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Factors Contributing to the Receipt of
Housing Assistance by Low-Income
Families with Children in Twenty
American Cities

jung min park
Seoul National University

angela fertig
Medica Research Institute

stephen metraux
University of the Sciences

abstract The excess demand for housing assistance in the United States is well

documented, but little is known about the factors that contribute to a family’s

likeliness to receive housing assistance. This study tracks 3,237 low-income families

in 20 large US cities over a 9-year study period to see which families would wind up

receiving housing assistance. Thirty percent of the families subsequently received

either public housing or voucher-based assistance. Families experiencing greater

socioeconomic disadvantage and episodes of homelessness were more likely to

receive housing assistance. Neighborhood characteristics were weakly associated

with the receipt of housing, and health and criminal justice measures showed no

associations with the likelihood of receiving housing assistance. Our findings show that

housing assistance is a scarce resource that only reaches a minority of those who are

eligible, but that the minority who do receive assistance is disproportionately com-

posed of the most economically disadvantaged families.

Lack of affordable housing is a critical problem in the United States
ðSirmans and Macpherson 2003Þ. There are approximately 7 million feder-
ally subsidized housing units available for low-income households,which is
enough stock for only about one-fourth of eligible families ðJoint Center
for Housing Studies 2013Þ. Not surprisingly, there is high demand for these
units, and the waiting lists maintained by local housing authorities can be
years long. Those who receive housing assistance directly benefit econom-
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ically and in terms of housing quality ðQuane, Rankin, and Joshi 2002; Ber-
ger et al. 2008Þ. The inability to access affordable, adequate housing con-
tributes to a range of undesirable health-, employment-, and child-related
outcomes ðBratt 2002; Anderson et al. 2003; Saegert and Evans 2003;
White and Rog 2004; Harkness and Newman 2005Þ. The result is an in-
equitable system that “provides some households with a subsidy worth up
to the market rate for rental units in that area,while other equally deserving
households receive nothing” ðFreeman 2002, 710Þ.

While the excess demand for housing assistance among low-income
families is well documented ðTurner and Kingsley 2008Þ, little is known
about the differences between the households that do and do not obtain
housing assistance. To understand these differences, we use data from the
Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study ðFFSÞ, following a cohort of
3,237 children and their families for 9 years to see what factors predict the
future receipt of housing assistance. We devote particular attention to the
role of individual, family, and community-level factors that the research
and policy literature identifies as germane to determining the distribution
of housing assistance overall, and public housing versus voucher-based
housing assistance specifically.

background

Housing assistance aims tomake adequate, affordable housing attainable for
low-income families who have difficulty accessing it on the private market.
Housing quality has improved greatly over the past half century, so the pri-
mary issue driving the need for maintaining and expanding the nation’s
supply of housing assistance has become affordability. The federal govern-
ment, through the US Department of Housing and Urban Development
ðHUDÞ, subsidizes a wide portfolio of housing that includes project-based
public housing units, which are typically owned and operated by local pub-
lic housing authorities; site-based units, which are privately owned and
charge affordable rents as determined by HUD; and housing vouchers,
which are primarily under the aegis of the Housing Choice Voucher Pro-
gram. People living in project-based and site-based housing ðsubsequently
referred to collectively here as public housingÞ typically pay 30 percent of
their income as rent, while voucher-based assistance typically subsidizes
the difference between local fair market rent and 30 percent of the house-
hold’s income, with the household paying the balance of the actual rent.
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determining eligibility: the role of housing
and economic factors

Eligibility for housing assistance is primarily based on income. A household
must have income under 80 percent of the area median income ðAMIÞ to
be eligible for housing assistance. Local public housing authorities ðPHAsÞ
are mandated to allocate 75 percent of their Housing Choice Voucher Pro-
gram vouchers and 40 percent of their project-based vacancies to house-
holds classified as having extremely low incomes, or incomes less than
30 percent of the AMI.Yet, even among extremely low income households,
the demand for housing assistance overwhelms the supply ðJacob and Lud-
wig 2008Þ.

