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Monica	Rose	and	her	daughter	Amina,	10,	will	soon	be	moving	to	a	new	neighborhood	after	taking	part	in	a	housing	project	run	by	a	team	of
Harvard	researchers	and	the	Seattle	Housing	Authority.	 | Jenny	Riffle	for	Vox

Most	American	cities	have	a	stark	racial	divide.	In	Seattle,	the	divide	runs	north	to	south:

North	Seattle	is	largely	white;	South	Seattle	is	largely	not.

And	as	is	usually	the	case	in	the	US,	the	racial	divide	is	also	an	opportunity	divide.	The	north

is	richer	and	has	more	expensive	houses	and	higher-ranked	schools	than	the	south.

Research	released	by	a	group	of	economists	last	year	confirmed	this	impression	in	more

America	has	a	housing	segregation
problem.	Seattle	may	just	have	the
solution.
Economist	Raj	Chetty	found	the	program	has	“the	largest	effect	I’ve	ever	seen
in	a	social	science	intervention.”
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detail.	In	some	North	Seattle	neighborhoods	(like	Broadview),	children	who	grew	up	there

in	the	1990s	were	earning	average	incomes	of	around	$53,000	by	their	mid-30s.	But	if	you

went	farther	south,	particularly	to	the	Central	District	(the	historic	home	of	Seattle’s	black

community,	pre-gentrification	at	least),	you	start	to	see	averages	more	like	$24,000,	or

$25,000,	or	$29,000.

Research	by	some	of	the	same	economists	confirmed	a	causal	link:	Living	in	certain

neighborhoods	seems	to	expand	opportunity,	and	living	in	other	neighborhoods	seems	to

diminish	it.

Now	a	new	project,	a	continuation	of	those	previous	studies,	seeks	to	use	those	lessons

to	improve	American	housing	policy.	A	team	of	researchers	—	Raj	Chetty,	Nathaniel

Hendren,	Larry	Katz,	Stefanie	DeLuca,	Peter	Bergman,	and	Christopher	Palmer	—

collaborated	with	the	Seattle	Housing	Authority	(which	distributes	Section	8	housing

vouchers	in	the	city)	and	the	King	County	Housing	Authority	(which	distributes	them	in

surrounding	suburbs)	to	try	something	new.

Many	neighborhoods	in	the	suburb	of	Bellevue	were	identified	as	“high	opportunity”	zones	by	the	Harvard	study,	which	used	block-level	data	to
identify	the	top	third	of	neighborhoods	by	income	mobility.

The	way	housing	assistance	normally	works	in	major	cities	is	that	housing	authorities	have

limited	budgets	that	they	use	to	distribute	money	for	rent	to	a	subset	of	needy	families.
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(These	are	authorized	by	Section	8	of	the	Housing	Act	of	1937,	and	known	as	“Section	8

vouchers.”)	The	mystery	for	the	researchers	was	that	even	after	getting	a	subsidy,	many

families	chose	not	to	move	to	a	better	area	that	offered	better	opportunity.	Why	was

that?	And	what	could	be	done	about	it?

So	in	Seattle,	the	researchers	put	a	twist	on	the	housing	voucher	system.	For	this

experiment,	a	random	subset	of	people	receiving	vouchers	for	the	first	time	would	get

more	than	just	the	rental	subsidy.	They	would	also	be	given	information	on	which

neighborhoods	promise	the	most	opportunity	for	their	kids,	based	on	the	research	data.

They’d	also	be	assigned	“navigators”	whose	job	it	was	to	walk	them	through	the	apartment

application	process,	and	receive	additional	financial	assistance	with	down	payments	if

necessary.

It’s	a	simple	intervention	—	and,	more	than	a	year	in,	it	looks	like	it	yielded	big	results.

The	experiment	found	that	the	additional	support	raised	the	share	of	families	moving	to

high-opportunity	neighborhoods	from	14	percent	to	54	percent.	“This	is	the	largest	effect

I’ve	ever	seen	in	a	social	science	intervention,”	Chetty	said	in	an	email.

