o Experimental group movers were particularly likely to comment on the differences
between the social world in their new neighborhoods and their public housing
communities.

e Moversin both the experimental and Section 8 comparison groups talked positively about

their new neighbors, often citing the contrast to the uncivil—and sometimes criminal—
behaviors of their neighbors in public housing.
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Jordan, a 16-year-old boy living in a suburban community near Baltimore, commented at length on
how much better he liked his current neighbors than the residents of hisformer public housing
development:

Well, the people here, you'll probably get to like them. It'salot of good, friendly
people here. The neighbors are real good. When we first moved here, they helped
us move and kept in good contact with us....People at Murphy Homes are probably
mor e rude, probably because of the drug activity, people would come up, ask you
guestions about whereto find drugs at, so people would get real antsy when you'd
be around them, and too close to them...Around here, people are not really used to
that, so you can really talk to someone, ask them a question, they' Il help you out,
no problem. (1C172)

o Todate, relatively few movers have formed deep connectionsin their new communities.
Some simply preferred to keep to themselves, while others reported that they had little
opportunity for interaction because their neighbors work and are gone during the day.

e Racial, language, and cultural barriers sometimes prevent respondents from forming
relationships, and they often leave them feeling isolated and lonely. Isolation is more of
aproblem for adults than youth; most youth have made at least some connectionsin their
new communities.

e Moving to low-poverty areas had some impact on respondents social networks:
experimental group movers commented on the distance that prevented them from seeing
family and friends, while Section 8 comparison group movers were more likely to be
living near family and friends. But many respondents in both groups still maintained
closetiesto friends and family from their former communities.

Mariafrom Boston, who spoke little English, talked about feeling isolated in her new neighborhood.
She said that she liked her neighbors but could not communicate with them:

My neighbors here are really good...the only thing is that | don't speak much
English so | can't communicate as much with them. But we greet each other...

Mariawent on to say that, even though her new neighbors were very nice, in this respect she felt she
was better off in her public housing development, Mission Hill:

In terms of knowing people, | think | was better off there because there were a lot
of Hispanics there. If you didn't know anyone....you would meet people. You talk
to your neighbors about anything that was going on...anything that you needed.
We all spoke the same language. But since | don't speak English that well, | can't
do that with the people here. Sometimes | get the kids to ask the neighbors for
things for me. (1A251)

Ongoing connections to their public housing communities clearly have benefits for MTO families,
providing them with support and assistance in times of need. However, such close ties may reduce
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families' motivation to seek new friendships in their current neighborhoods. They may also reduce
exposure to new peer groups for children. At worst, they may expose youth to danger and death.

Educational Opportunities for Children

One of the major hypothesized benefits for MTO families moving from distressed public housing is
that they will experience gainsin the quality of their children’s education and school environments.
In theory, over time, these gains will lead to improvementsin educational outcomes for the children.
The qualitative findings suggest some limited support for this model. Some families in the sample,
particularly those who moved to suburban school districts, commented on improved school
environments and their children’s better school performance and behavior.

Veronica and Roberta, a mother and 15-year-old daughter from L os Angeles, spoke about how much
they liked the schoolsin their low-poverty neighborhood. Veronica approved of the fact that the
teachers were “vigilant” about the children and let her know when there were problems. She also said
she liked the fact that the schools were racialy diverse. Roberta also said she liked the teachers at her
middle school and talked about the difference in safety:

| would say Louise Archer isthe best school | ever been to because they have no
uniforms, we have a choice to be dressed.....it' s not [as much fun], but at Louise
Archer, it's a much safer schooal....I like the teachers at Louise Archer. | never
forget the teachers that taught me things.... (1C441)

But the qualitative interviews also point to an unexpected fact that must be taken into account in the
analysis of educational impacts of MTO. A substantial number of children in this sample attend
school outside of their local area, and some even travel to attend schools near their original public
housing developments. Marianne, an experimental group mother in Chicago, said she felt her
children were not doing well in the schoolsin their low-poverty community and chose to put them
back in the school near her public housing devel opment where she was a volunteer.