While extreme poverty is one factor influencing a family’s ability to
obtain housing, it is not the only condition that may lead to difficulty main-
taining housing arrangements on the private market. Homelessness can
also contribute to increased difficulty in obtaining housing. According to
HUD’s Annual Homelessness Assessment Report ðAHARÞ, homelessness
affected an estimated 537,414 people in 172,767 families in 2011 ðHUD
2012Þ. Joshua Leopold ð2012Þ surveyed families who either recently re-
ceived housing assistance or were on PHA waiting lists and found that
7 percent of surveyed households were homeless either at the time of the
interview or just prior to their receiving voucher-based assistance, while
23 percent were homeless in the year prior to being interviewed. Federal
policies once mandated PHAs to give homeless families expedited status
on waiting lists for housing assistance, but the 1998 Quality Housing and
Work Responsibility Act ðQHWRAÞ ended this mandate. Since then, the
National Low Income Housing Coalition ð2004Þ studied PHAwaiting lists
and found that only about one-fifth of PHAs give homelessness some sort
of preference in allocating housing assistance.

High rent burden, or having housing costs that eat up a significant por-
tion of household income, can also affect a family’s ability to obtain hous-
ing. HUD’s biennial Worst Case Housing Needs Report ðSteffen et al. 2011Þ
examines the extent to which low-income households have excessive hous-
ing cost burdens. In 2009, they estimated that 17.1 million people live in
what they call worst case need households, with both very low income
ðunder 50 percent of AMIÞ and housing costs that exceed 50 percent of
household income. This comprised 41 percent of all very low income
households. Forty percent of very low income families lived in worst case
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need households, while another 25 percent received voucher-based assis-
tance. Like homelessness, high rent burden was a federally mandated
preference until the 1998 QHWRA. Following this policy change, only
17 percent of PHAs maintain a preference for high rent burden in allocat-
ing housing units to applicants on their waiting lists ðNational Low In-
come Housing Coalition 2004Þ.

Low-income families who are in doubled-up living situations, or who
live with family and friends, also are in need of housing assistance. These
families do not get included in the AHAR and WCHNR because they are
not considered homeless and are not formally renting their homes. Fur-
thermore, they may pay no rent or only token rent to their hosts, which
would not classify them as rent burdened. In some cases, doubled-up living
situations can be so tenuous and stressful due to overcrowding, incom-
patibility, and financial strain ðEvans 2006; Leventhal and Newman 2010;
Solari and Mare 2012Þ that these families can meet the criteria for home-
lessness ðNational Alliance to End Homelessness 2012Þ. In other cases,
doubled-up families live in arrangements that are stable and last for years.
Joshua Leopold ð2012Þ, in the previously cited study, found that 40 percent
of families were living in doubled-up arrangements either when surveyed
or immediately prior to receiving a subsidized housing placement.

Household mobility is another dynamic that is not typically taken into
account when gauging the need for affordable housing. An unknown num-
ber of low-income families move frequently from one unsustainable living
situation to another. These frequent moves often negatively affect the fam-
ily’s cohesiveness, the viability of its support systems, and the ability for
adults to maintain employment and for children to maintain schooling
ðBerger et al. 2008; Leventhal and Newman 2010; Holupka and Newman
2011Þ. Moving frequently also may inhibit a family’s ability to maintain and
follow up on a housing assistance application, especially when there is a
wait involved.

other factors affecting the ability to obtain
and maintain housing

Other factors may also affect a low-income family’s ability to obtain hous-
ing. Susan Popkin, Mary Cunningham, and Martha Burt ð2005Þ examined
what they refer to as hard to house households during relocation efforts of
project-based housing tenants as part of HUD’s Housing Opportunities for
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People Everywhere ðHOPE VIÞ initiative. They describe hard to house
families as “the most vulnerable and the most in need of additional services
and support to make a successful transition” to safe, stable housing ðPopkin
et al. 2005, 16Þ. These hard to house families had exacerbating character-
istics, including family members with disabilities, large family size, and fam-
ily members with a history of legal problems, eviction, domestic violence,
or substance abuse, that may require special accommodations and present
obstacles to obtaining housing.