It’s	also	an	experiment	that	has	left	participants	with	an	overwhelmingly	positive

experience	with	a	government	bureaucracy	for	once.	“People	say	that	Seattleites	don’t

smile	at	you,	or	look	up	to	say	hi	to	you,	but	these	people	were	really,	really	nice,”	Nikki

Manlapaz,	a	mother	who	moved	from	a	low-	to	high-opportunity	neighborhood	through	the

program.	“They	just	took	all	the	worry	and	stress	away	from	me.”

If	it	can	be	replicated	at	scale,	the	experimenters	may	have	hit	on	a	powerful	new	tool	for

dismantling	residential	segregation	in	the	United	States.
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Monica	and	her	daughter,	Amina,	walk	around	Licton	Springs	school,	where	Amina	will	be	attending	in	the	fall.	Monica	moved	to	Seattle’s
Northgate	neighborhood,	classified	as	high	opportunity,	as	part	of	the	program.

The	geography	of	opportunity,	explained

The	idea	of	helping	people	move	to	“better”	areas	as	a	pathway	out	of	poverty	is	not

exactly	new.	One	of	the	first	large-scale	tests	of	the	idea	came	out	of	a	lawsuit	filed	in	1966

by	Dorothy	Gautreaux,	a	black	community	activist	in	Chicago	who,	with	three	other	public

housing	residents,	sued	the	Chicago	Housing	Authority	and	the	federal	Department	of

Housing	and	Urban	Development	(HUD),	alleging	that	public	housing	had	been	built

purposely	to	“avoid	the	placement	of	Negro	families	in	white	neighborhoods,”	in

violation	of	the	14th	Amendment’s	Equal	Protection	Clause.

While	Gautreaux	died	before	the	case’s	resolution	in	1976,	the	suit	ended	with	an

agreement	in	which	she	and	her	co-plaintiffs	got	most	of	what	they	wanted.	The	housing

authority	started	finding	placements	for	public	housing	recipients	around	the	Chicago

metro	area,	including	in	overwhelmingly	white	suburbs.
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Gautreaux’s	case	played	a	key	role	in	the	redevelopment	of	many	of	Chicago’s	public	housing	complexes	including	Cabrini	Green,	seen	here	being
demolished	on	November	8,	1995.	

That	made	for	a	pretty	good	experiment.	As	economists	Greg	Duncan	and	Jens	Ludwig

explained,	it	“generated	a	sample	of	Chicago	public-housing	residents	who	were	essentially

randomly	assigned	to	both	city	and	suburban	neighborhoods.”	And	because	“the	family

backgrounds	of	Gautreaux	families	living	in	different	types	of	areas	should	on	average	be

quite	similar,”	that	meant	any	differences	between	the	outcomes	of	kids	in	the	suburbs

and	kids	still	in	segregated	city	neighborhoods	should	be	the	direct	result	of	their	different

locations.

By	a	decade	or	two	after	the	moves,	there	were	differences	—	and	they	were	profound.

Among	students	who	stayed	in	the	city,	20	percent	dropped	out	of	high	school	and	only	21

percent	went	to	college;	in	the	suburbs,	only	5	percent	dropped	out	and	54	percent	went

to	college.	Kids	in	families	sent	to	the	suburbs	were	also	likelier	to	earn	high	wages	and	to

be	employed	full	time	once	out	of	school.

| Beth	A.	Keiser/AP
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Timeica	Bethel,	a	soon-to-be	Yale	University	graduate,	visits	her	childhood	home	at	the	LeClaire	Courts	public	housing	complex	on	the	southwest
side	of	Chicago	on	March	14,	2011.	Former	residents	were	given	permission	to	walk	through	their	family	unit	before	demolition	was	complete.	