...when they were going to Senwood [their public housing school], they were all
honor roll students. The teachers worked with them. Whatever problem they had,
they was being worked with. When they got there [to the new school] they just
totally fell off... And | had to get my kids out of there. Because they wasn't getting
no learning. They were falling off their honor roll....But after that happened, | put
them back in Senwood, and that's where they' re at now. (1A342)

It isdifficult to know whether higher standards, more competition, adjustment problems (or al of
these factors) were at work in this situation. Neverthel ess, respondents cite both personal preferences
and children’s special needs as reasons for making these choices about school:

e Some parents have chosen to place children in private, charter, or magnet schoolsin other
neighborhoods, because of their own concerns about school quality.
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e A number of families have chosen to place their children in school near their origina
public housing developments. Some of these children were older teens with strong tiesto
the public housing community, but others were younger children who were in these
schools because of childcare needs or because their mothers simply had more confidence
in the familiar schools.

e Some children werein schools for developmentally disabled children, while others were
in alternative schools for children with severe behavior problems.

In addition to the fact that a number of children were attending schools outside their new
neighborhoods, MTO'’ s potential education effects may be influenced by two other patterns evident in
our data:

e A number of familiesin the sample moved within the cities rather than to a suburban
school district. Even if these children were in new schools, the schools were often little
different than their public housing schoals.

e Behavior problems were common among the children in the sample. Many children
reported having received detentions or suspensions, some had been expelled, and afew
had more serious problems that resulted in arrests. Like children with special needs,
children with serious behavior problems may not benefit as fully from an improved
school environment.

Economic Opportunity

Our findings suggest some of the economic benefits that MTO families have gained as a result of
moves to lower-poverty communities. Several respondentsin the experimental group cited increased
access to job opportunities and the influence of neighbors’ behavior as factors that encouraged them
to either seek work or obtain further education or training.

For example, Veronica, arespondent from Los Angeles, said that when she moved, she did not know
any math and had trouble reading even in Spanish, her native language. She was going to school and
trying to improve her English so she could find work:

Everyone goes to work here. I'mthe only one who's here. You can imagine how
discouraged | feel. That'swhy | help at the schools. | write that | am a school
volunteer on my resume. | can do anything and what | don't know how do | can
learnto do. I'vewritten everything that | can do on my resume. | even know how
to use the computer..... | haven't had any luck yet. (1A441)

However, two powerful factors—the economy’s strength in early 2001 and the unfolding of welfare

reform—made it difficult to assess the strength of these possible neighborhood effects. Respondents
in all of our program groups were working. Some in each group reported having found jobs through
welfare-to-work programs.



Our findings also highlight the importance of individual differencesin characteristics that may either
facilitate or impede employment. Some respondents clearly have more motivation to succeed than
others do—our data provide several examples of parents going to great lengths to improve their
families' situations. Other respondents face significant challenges that made it more difficult—and in
some cases, impossible—for them to take advantage of any new opportunities even during an
economic boom.

Physical and mental health problems appear to pose the greatest challenges. A surprising number of
respondents in our sample reported very serious health problems that prevented them from working.
Often, families had more than one member with major health problems. Some individuals face
multiple barriers, including lack of education and skills, drug addiction, or criminal backgrounds.

Manuela, arespondent from Boston, talked about the multiple barriers—health, lack of skills, and
childcare costs—that prevent her from working:

...thereisn’'t anyone to take care of the little one because he has asthma. | have my
mother, but she’s very busy and takes care of other children.... | want to work, but
the problemisthat...| don't understand how the system works, because if | work,
they will raise my rent and cut off my stamps. | would probably make around $150
in aweek. After working four weeks, one week’ s pay would be mine and the other
three weeks would go to paying bills. 1 wouldn’t even be able to save my money. |
want to get out of the system so that one day | won’t need housing or stamps....If |
work, | have to pay for babysitting and | won’t have anything left. | don’'t know
how to get ahead. Maybe when my kids grow up, they will be able to help, so
maybe there’' s hope. (3A249)

Summary

Taken together, these findings suggest that, five years into the demonstration, MTO experimental
group and Section 8 comparison group movers have experienced important incremental changes,
particularly increases in neighborhood safety. Most movers view leaving their distressed public
housing for lower-poverty communities as a life-changing event that has enhanced the life chances
for both adults and children. Experimental group movers consistently stress the increase in safety and
the contrast between neighbors in their new communities and those in public housing. Some,
particularly those in suburban communities, cite improvementsin schools and access to new
economic opportunities. Although some movers have encountered difficulties in the private market,
and others talk about the difficulties of maintaining socia ties and complain of isolation, for most
participants the advantages for their children clearly outweigh the costs.

