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Two economic research papers published this 
month show that where children live can have 

an impact on their prospects for success later in life. 
Parents already know that—and it is why houses in 
good neighborhoods often cost three or four times as 
much as houses in bad neighborhoods.

The new studies have garnered outsized atten-
tion,1 but the results are neither as clear nor as firm 
as reported. One paper finds both benefits and costs 
to relocating families with children. The other paper 
finds that children who moved had different out-
comes in different places—but does not prove that 
their success or failure would be replicated by others 
who made the same moves.

Disruption and Opportunity
The first study is straightforward and finds that 

the experimental Moving to Opportunity housing-
voucher program in the 1990s had positive effects for 
young children and negative effects for teenagers.2 In 
their new neighborhoods, the younger kids benefited 
from growing up with safer streets, better schools, 
fewer gangs, more neighbors with intact families, 
more prosperity, harder-working adults, and the rest 
of the characteristics that define a “good neighbor-
hood.” It confirms what families already know: Some-
times the path to opportunity involves a new location.

However, moving to a better neighborhood 
hurt teenagers’ future earnings, possibly because 
the move disrupted social networks. The disrup-
tion cost confirms the importance of place: Social 
networks are valuable even in very poor neighbor-
hoods. The paper indicates that the disruption cost 
is large—equal to about five years of living in a better 
neighborhood3—although it is statistically impre-
cise. The disruption cost affects young children as 
well as teens; the authors did not test whether it 
affects adults.

Families who participated in the Moving to 
Opportunity experiment understood the poten-
tial costs of moving: About half of those who were 
offered a subsidy turned down the chance to move. 
Presumably, the families who opted out were those 
for which the disruption costs would have been larg-
er and the benefits smaller.

The paper makes a contribution by emphasiz-
ing that moving has up-front costs as well as long-
term benefits for children. It implicitly cautions 
against housing policies that move families around 
and recommends targeting existing relocation 
opportunities to families with young children.

Moving to Opportunity has been widely studied. 
Previous studies found no effect on most income, 
health, and academic outcomes for both adults and 
children.4 Although the present study finds some 
positive income effects for young children, the 
experiment failed to achieve most of its objectives.

It would be unwise to turn the Moving to Oppor-
tunity experiment into a widespread feature of 
housing policy. An earlier generation of urban social 
planners also believed that geography caused pov-
erty and moved thousands of poor families from 
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their old tenements to brand-new government 
housing projects. The projects often became much 
worse neighborhoods and stand today as a symbol of 
governmental hubris and failure.

“Potentially Misleading”
The second study is much harder to understand 

and economists are still debating what the results 
mean.5 Regrettably, the paper is ripe for misinter-
pretation. The authors call the study “The Impact 
of Neighborhoods on Intergenerational Mobility,” 
but the “neighborhoods” in question are counties or 
entire metropolitan and rural areas. Unlike the Mov-
ing to Opportunity study, the second study has almost 
nothing to say about neighborhoods in the sense of 
Plymouth-Exchange, Jamaica Plain, or Petworth.6

The study primarily uses data gathered from 
families moving at least 100 miles, not families 
remaining within the same metro area. When a 
family moves, the authors compare the outcomes 
for younger children to the outcomes of older chil-
dren. They do find that the effects of a move (posi-
tive or negative) have more influence on outcomes 
for siblings who are young at the time of the move 
than for those who are teenagers. They also find that 
geography matters more for boys than for girls.

However, unlike the first study, the second lacks 
experimental rigor. Families who move are dissimi-
lar to families who stay put. The study also tries to 

remove the effects of parental income, so that a par-
ent who earns $60,000 a year in Santa Clara County, 
California (median household income: $92,0007), is 
directly compared to a parent who earns $60,000 a 
year in Colusa County, California (median house-
hold income: $52,0008). But a parent capable of earn-
ing $60,000 a year in Colusa is likely more skilled or 
more motivated than one earning $60,000 in high-
wage Santa Clara. Even more concerning is that the 
life events (such as job loss, divorce, or graduation) 
that spark a move to Santa Clara are likely to indi-
cate a different trajectory in family fortunes than 
the life events that spark a move to rural Colusa.

The authors recognize this shortcoming, admit-
ting that “the availability of jobs is another important 
factor in a location decision, [so] it is potentially mis-
leading to consider the negative correlation with rent 
and house prices as an indication that it is cheaper on 
net to move to a [region] with a higher causal effect.”9

The same caution can be extended to most of the 
paper. One of the primary benefits of living in Santa 
Clara County is the availability of well-paid work. So 
when The New York Times reports that Colusa County  is 

“better than about 85 percent of [U.S.] counties”—includ-
ing Santa Clara—for low-income children’s economic 
prospects, it is assuming that their parents make the 
same amount of money living in Colusa as they would 
in Santa Clara or anywhere else.10 For most prospective 
movers, ignoring the job market would be foolhardy.
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Technically speaking, the effects that the authors 
estimate are analogous to the “treatment on the 
treated.”11 That is not the same as estimating the 
marginal treatment effect, which would be of vastly 
more interest to parents and policymakers.

The paper is so easily misinterpreted because 
it answers a question that no one is asking12 while 
sounding similar to questions that many people do 
ask: “Where should I move to maximize my chil-
dren’s opportunities? Should I move at all?” The 
study does not answer those questions.

Local Policy
Research on neighborhood effects may tempt poli-

cymakers to play real estate agent, subsidizing moves 
from one place to another. A better approach is to 
use the research as a reminder of the importance of 
local policies.

Municipalities can improve children’s outcomes 
by promoting public safety and using competition 
and parental choice to offer better and more diverse 
schools. Counties with high wages and low unem-
ployment, like Santa Clara, should permit denser 
residential construction, allowing more families to 
afford access to their job markets.

Many, perhaps most, American families will move 
to a better neighborhood or more prosperous city at 
some point in their lives. But American families need 
new opportunities, not just a shuffling around of exist-
ing ones. The response to failing schools, shuttered 
factories, and gang-haunted playgrounds can—and 
should—be much more innovative than a moving truck.
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at The Heritage Foundation.
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