Those	results	prompted	a	second	large-scale	experiment.	From	1994	to	1998,	the	Clinton

administration’s	HUD	tried	to	replicate	the	idea	in	five	cities	(Chicago,	New	York,	Baltimore,

Boston,	and	Los	Angeles),	through	a	program	called	Moving	to	Opportunity	(MTO).	In	the

first	year	of	the	experiment,	families	in	the	treatment	group	were	required	to	use	their

housing	vouchers	in	areas	with	poverty	rates	under	10	percent	as	of	1990.

The	first	evaluations	of	the	program	found	mixed	results.	The	moves	had	positive	effects

on	mental	health	and	for	adults	and	girls,	but	physical	health	and	economic	outcomes	were

unchanged.

That	finding	then	led	to	a	backlash	against	moving	vouchers	as	a	tool	for	fighting	poverty.	A

divide	in	the	research	community	emerged	between	people	who	trusted	the	Gautreaux

results,	which	suggested	that	residential	integration	could	go	a	long	way	to	alleviating

disadvantage,	and	the	more	muted	MTO	results.

But	in	2016,	Chetty,	Hendren,	and	Katz	(the	latter	of	whom	was	also	an	author	on	the	more

skeptical	research	on	MTO)	reanalyzed	the	data	—	and	found	something	totally	different.

This	time	around,	they	linked	the	experiment	to	tax	records	and	concluded	that	people

whom	MTO	had	placed	in	lower-poverty	neighborhoods	really	were	likelier	to	go	to	college

|
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and	had	higher	average	earnings	than	kids	who	didn’t	move.	The	effect	size	on	income	was

large:	about	a	31	percent	increase	in	earnings	by	their	mid-20s.

The	new	findings	had	major	implications	—	it	meant	that	there	was	no	longer	any	conflict

between	MTO	and	Gautreaux.	What’s	more,	the	findings	jibed	with	geographic	work	that

Chetty	and	Hendren	had	already	been	doing	with	Berkeley’s	Patrick	Kline	and	Emmanuel

Saez,	finding	that	opportunity	(measured	as	the	share	of	poor	kids	who	wind	up	in	a	higher

income	bracket	as	adults)	varied	widely	not	just	from	city	to	city,	but	from	city	block	to	city

block.

Chetty,	Hendren,	and	Katz’s	exploration	of	the	MTO	data	suggested	the	relationship	truly

was	causal:	Moving	to	a	better	neighborhood	really	did	make	kids	better	off	as	adults.	The

fact	that	the	effects	were	bigger	for	people	who	spent	more	of	their	childhoods	in	high-

opportunity	areas	only	strengthened	that	conclusion.

The	Seattle	experiment

“I	recall	it	was	a	Friday	afternoon,”	Nathaniel	Hendren,	the	Harvard	economics	professor

who	co-authored	the	MTO	reanalysis	and	the	new	experiment,	told	me	when	I	asked	how

Creating	Moves	to	Opportunity	—	the	Seattle	experiment	—	came	about.	“Greg	Russ,	who

was	the	president	of	the	Cambridge	Housing	Authority,	walked	into	Raj’s	office	with	his

assistants,	and	had	copies	of	our	MTO	paper	marked	everywhere	with	questions	and

comments	and	thoughts.”

Russ	—	who	has	since	taken	over	the	housing	authority	in	New	York	City	—	had	read

Chetty,	Hendren,	and	Katz’s	paper	carefully	and	wanted	to	use	his	power	at	the	Cambridge,

Massachusetts,	housing	authority	to	generate	the	kinds	of	lifelong	impacts	they	detailed.

He	wanted	Opportunity	Insights,	a	research	group	at	Harvard	directed	by	Chetty	and	co-

directed	by	Hendren	and	John	Friedman,	to	help.