The comments of Nadine, an experimental group mover from Boston, reflect the views of many
adults and youth we interviewed about the ways that moving has changed their lives:

It gave me a better outlook on life, that there is a life outside of that housing, Like | said, all
my life, | grew up in the area, and sometimes you just think you' [l never be able to have the
opportunity to move into a nicer area, or you won't be accepted into a nicer area. Whereas|
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had a totally different experience when | moved here. | got a warmwelcome...Overall | think
| was more happy to be in this area because of my kids and | didn’t want themto grow up
around seeing gangs.... | think it was a great, great opportunity and | was one of the
fortunate ones.... (1A262)

Most Section 8 comparison group movers we interviewed al so believe that moving has improved the
quality of their families' lives. However, their reports are less consistently positive. Somelivein
dangerous neighborhoods with many of the same problems as their original public housing
developments. These movers face the challenges of negotiating the private market, and some have
had quite negative experiences with landlords and poor-quality housing. Still, most believe they have
benefited from moving—and they have not generally paid the price in distance from their social
networks that has affected familiesin the experimental group.

However, our findings also indicate that MTO participants may face significant challengesin taking
full advantage of the resources of their new communities. The findings illustrate the complexity of
their experiences. the difficulty of forming socia networks in the new neighborhoods; the personal
preferences that |ead families to choose non-local schools for their children; and the personal barriers
that inhibit families’ abilities to make positive changes and take steps to achieve self-sufficiency.

The quantitative analysis will examine further the pathways illuminated by this qualitative
exploration of MTO families' experiences. The full interim evaluation will allow arich and complex
analysis of the ways in which neighborhood environments lead to specific outcomes for individuals
and families.
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Chapter One
Introduction

The Moving to Opportunity Demonstration Program (MTO) provides a unique opportunity to test the
premise that changing an individuals neighborhood environment can change his or her life chances.
Further, it allows usto test our theories on which mediating factors in an individual’ s neighborhood
may lead to such changes. The MTO demonstration provided housing subsidies (vouchers) to
familiesin public housing to assist them in moving out of extremely poor neighborhoods.

Thisreport is part of the MTO interim evaluation. The report is based on in-depth interviews
conducted in Spring 2001 with adults and children at each of the five cities where MTO operated.
These interviews expand on the main evaluation design, exploring in more depth the participants
experiences with MTO and the nature of the mediating factors that influence outcomes for
participants. In each city, we conducted approximately 12 interviews with adults and children. Some
families were living in private housing in low-poverty neighborhoods, othersin private housing in
moderate-poverty neighborhoods, and somein their original public housing developments.

The qualitative data collected through these interviews provide opportunities to understand how
neighborhoods affect people’ s lives, and help illuminate the mechanisms that underlie such effects.
In addition, the qualitative data contributed to the final survey design for the interim evaluation and
will assist in the interpretation of the quantitative findings from the analysis of the survey and
administrative data.

The interviews enrich our understanding of how a neighborhood affects afamily. Further, they put
faces on the families in the sample, helping us to understand what it has been like for them to
experience this program. Certain sensitive issues, such as relationships with family or friends and
experiences with racial discrimination, can be explored more easily using qualitative techniques.
Further, findings in the qualitative research highlight key issues and unexpected patterns that can be
investigated further with the quantitative survey data.

However, these qualitative data do not permit a direct analysis of program effects, because of the
sample design and the small sample size. The survey datawill alow for statistical tests of
neighborhood effects on households, and may rely on information from these in-depth interviews for
devel oping hypotheses to explain the significant findings.

MTO Background

The Moving to Opportunity demonstration was sponsored by the U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development and conducted in five cities—Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Los Angeles, and
New Y ork—between 1994 and 1998. Very low-income families with children living in public
housing developments or project-based Section 8-assisted housing in high-poverty areas (census
tracts in which more than 40 percent of all households were living in poverty in 1990) were eligible to



participate in the demonstration. The public housing authorities (PHAS) in each city conducted
outreach to all eligible households, and all those interested were given the opportunity to apply for
this special program.

Eligible applicant families were randomly assigned to one of three groups. The MTO experimental
group received Section 8 certificates or vouchers that could be used only in census tracts with 1990
poverty rates below 10 percent. In each city, a nonprofit organization (NPO) under contract to the
PHA provided mobility counseling to the MTO experimental group families to help them locate and
lease suitable housing in alow-poverty area. The Section 8 comparison group received regular
Section 8 certificates or vouchers, which could be used anywhere; these families did not receive any
mobility counseling. The in-place control group received no certificates or vouchers but continued to
receive project-based assistance.