Health problems also pose difficulty in accessing affordable, acceptable
housing. Susan Saegert and Gary Evans ð2003Þ assert that health affects
“the assets that residents have for moving to better places” ð571Þ, and, at
worst, severe health issues put low-income families at higher risk for
negative housing outcomes such as homelessness ðCurtis et al. 2010Þ. In
less extreme situations, health issues limit income opportunities and re-
duce the number of suitable housing units for families. This can make
housing assistance more attractive for families with health issues, and
thereby would increase the likelihood that such families will seek out
housing assistance ðRuel et al. 2010Þ. An undetermined number of PHAs
maintain an admissions preference for families with a disabled member
ðNational Low Income Housing Coalition 2004Þ.

Criminal activity and drug use, past or present, can also impede access
to stable housing ðHuman Rights Watch 2004; Metraux, Roman, and Cho
2008Þ. As a result of new policies set by the QHWRA passed in 1998, local
PHAs enacted provisions to evict or disqualify tenants based on criminal
history or drug use ðSolomon 2005; Kaplan and Rossman 2011Þ.While the
implementation of this policy varied considerably across PHAs, Amanda
Geller and Marah A. Curtis ð2011Þ find that a history of incarceration was
associated with impeded access to subsidized, project-based housing.

A history of domestic violence can also make it difficult for families to
obtain housing assistance. Few women leaving domestic violence situations
receive housing assistance, despite the crucial role stable housing plays in
facilitating their exits ðPostmus et al. 2009Þ. Domestic violence is a risk
factor for housing instability, and not having stable housing options may
force a family to choose between remaining in an abusive situation and be-
coming homeless ðMenard 2001; Rollins et al. 2011Þ. In addition, the up-
heaval caused by domestic violence can lead to poor rental history, legal
problems, and a reduced credit rating, all of which make accessing hous-
ing, including housing assistance, more difficult ðBaker et al. 2010Þ. In re-
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sponse to the special needs and circumstances faced by these families,
about one-third of PHAs maintain some type of preference for domestic
violence victims and their families ðNational Low Income Housing Coali-
tion 2004; Martin and Stern 2005Þ.

Employment is another potentially influential factor in gaining housing
assistance. The preference given by many PHAs to working families ðNa-
tional Low Income Housing Coalition 2004Þ demonstrates the desirability
of working tenants. As the gap between median area rent and median
household income grows, more working families have difficulty finding
affordable, adequate quality housing without rental subsidies ðSirmans and
Macpherson 2003; National Low Income Housing Coalition 2012Þ. How-
ever, working may render housing assistance less attractive because any
income gained through working will be scaled back through correspond-
ing rent increases, given that rental rates under housing assistance are
usually set at 30 percent of income ðShroder 2002; Newman 2008Þ. This
is one of a host of additional costs that families face when pursuing work
rather than—or in addition to—receiving income solely from Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families ðTANFÞ or other income assistance ðEdin
and Lein 1997Þ.

characteristics of families who receive
housing assistance

Many families receiving welfare benefits also receive housing assistance. In
a study of housing needs among low-income families in three cities, Quane
and colleagues ð2002Þ report that 52 percent of those receiving welfare
lived in project-based housing and another 17 percent lived in voucher-
based housing. In a study looking at factors associated with the likelihood
of using housing vouchers among households who were granted them,
Brian Jacob and Jens Ludwig ð2008Þ find that those receiving welfare
benefits—specifically TANF—were more likely to use the vouchers when
given the opportunity.

Race and other sociodemographic characteristics that are associated
with economic difficulty may also be associated with the receipt of hous-
ing assistance. Parents among families who are receiving housing assis-
tance are disproportionately single or cohabiting females, are underedu-
cated, were young when their children were born, and have three or more
children ðShroder 2002; Popkin et al. 2005; Kalil and Ryan 2010Þ. Race may
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also be associated with the receipt of housing assistance, as families in sub-
sidized housing are disproportionately African American, even after con-
trolling for the racial disparities among families in poverty. Legal immi-
grants receive housing assistance at about the same levels as native-born
citizens, while immigrants with illegal status use housing assistance at
much lower rates, largely because they are usually ineligible to receive it
ðCamarota 2011Þ.