Cambridge	proved	to	be	too	small	a	city	for	an	experiment	to	work.	But	Seattle	and	King

County’s	housing	authorities	were	game,	and	had	existing	relationships	with	the	Bill	and

Melinda	Gates	Foundation	to	help	fund	it.	It	felt	like	a	natural	testing	ground:	There	was	a

foundation	interested	in	funding	a	study,	enthusiastic	housing	authorities	to	work	with,	and

a	large	enough	scale	to	be	able	to	detect	even	modest	effects.

That	just	left	the	most	important	question:	What,	exactly,	should	the	intervention	be?
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From	a	research	standpoint,	Chetty,	Hendren,	Katz,	and	their	team	wanted	to	know	why

poor	families,	when	given	the	chance,	weren’t	moving	to	higher	opportunity	areas.

Higher	rent	was	one	obvious	answer.	But	the	Section	8	program	offers	additional	support

for	people	who	move	to	higher-rent	areas,	often	to	the	point	of	totally	offsetting	the

additional	cost,	so	that	couldn’t	be	the	whole	story.

Javier	Zarracina/Vox



A	lack	of	information	was	another	possible	explanation.	Maybe	families	just	don’t	know

where	the	high-opportunity	neighborhoods	are.	But	that	doesn’t	seem	to	be	true	in

practice.	The	recipients	I	talked	to	generally	knew	where	they	wanted	to	end	up.

Gregory	Vodolazov,	a	recent	Russian	immigrant,	was	already	living	in	Bellevue	with	his	wife

Oxana	Demicheva	and	their	sons	Semyon	(9)	and	Yaroslav	(2)	when	he	qualified	for	a

housing	voucher	and	for	CMTO	assistance.	They	knew	they	wanted	to	stay,	but	with

Gregory	out	of	work,	they	were	struggling	to	afford	the	posh	suburb.	“I	was	sure	where	I

wanted	to	live.	Bellevue	is	the	place	with	expensive	homes	everywhere,”	Gregory	told	me.

Greg	and	Oxana	with	their	son	Yaroslav,	2,	in	their	home	in	the	suburb	of	Bellevue,	Washington.

Indeed,	Monica	Rose,	a	lifetime	Seattleite	and	mother	of	one	who	was	part	of	the

experiment’s	control	group	—	she	received	information	about	high-opportunity

neighborhoods	from	the	Seattle	Housing	Authority	but	not	specialized	counseling	—	told

me	the	list	of	neighborhoods	hardly	surprised	her.	“There	were	a	couple	of	surprises,”	she

says.	“There	are	some	neighborhoods	in	Northgate	that	I	didn’t	really	expect	to	be	areas	of

opportunity.	But	in	general,	I’m	familiar	with	the	area.”



So	were	there	other	forces	keeping	these	families	where	they	were	—	like	family	nearby,	or

a	close-knit	social	circle?	Did	they	not	have	the	capital	they	needed	to	pay	for	a	move?	Did

discrimination	by	landlords	in	rich	neighborhoods,	or	discriminatory	zoning	laws	banning

apartments,	keep	them	out?

One	option	the	researchers	considered	was	just	giving	a	cash	bonus	on	top	of	the	housing

voucher	to	families	that	move	to	higher-opportunity	neighborhoods	to	see	if	that	spurred

more	moves	—	but	an	earlier	study	found	that	even	offering	a	$500	bonus	to	Chicago

families	who	moved	to	higher-opportunity	neighborhoods	did	nothing.

What’s	more,	when	the	economists	started	talking	to	housing	authority	officials,	they	kept

hearing	that	money	wasn’t	the	main	barrier	—	that	“there’s	a	much	richer	set	of	more

complex	constraints,”	as	they	told	Hendren.

That	was	certainly	the	experience	of	Nikki	Manlapaz,	the	working	mom	who	found	a	home

for	her	and	her	son	Theo	through	the	program.	She	told	me	that	in	previous	housing

searches,	she	relied	on	“what	I	heard	from	friends	and	on	Craigslist.	I	tried

Apartments.com,	but	it	was	just	basically	calling	the	places	on	your	own,	looking	at	the

places	on	your	own,	applying	and	just	waiting,	and	usually	the	answer’s	no.”	What	she

needed	wasn’t	just	money	but	an	easier	process.