The MTO Interim Evaluation

Most of the households that moved as part of MTO received their vouchers about five years ago.
Some of the households have been in the same neighborhoods and housing units the entire time, while
others have made one or more subsequent moves. A team of researchers from Abt Associates, the
National Bureau of Economic Research, and The Urban Institute are conducting the Interim
Evaluation of the MTO program for HUD, examining what kinds of changes have happened in the
lives of these families and investigating what types of neighborhood factors have been important to
them.

The interim evaluation isthe first effort to assess outcomes for the entire sample. However, HUD has
funded teams of local researchers to conduct small scale studies at the individual sites. These studies
vary in scope and methodology and have been used to inform the interim evaluation design, aswell as
to shed light on the early impacts of the MTO demonstration.

The overall interim evaluation has several components, including: asurvey of the heads of
household; a survey of children 8-11; a survey of youth 12-19; educational tests with children and
youth ages 5-19; and in-depth interviews with a small sample of households. The evaluation will
examine many facets of family life that may have been affected by MTO participation from four to
seven years after program entry. The interim evaluation involves the first attempt since MTO
program entry to interview sample members in-depth, using common instruments across all sites.
HUD expects to conduct the final evaluation data collection in 2005 or 2006, which will represent 8
to 11 years after program entry.

The data collected with the interim evaluation survey instruments will be used by Abt Associates and
its team of researchers to measure and assess MTO's impacts in six primary domains:

e housing mobility and assistance;

e adult education, employment and earnings,

e household income and cash assistance;

e adult, youth, and child physical and mental health;

¢ youth and child social well-being, including delinquency and risky behavior; and,



e youth and child educational performance.

The main hypothesis underlying the MTO program and evaluation is that relocation of familiesto
low-poverty neighborhoods will lead to improved well-being for adults and children in these six
domains. Theinterim evaluation is also designed to contribute to our knowledge about the
mechanisms by which the neighborhood environment affects the futures of resident adults and
children. The qualitative component of the evaluation is intended to provide a more detailed
exploration of these neighborhood mechanisms, to identify key issues for the quantitative analysis,
and to provide a picture of MTO families' experiences since enrolling in the program five years ago.

Key Research Questions for the Qualitative Research

The most important goal of the qualitative interviews isto explore the mechanisms by which families
lives may have been changed by the context of their new neighborhoods. Exhibit 1-1 shows the key
research questions that are addressed with the qualitative data.

Exhibit 1-1
Qualitative Research Questions

«» How do families perceive their neighborhoods?
+ How are the changes between the old and new neighborhood important to families?

+  Why did some MTO experimental and regular Section 8 families make subsequent moves after
the initial program move?

« Do families see links between their moves and the study outcomes (such as health, delinquency
and risky behavior, employment and earnings, school achievement, cash assistance status,
housing assistance status)? If so, what links do they see?




Qualitative Framework

Exhibit 1-2 shows the overall hypothesized model linking environmental factors to outcomes for the
interim evaluation. The qualitative component of the interim evaluation explores how, for the
families studied, each of the community-level mediators associated with moving to a new
neighborhood has led, or not led, to the outcomes of interest. Exhibit 1-3 summarizes the key
guestions for each community-level mediator and how those questions relate to various outcomes.

Exhibit 1-2
Hypothesized Model
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Exhibit 1-3
Community-Level Mediators Explored in the Qualitative Study

SOCIAL AND PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

Housing Quality and Market Conditions. How does housing unit quality affect health outcomes?
How do rental market conditions affect participants’ type and quality of housing? Do participants face
more challenges in low-poverty areas where rental markets are tight? How do participants perceive
their housing choices?

Physical Environment (Neighborhoods). How do participants perceive the social and physical
characteristics of their neighborhoods? This dimension also includes neighborhood features and
amenities, crime, signs of social disorder (drug dealing, visible gang activity, prostitution), signs of
physical disorder (cleanliness, maintenance, trash, graffiti, and abandoned buildings), and violence.
What types of institutional resources (schools, recreational programs, childcare, medical facilities,
employment, shopping, parks, etc.) do participants look for from their neighborhoods? Where are
these resources located? Do they feel they have access to these institutions in their neighborhoods,
or do they need to look elsewhere? How do these compare to the institutional resources in their
public housing locations?