Racial and economic segregation in housing manifests itself in geo-
graphic terms ðWilson 1987; Massey and Denton 1993; Jargowsky 1997Þ,
and project-based housing assistance in particular has buttressed this resi-
dential segregation ðCarter, Schill, and Wachter 1998; Shroder 2002Þ. Fam-
ilies coming from neighborhoods with high levels of economic disadvan-
tage or racial and ethnic minority composition may be more open to living
in public housing, which is often located in similar neighborhoods. Alter-
nately, they may also be more likely to take advantage of the mobility of
voucher-based housing in order to move out of such neighborhoods. Jacob
and Ludwig ð2008Þ found that neighborhood disadvantage, measured by
rates of poverty and violent crime in census tracts, increased the likelihood
that families who were offered housing vouchers would use them.

There are also socioeconomic differences between families who pursue
public housing and families who pursue voucher-based assistance, which
may influence which families wind up receiving housing assistance. Since
the 1970s, federal funding of subsidized housing has increasingly focused
on vouchers to supplant an aging and declining public housing stock
ðTurner and Kingsley 2008; Joint Center for Housing Studies 2013Þ. As a
result, families have the opportunity to live in more economically and
racially diverse neighborhoods than the neighborhoods that typically
contained public housing ðNewman and Schnare 1992; Quane et al. 2002;
Galvez 2010Þ . In 2007, 56 percent of families receiving housing assistance
had vouchers, as compared to 22 percent in project-based housing and
another 22 percent in site-based housing ðTurner and Kingsley 2008Þ.
Sandra Newman and Ann Schnare ð1993Þ, drawing on data from 1989, con-
clude that voucher- and project-based housing assistance served “different
clienteles” ð424Þ. Specifically, they find that families in project-based hous-
ing assistance were generally more disadvantaged than their counterparts
who lived in voucher-based housing. They received somewhat lower in-
come ðalso reported in Joint Center for Housing Studies 2011Þ, were more
likely to be African American and headed by a single mother, had lower
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educational levels, and had more children in their households. Newman
and Schnare ð1993Þ argue that a set of processes occurred both before and
after families applied for PHA-based housing ðvoucher-based or public
housingÞ with the result that “those less willing or less able to secure
housing in the private market through the certificate or voucher program
end up in public ½i.e., project-based� housing” ð424Þ. No subsequent pub-
lished research has further evaluated this assertion.

determining the factors that influence the likelihood
of receiving housing assistance

Despite the fact that the number of eligible households exceeds the avail-
able housing assistance supply by a ratio of 4:1, little is known about the
characteristics and circumstances that affect a family’s odds of receiving
subsidized housing ðLeopold 2012Þ. These dynamics influence both a fam-
ily’s choice to pursue housing assistance and the subsequent administra-
tive machinations that determine who receives housing. Families who take
the initiative to pursue housing assistance must negotiate a complex, ex-
tended application process and are subject to PHA processes, which al-
most universally involve waiting lists and policies that expedite the pro-
cess for some families and impose delays and barriers for others. Federal
policies, which structure and monitor the PHAs and their handling of
applications, and landlords, whether private or public, also have a role in
determining which families ultimately obtain housing assistance. Other
more tangential factors, such as neighborhood influence, also are likely
to factor into this process.

This study examines whether the factors reviewed here increase the
likelihood that income-eligible families will receive housing assistance.
Along with income and housing circumstances, factors as diverse as health
and legal statuses, sociodemographic and personal characteristics, and em-
ployment status and neighborhood characteristics potentially influence
which families apply for housing assistance, negotiate the application pro-
cess, and ultimately receive assistance.We recognize that different factors
may have different effects at different points in the process, that not every
eligible household will apply for assistance, that delays and barriers may
discourage certain families from persisting with their applications, and
that preferences and other factors influence who receives housing assis-
tance.We aim to evaluate how well the outcomes of the current selection
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process match policy designs and accurately identify and serve the fami-
lies who are most in need of housing assistance ðGrigsby and Bourassa
2003Þ.

