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A wave of emerging research by Raj Chetty, Nathaniel Hendren, and
Lawrence Katz provides new evidence that growing up in higher-opportunity
neighborhoods has a positive effect on a number of important life outcomes.
Seattle and King County Housing Authorities are working with these
researchers and others at Johns Hopkins, J-PAL North America, MDRC, and
Opportunity Insights to build new evidence on effective strategies to promote
and facilitate access to these neighborhoods among low-income families.

ov e r v i e w a n d p o l i c y i s s u e s

Studying more than five million
families who moved across
counties in the U.S., researchers
Raj Chetty and Nathaniel
Hendren find that every
year a child spends growing
up in a higher-opportunity
$302,000
increase in total
neighborhood improves
lifetime earnings
that child’s adult outcomes,
including earnings and college
32% more likely
attendance.1 Similarly, the
to go to college
new long-term analysis of the
Moving to Opportunity (MTO)
experiment by Raj Chetty,
Nathaniel Hendren, and Lawrence Katz, finds that young children
whose families were provided housing vouchers to move to lowpoverty neighborhoods2 had substantially better educational and
economic outcomes than families who remained in higher-poverty
neighborhoods.3 Despite the potential gains from moves to lower
poverty neighborhoods, 80% of Housing Choice Vouchers are used
in moderate or high-poverty neighborhoods.4
In the MTO experiment,
children with longer exposure
to opportunity neighborhoods
had better outcomes in
adulthood, including:

These results suggest two complementary policy approaches:

1. Invest in strategies to improve neighborhoods
with lower measures of opportunity, and
2. Help families with younger children move to
higher-opportunity neighborhoods.
The Creating Moves to Opportunity (CMTO) project focuses on
the second approach, and aims to develop and evaluate strategies
to facilitate long-lasting moves to high-opportunity neighborhoods,
particularly for families with younger children. As part of CMTO,
Seattle and King County Housing Authorities have partnered with
researchers to evaluate housing mobility services offered to families
with children under 15 who are being offered Housing Choice
Voucher program assistance for the first time.
rese arch design and interventions

Together with Seattle Housing Authority and King County
Housing Authority, researchers are testing the efficacy of housing
mobility services to expand geographic choice and help low-income
families with children move to higher-opportunity neighborhoods.
This project focuses on mobility services that may be particularly
effective tools in tight housing markets, like those in Seattle and
King County, by reducing information gaps, increasing housing
supply through search assistance and landlord outreach, and
eliminating financial barriers related to families’ access to housing
in high opportunity areas.
Families applying for Housing Choice Voucher Program assistance
that choose to participate in a study of these new services are
randomly assigned to a one of two research groups. Those assigned
to receive CMTO services are offered the mobility services noted
below; while the other group are offered a Housing Choice Voucher
and all standard services offered by the housing authorities.
pover tyactionlab.org/na

timeline and phases
p r e l i m i n a ry r e s u lt s f ro m p h r a s e o n e

2017: Formative Design Phase

In the first year, the project identified opportunity neighborhoods,
hired and trained staff, selected a service provider, fine-tuned the
proposed interventions, tested the recruitment and enrollment
process for families, and finalized evaluation details. This planning
included consultations with frontline staff, families, external
researchers, landlords, and other stakeholders.
2018: Intervention Phase One

In Phase One, qualified families with at least one child under 15
were drawn from the Housing Choice Voucher waitlist and offered
an opportunity to enroll in the study. The full suite of mobility
services were offered to all families in the CMTO services group.

Preliminary results from Phase One demonstrate that the suite
of CMTO services are effective in helping families move to highopportunity areas. Fifty-four percent of families in the CMTO
services group chose to move to high-opportunity areas, compared
to 14 percent of families in the standard services group. These
preliminary results suggest that many low-income families are
concentrated in areas of lower opportunity because of barriers
that prevent them from moving to higher-opportunity areas,
rather than preferences for living in areas with lower opportunity.
The project is currently evaluating whether families will persist in
their new neighborhoods.
about the creating moves to opportunity project

2019: Intervention Phase Two

Phase Two will use Phase One results to refine the interventions
that have the greatest impact in helping families successfully move
to areas of higher opportunity. Multiple treatment groups will be
used in this second phase to understand what interventions are
most essential, cost-effective, and scalable.

The Creating Moves to Opportunity project aims to generate
new knowledge of effective ways to promote and facilitate
families’ housing mobility in the United States, and is an
ongoing collaboration between housing practitioners and
researchers. To date, 21 Public Housing Authorities have
signed a letter of intent to indicate their agencies’ commitment
to the CMTO effort. The CMTO research team is led by Peter
Bergman (Teachers College, Columbia University), Raj Chetty
(Harvard University, J-PAL), Stefanie DeLuca (Johns Hopkins
University), Nathaniel Hendren (Harvard University, J-PAL),
Lawrence Katz (Harvard University, J-PAL), and Christopher
Palmer (MIT Sloan School of Management). MDRC, a nonprofit research firm, is providing technical assistance on the
design and implementation of the Seattle-King County pilot
project, is leading the implementation research, and will lead
evaluations of additional CMTO programs. Opportunity
Insights is leading the development of the opportunity maps,
with data from the Opportunity Atlas. J-PAL North America
provides project management support for the CMTO project.

table 1. services and interventions

FamilyFacing
Services

Opportunity area education to increase
families’ knowledge and interest in
opportunity areas.
Rental application coaching to increase
families’ competitiveness for private market
rental units by working to understand and
mitigate rental barriers.
Housing search assistance to expand
and improve families’ housing search
process and leasing outcomes.
Flexible financial assistance to defray
housing search and lease-up expenses, such
as application fees and security deposits.

LandlordFacing
Interventions

Landlord engagement to make outreach
to property owners and leasing agents in
designated opportunity areas and promote
the benefits of CMTO (and the voucher
program) to encourage them to lease to
CMTO families.
Expedite lease-up processes to ensure
fast processing times and minimize delays
in leasing up due to PHA requirements.

To learn more about CMTO or the pilot project, and
to learn more about becoming involved in the CMTO
project, please contact CMTO project manager Jacob
Binder at jcbinder@mit.edu
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Damage mitigation insurance to
incentivize property owners and landlords
to participate in CMTO.

The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Surgo Foundation have generously
funded the Seattle-King County project as the first formal evaluation effort as part
of the CMTO project
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