The	eventual	intervention	the	researchers	settled	on	involved	contracting	with	a	local

nonprofit,	the	Interim	Community	Development	Association,	to	offer	counseling

through	two	sets	of	“navigators”:	family	navigators,	who	worked	with	Section	8	families	to

help	in	their	housing	search;	and	housing	navigators,	who	met	with	landlords	in	high-

opportunity	neighborhoods	and	sought	to	dispel	any	negative	impressions	they	had	about

the	Section	8	program,	and	about	tenants	who	might	have	criminal	records	or	poor	credit.

The	navigators	explain	to	families	the	benefits	of	moving	to	neighborhoods	that	seem	to

produce	better	outcomes	for	kids	once	they	grow	up,	and	walk	through	strategies	for

overcoming	barriers,	like	poor	credit	and	discrimination	against	criminal	records.	“We	try	to

get	in	a	couple	meetings	before	they	get	their	voucher,”	Sarah	Birkebak,	one	of	the	family

navigators,	told	me.	“Those	initial	meetings	focus	a	lot	on	introducing	the	opportunity

neighborhoods	to	families.”	In	many	cases,	Birkebak	says,	she	advised	families	to	put

together	“rental	résumés”	to	explain	their	living	situation	to	landlords.

Meanwhile,	the	housing	navigators	worked	with	landlords	to	expedite	inspections	and

generally	try	to	cut	through	red	tape	that	might	make	landlords	not	want	to	deal	with
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Section	8.

It’s	a	relatively	labor-intensive	intervention.	All	told,	the	intensive	counseling	cost	about

$2,700	per	family;	141	families	total	were	in	the	treatment	group,	and	133	in	the	control,	for

274	total.

But	it	worked.	While	only	14	percent	of	families	in	the	control	group	wound	up	in	high-

opportunity	neighborhoods,	that	$2,700	per	family	intervention	was	able	to	boost	the

share	to	54	percent	in	the	treatment	group.	It	was	a	high-touch	intervention,	but	one	with

amazing	results.

Alvin	Chang/Vox



Recipients	told	me	that	hands-on	support	meant	everything.	Vodolazov	said	that	once	he

decided	he	wanted	a	place	in	Bellevue,	the	program	“offered	to	do	everything.”

Manlapaz	told	me	that	after	she	told	her	navigator	she	wanted	to	live	in	the	Northgate,	an

opportunity	neighborhood	in	northern	Seattle,	her	navigator	called	to	tell	her	about	any

vacancies.	When	she	picked	one	she	liked,	“they	pretty	much	took	care	of	the	rest.	I	gave

them	my	information,	they	gave	my	information	to	the	leasing	office,	they	applied	for	me,

and	they	helped	with	the	first	month’s	rent	and	the	renter’s	insurance	for	a	year.”	She	and

Theo	have	been	living	there	for	more	than	a	year	now.

Based	on	the	earlier	research,	the	economic	consequences	of	these	moves	could	be

massive.	Hendren	estimates	that	the	lifetime	benefit	to	a	newborn	child	of	moving	from	a

low-	to	high-opportunity	neighborhood	is	about	$210,000	in	additional	income,	or	an	8.1

percent	increase	in	lifetime	earnings.	Compare	that	to	the	$2,700	cost	of	counseling,	and

Alvin	Chang/Vox



an	additional	$2,500	to	$3,000	more	per	year	per	family	that	Section	8	paid	due	to	higher

rent	in	their	new	neighborhoods,	and	it	looks	like	a	pretty	exceptional	deal.

The	program	doesn’t	quite	pay	for	itself	by	increasing	future	tax	revenue,	Hendren	says	—

but	it	comes	pretty	close.