COMMUNITY NORMS AND VALUES

Social Norms. What types of relationships do participants form in their neighborhoods (including
informal support networks of friends and family and formal networks such as faith-based groups or
neighborhood associations)? Do participants who moved form new relationships in the
neighborhood? How soon, and with whom? How much do they rely on relationships and networks
from their old neighborhoods? How do participants identify and respond to social norms in their
neighborhoods? This includes norms about work, school, and deviant (i.e., criminal) behavior. Do
participants believe community members take responsibility for maintaining order (collective
efficacy)? Do community members work together to control child behavior, delinquency, crime,
drugs, etc.?

ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES
Schools. How do participants perceive the schools in their community? Are they able to access
higher quality schools with more resources in their new communities? How do they perceive their
teachers and other students? Do students get placed in special education or other alternative
programs?

Economic Opportunities and Overall Well-Being. Are participants able to use the location and
relationships in their new communities to access resources, including jobs? Do they believe they
have access to formal networks in their new communities?

See Ellen and Turner (1997); Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn (2000).

Understanding Neighborhood Effects

Poverty in the United States has become increasingly concentrated in high-poverty areas (Jargowsky,
1997). A growing literature suggests that such concentration has a variety of detrimental effectson
the residents of these areas, in terms of both their current well-being and their future opportunities.



See, for example, Wilson (1987, 1996); Jencks and Mayer (1990); and Brooks-Gunn, Duncan,
Klebanov, and Sealand (1993). The deleterious effects of high-poverty areas are thought to be
especially severe for children, whose behavior and prospects are particularly susceptible to a number
of neighborhood characteristics, such as peer group influences, school quality, and the availability of
supervised after-school activities.

Thereisalarge literature on the harmful effects of living in concentrated-poverty neighborhoods, but
less has been written about whether and how other neighborhood environments exert positive
influences on behavior and life changes. Ellen and Turner (1997) summarize the literaturein this
area, citing various theories about the mechanisms by which middle-class (often predominantly
white) neighborhoods shape or re-shape the lives of their residents.

Until recently, such effects could only be studied by comparing the behavior and life outcomes of
low-income residents of high-poverty areas with those of poor familiesin low-poverty
neighborhoods. Such comparisons potentially confused the effects of neighborhood with the effects
of the characteristics specific to families who lived in those two types of residential areas. The
Moving to Opportunity (MTO) demonstration was designed to support direct analysis of
neighborhood impacts by employing an experimental design (random assignment) to provide the first
opportunity to measure the effects of neighborhood without these confounding factors.* The
experimental design will provide the basis for the analysis of the surveys being conducted on the full
sample of MTO participants.

The in-depth interviews in this interim eval uation were designed to contribute to our knowledge about
the mechanisms by which the neighborhood environment affects the futures of resident adults and
children. Other research has looked qualitatively at the issue of how neighborhood environments
shaperesidentslives. For example, Patillo-McCoy (1999) explores the influences on teens growing
up in amoderate-income African-American neighborhood in Chicago, looking at both the positive
aspects of the community and the ways in which proximity to poorer neighborhoods poses risks for
youth. Bourgois (1995) uses his portrait of drug dealersin New Y ork to show how, in many troubled
neighborhoods, a different set of social rules apply that lead youth to become involved in deviant
behavior. Two qualitative studies of Chicago’s public housing (Popkin et al 2000; Venkatesh 2000)
describe how residents in public housing in Chicago cope with the extreme dangers of their
environment and the key role that gangs play in the community. Other ethnographic researchers have
documented the importance of social networks for low-income families, focusing on systems of
mutual help that allow families to cope with extreme poverty and manage to support their families
(c.f. Stack 1974; Edin and Lein 1997). However, these studies have also documented the waysin
which these relationships may undermine an individual’ s attempts to get ahead.

Documenting MTO Families’ Experiences

Through in-depth interviews with MTO participants, we can examine some of the complex pathways
through which neighborhoods influence residents. We analyze the neighborhood mechanisms that

* 1t should be noted the families were randomly assigned to program groups, not neighborhoods.



appear to have facilitated changes as well as the barriers that have inhibited change for familiesin the
sample. Welook at five specific aspects of MTO families' experiences: housing, neighborhood,
social environment, education, and economic opportunity. To explore how neighborhood influences
may have affected respondents' lives, we asked respondents in different types of neighborhoods
(based on neighborhood poverty rate) arange of questions about how they perceived their
experiences since their moves from public housing. We asked adults and youth in the same families
about many of the same topics, allowing us to compare their responses and to see how perceptions of
the neighborhood differ for different family members. We summarize the key hypothesesin each of
the five areas, the existing research evidence, and the types of questions we asked families about
these issues below.