The primacy of poverty and income to the process of identifying candi-
dates for housing assistance is clear from the research literature. Housing
assistance was designed to provide adequate, affordable housing to those
who could not afford it on their own. Given the scarcity of housing assis-
tance, however, numerous other dynamics are also involved. Federal poli-
cies dictate that households with extremely low income receive preference
for assistance, and this should be reflected in assessing which families are
more likely to receive assistance. However, at least two factors stand to
mitigate this relationship.

First, it is important to note that only one-third of households with
extremely low income receive housing subsidies. Other circumstances that
these needy families may be facing, such as homelessness, high rent bur-
den, domestic violence, or living doubled-up in other households, can both
facilitate and hinder receipt of assistance. Families experiencing homeless-
ness, for example, may receive assistance more quickly due to their more
acute need, but they may also have more difficulty completing an applica-
tion process that demands, among other things, that the housing provider
be able to contact the applicant.

Second, there are factors beyond extreme poverty that can influence a
family’s need for and receipt of housing assistance.The tension between the
established policies that favor families in extreme poverty and local prefer-
ences for more stable, higher-income tenants can lead to inconsistencies
in determining who receives assistance. Employed families are more desir-
able to housing assistance providers, but these families may prefer other
housing arrangements. There are also other circumstances, including
health factors and criminal or substance abuse histories, that are less di-
rectly related to housing but can still render a family hard to house. Finally,
there are family attributes, such as female-headed households and black
race, as well as neighborhood characteristics that are disproportionately
represented among housing assistance recipients and which may influ-
ence the likelihood of receiving housing assistance.

While the extant literature provides a basis for identifying salient fac-
tors and characteristics related to receiving housing assistance, it does not
directly address the roles these factors play in identifying which families
will receive housing assistance andwhichwill not. For example, research on
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health factors primarily has focused on households already receiving hous-
ing assistance, not on those who may be eligible and in need of assistance.
Going beyond poverty, we seek a better understanding of the way in which
other factors potentially affect the receipt of housing assistance and how
these factors affect the receipt of voucher-based assistance versus public
housing.

method
data and sample

This study is based on the data from the Fragile Families and Child Well-
being Study ðFFSÞ, which provides longitudinal information about a cohort
of approximately 5,000 children born in 20 largeUS cities between 1998 and
2000.1 Mothers were surveyed at the time of their child’s birth and again 1,
3, 5, and 9 years after the child’s birth. Of the baseline sample, 90 percent of
the mothers responded to the 1-year follow-up, 88 percent to the 3-year
follow-up, 87 percent to the 5-year follow-up, and 76 percent to the 9-year
follow-up.

The sample consists of all households who reported having income at or
below 80 percent of the AMI at one or more of the four follow-up waves
and who did not receive housing assistance at baseline.We include house-
holds if they had at least one follow-up. As this study focuses on predicting
future receipt of housing assistance among families who had not received
such assistance, we dropped 780 out of 4,017 households ð19 percentÞ be-
cause they had housing assistance at baseline. Compared to the mothers

1. Interviewers sampled those women who were admitted to deliver a baby at hospitals

throughout each city. Unwed mothers were oversampled so that approximately 20 percent

of women in the sample were married at the time of their child’s birth. Fathers of the babies

were interviewed at the hospitals as well. Follow-up interviews were conducted over the

phone. Add-on studies have supplemented the original survey with in-home observations,

qualitative interviews, medical record data, and census-tract level data. The 20 cities are

Austin, Texas; Oakland, California; Baltimore, Maryland; Detroit, Michigan; Newark, New

Jersey; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Richmond, Virginia; Corpus Christi, Texas; Indianapolis,

Indiana; Milwaukee, Wisconsin; New York, New York; San Jose, California; Boston, Massa-

chusetts; Nashville, Tennessee; Chicago, Illinois; Jacksonville, Florida; Toledo, Ohio; San

Antonio, Texas; Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; and Norfolk, Virginia. A stratified random sam-

pling strategy was used to select among large US cities ðdefined as having a population of

over 200,000Þ, grouped according to their policy environments and labor market conditions.