Yaroslav	plays	in	his	family’s	living	room.

Moving	on	up

The	next	big	question,	then,	is	whether	this	is	the	kind	of	intervention	you	can	easily

replicate	and	scale	—	especially	in	a	form	that	pays	for	itself.

The	intervention	was	a	demand-side	policy:	it	operated	primarily	by	changing	the	behavior

and	pitches	of	prospective	renters.	Stefanie	DeLuca,	a	Johns	Hopkins	professor	of

sociology	who	conducted	qualitative	interviews	with	families	in	the	experiment,	says	a

major	part	of	the	intervention	was	training	renters	to	be	more	confident,	to	act	more	like

the	kind	of	people	that	landlords	are	prepared	to	rent	to.

“One	woman	said,	‘I	just	used	to	get	nervous	calling	landlords,	and	I’d	stutter,	and	I	have	a

script	now	that	says	I’m	looking	for	housing	and	I	have	a	child,’”	DeLuca	explains.	“It’s	less



changing	behavior	to	act	a	different	way	but	acting	confident	as	consumers	of	housing,	not

beggars	or	supplicants.”

That’s	wonderful	—	but	it	might	only	go	so	far.	There	were	some	people	for	whom	that

training	wasn’t	enough,	and	there	will	surely	be	some	landlords	who	will	discriminate	even

against	poor	families	who	act	confident	and	look	like	they	belong	in	“good”	neighborhoods.

It	takes	nothing	away	from	the	experiment’s	achievement	to	note	that	it	doesn’t	dismantle

the	structural	causes	of	segregation,	or	prevent	rich	families	from	using	their	political

power	to	keep	out	poor	families.

Monica	and	Amina	walk	in	Seattle’s	Northgate	neighborhood,	where	they	will	be	moving	soon.	“The	school	was	the	No.	1	thing”	in	choosing	a
neighborhood,	Monica	says.	“To	be	in	the	Seattle	area,	close	enough	to	where	we	can	get	her	to	that	school,	where	she	can	feel	comfortable	and
be	safe.”

The	beneficiaries	of	the	study	are	also,	in	a	perverse	way,	lucky.	They	participated	because

they	got	off	years-long	waitlists	for	public	housing.	Meanwhile,	some	76	percent	of	low-

income	families	don’t	have	access	to	Section	8.	To	reach	that	76	percent,	you	would

need	much	more	than	a	program	like	Creating	Moves	to	Opportunity.	You’d	need	a	version

of	Section	8	that’s	actually	an	entitlement	that	every	poor	family	can	access	—	and	spend	a

lot	more	than	the	$23	billion	a	year	the	federal	government	currently	spends.

“The	social	and	structural	aspects	of	segregation	are	alive	and	well,	and	we	see	that	in

credit	histories,	in	pessimism	about	neighborhoods	people	won’t	even	consider	living	in,”

https://www.vox.com/2014/5/31/5764262/76-percent-of-people-who-qualify-for-housing-aid-dont-get-it
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/2019-bill-largely-sustains-2018-hud-funding-gains
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DeLuca	concedes.

But	she’s	not	a	defeatist.	“The	good	news	here	is	we	can	intervene	and	do	it	successfully.

But	we	have	to	intervene.”	■

Sign	up	for	the	Future	Perfect	newsletter.	Twice	a	week,	you’ll	get	a	roundup	of	ideas	and

solutions	for	tackling	our	biggest	challenges:	improving	public	health,	decreasing	human	and

animal	suffering,	easing	catastrophic	risks,	and	—	to	put	it	simply	—	getting	better	at	doing

good.

Facebook	is	building	tech	to	read	your	mind.	The	ethical	implications	are
staggering.

Humans	keep	directing	abuse	—	even	racism	—	at	robots

The	US	just	withdrew	from	an	important	nuclear	arms	treaty	with	Russia.	Don’t
panic	—	yet.
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