Housing. Because the conditionsin the families’ original developments were generally so bad, it was
expected that MTO families would substantially improve their housing conditions by moving to the
private market. Most distressed public housing developments meet the formal definition of
substandard housing (Fitzpatrick and LaGory 2000). Residents of distressed public housing are
exposed to arange of hazards, including: lead paint; asbestos,; cockroach and rodent infestations,
exposed electrical wiring and pipes; broken plumbing; unscreened windows; unlit halls and
stairwells; and broken elevators (Scharfstein and Sandel 1998; National Commission on Severely
Distressed Public Housing 1992). Conditions in high-rise developments are particularly bad; in some
developments, it is common for young children to play in front of unprotected windows or for
asthmatic mothers and children to have to climb many flights of stairs on adaily basis.

Tolearn about MTO families' experiences with housing since program entry, we asked adultsin the
MTO experimental and Section 8 comparison groups to compare their current housing to their
original public housing unit. Next, we asked about what they could recall about their experiencesin
searching for housing in the private market, conditions in their current unit, and relationships with
landlords. Finally, we asked those who had moved since their initial MTO placement about the
factors that had prompted them to move again and the effects these multiple moves had had on their
families. In-place control group adults were asked to describe their housing and whether it had
changed over the past five years.

Neighborhood. As discussed above, the central question of MTO is how changes in neighborhood
environment affect the life chances of very low-income families. There are two sets of hypotheses
about how the improved environment in lower-poverty neighborhoods might affect MTO families:

e Absence of problems: Greater neighborhood safety could have arange of benefits for
families. Overall, increased safety could reduce stress and improve general well-being.
The reduction in stress could improve physical and mental health; improve children’s
performance in school; reduce the risk that children will become involved in delinguent
behaviors; and increase labor market participation.

o Presence of resources. More affluent neighborhoods have more community resources.
These include labor market opportunities, greater school resources, and possibly alarger
range of “positive” recreational and extracurricular activities. By moving to such
neighborhoods, MTO families will gain access to these resources.



Research on the Gautreaux program in Chicago and the early phases of MTO have shown that gains
in neighborhood safety are one of the most important benefits for families leaving public housing.
Even many years after their initial moves, Gautreaux participants still spoke about the violencein
their public housing developments and the comparative safety of their new, suburban locations
(Rubinowitz and Rosenbaum 2000). Many of the developments where MTO families moved from
had extremely high crime rates, exposing residents to constant violence. Findings from the early,
single-site studies of MTO have documented that increased safety has been one of the major benefits
for both experimental and Section 8 comparison group movers (Katz, Kling, and Liebman 2001;
Hanratty, McLanahan, and Pettit 1998; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2001; Rosenbaum, Harris, and
Denton 1999). The New Y ork and Chicago studies find that the increases in neighborhood quality
and satisfaction have been significantly greater for the experimental group.

For this study, we asked respondents to describe their current and former neighborhoods, including
community amenities, sense of safety, and views about crime and disorder and the police. For MTO
experimental group families, we also asked about the neighborhood to which they first moved under
MTO, if they were not still living there. Finally, we asked respondents in the in-place control group
to compare the public housing development now with what it was like living there around the time of
MTO enrollment.

Social Environment. Another hypothesis to be tested through the MTO demonstration is that the
social environment in lower-poverty areas will have major impacts on outcomes for families. There
are severa hypotheses about the mechanisms through which these benefits will occur:

o New socia networks: A basic assumption isthat MTO families will interact with
neighborsin their new neighborhoods, forming new social networks. The children will
form peer groups with more affluent children, who are less likely to engage in delinquent
or risky behaviors. Asaresult, children who relocate to lower-poverty neighborhoods
will be lesslikely to engage in these behaviors than those who remain in higher-poverty
communities.

e Presence of role models: Neighbors in more affluent communities may act as role models
for adults and youth. Community normsin low-poverty areas are likely to be more
supportive of work and less supportive of welfare, influencing adults to increase their
labor market activity. More affluent adults may act as role models for youth,
demonstrating that successis possible if you “play by therules.” Further, more affluent
neighbors may act as “enforcers’ who help 