The sample design is described in detail by Nancy Reichman and colleagues ð2001Þ.
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dropped from the analysis, those included in the sample were slightly more
educated, less likely to be black, more likely to be Hispanic, more likely to
be immigrants, and had fewer children.We compared the results of multi-
variate analysis with and without those who were housing assisted at base-
line. The final sample for this study comprises 3,237 households.

measures

We obtained data from the main FFS survey and the In-Home Longitudi-
nal Study, which is a collaborative project following up the FFS sample.
The FFS survey measured housing assistance by asking two questions:
whether the current home is in a public housing unit and whether the
federal, state, or local government is helping to pay for the rent.2 Measures
of housing assistance were available in all interview waves.

The FFS survey also measured several sociodemographic characteris-
tics, including the mother’s age at the time of the sampled child’s birth, race
and ethnicity, immigrant status, education, marital status, residential status
of the children’s fathers, and household size. Individual-level economic
conditions were captured by asking about the mother’s employment status;
household income relative to the AMI;3 government program participation,
such as TANF, food stamps, supplemental security income ðSSIÞ, and dis-
ability payments; and the availability of support from family members. At
every wave, the mothers reported whether they experienced domestic vi-
olence at the hands of their children’s fathers. The mothers’ exposure to
domestic violence was assessed by their responses to questions about
whether they were hit or slapped and whether the fathers of their chil-
dren cut, bruised, or seriously hurt them during fights. The mothers
were also asked if they had been convicted of a serious crime,4 and if their

2. The interviewer could add to this latter question, “This help can be in the form of

additional money added to your benefits, as a voucher that you give your landlord, or as

assistance from Section 8.”

3. The AMI was obtained from HUD for the years 2000, 2002, 2004, and 2008 and

matched to the 20 cities in the FFS.

4.We define a serious crime as aggravated assault, rape, or murder ðan attack on a person

with a weapon or hands, e.g., battery, rape, aggravated assault, manslaughterÞ; robbery, theft,
or larceny ðtaking something from someone with or without using a weaponÞ; forgery, fraud,
embezzlement, bad checks; shoplifting; or possession, use, or sale of marijuana, cocaine, or

other illegal drugs.
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children’s residential fathers had ever been in jail, in order to evaluate
criminal history.

The study measured housing instability by asking about episodes of
homelessness, doubled-up living, and residential moves.We ascertain epi-
sodes of homelessness using responses to two survey items that were asked
at each follow-up interview. A family is considered homeless in the period
leading up to the interview if the mother indicated ð1Þ that she lived in
temporary housing, in a group shelter, or on the street at the time of the
interview or ð2Þ that, in the 12 months prior to the interview, she stayed in a
shelter, an abandoned building, an automobile, or any other place not meant
for regular housing, even for one night. At each follow-up interview the
mothers were also asked if they were living doubled-up with family or
friends, that is, living in a house not owned by the respondent where there
was no payment of rent.We obtain information on residential mobility from
the baseline interview and the follow-up interviews using two different sur-
vey items. At the follow-up interviews, the mothers were asked whether
they had moved since the last interview and if so, the number of residential
moves since the last interview.

The FFS survey evaluates maternal and child health with several mea-
sures. The mothers were asked at every follow-up interview whether they
had a serious health condition that limited the amount or kind of work
they could do. The Composite International Diagnostic Interview–Short
Form ðCIDI-SFÞ was used to measure depression in the mothers. At every
wave, the mothers also reported whether drinking or drugs had interfered
with their work or personal relationships in the last 12 months. We mea-
sure the child’s physical health with questions regarding whether the child
had a physical disability, which we defined as having Down syndrome,
cerebral palsy, sickle-cell anemia, a heart condition, deafness, blindness, or
a problem with the limbs.We use HUD’s Picture of Subsidized Households,
which includes measures showing the availability of housing assistance,
to capture the availability of housing vouchers and public housing units
for the 20 cities ðsee fig. A1Þ.

In order to reflect community characteristics, we also include census
tract–level socioeconomic and demographic characteristics, including the
percentage of non-Hispanic black people in the community, the percentage
of foreign-born residents, the mean number of people per household, the
percent of adults with a high school degree, the unemployment rate, the
housing vacancy rate, the fraction of occupied housing units that are renter-
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occupied, the median monthly rent, the percentage of families receiving
public assistance, the poverty rate, and the median household income.

data analysis

We conducted descriptive analyses to compare sociodemographic char-
acteristics, housing instability, maternal and child health, and community
characteristics among the families by receipt of housing assistance. We
used chi-square and t-test analyses to test for differences among categor-
ical variables and continuous variables, respectively; p < .05 was selected
as a minimum level of statistical significance.

We performed multivariate analyses using the logistic regression model
for discrete-time data with time-variant covariates, which is analogous to
the discrete-time proportional odds model ðAllison 1995Þ. To estimate this
model, we converted the sample into family-year observations. The stan-
dard errors were adjusted for intra-cluster correlations at the individual
family level. All data analyses were performed using Stata statistical soft-
ware, release 12.1 ðStataCorp 2011Þ. The model is written as

log½probðHA– itÞ=ð12 probðHA– itÞ�5 a–t1 g– j1 b1 � x– i1 b2
� z– it1 b3 � c– i;

where i denote households, t 5 1, 2, 3, 4 denote the interview waves, j 5
1–20 denote city, a–t is a set of time dummies, g– j is a set of city dummies
that allow the hazard of housing assistance for an average household to
vary by interview and city, x– i is a set of time-constant household char-
acteristics, z– i is a set of time-varying household characteristics, and c– i
is census-tract level characteristics. A household is considered at risk of
receiving housing assistance after the baseline ðt 5 1Þ and is no longer at
risk when housing assistance is received or when the household is cen-
sored by the end of the study period. ProbðHA– itÞ is the conditional prob-
ability that housing assistance is received at time t, given that it has not
already been received.

We ran regressions restricting the two types of housing assistance to be
mutually exclusive. That is, we assigned those who reported receiving both
types of housing assistance in a given year to having only received public
housing, as self-report of public housing is considered in the literature to be
more reliable. The results were not noticeably different from the regres-
sions without the mutually exclusive restriction.
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We lagged the relevant explanatory variables to ensure that explanatory
variables were time-constant or occurred before the receipt of housing as-
sistance. All of the explanatory variables occurred before the housing as-
sistance outcomes. Time-constant variables were fixed at baseline, and the
community-level variables came from the 2000 Census ðsee table A1 for
the time frame of covariatesÞ. We checked multicollinearity by calculating
the variance inflation factor, which suggested multicollinearity would not
bias estimates of the contributions of the individual explanatory variables in
our specification.

The percentage of missing was 10 percent for public housing and 5 per-
cent for voucher-based assistance. Covariates were missing for fewer than
7 percent of the sample. In order to maximize precision, we used multiple
imputation ðwith Stata’s MI commandsÞ to estimate missing values. The
results were estimated using 20 imputed data sets.

results

Figure 1 shows that 30 percent of the sample ð961 out of 3,237 householdsÞ
reported receiving one of the two types of housing assistance in at least
one of the four follow-up interviews: 16.5 percent received public housing
and 16.7 percent received voucher-based assistance. As shown in figure 2,

F IGURE 1 . Percentage of low-income families with children who received housing assis-
tance over a 9-year period ðN 5 3,237Þ.
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F IGURE 2 . Percentage of low-income families with children who received housing assis-
tance across four interview waves ðN 5 3,237Þ.

the housing assistance rates increased across time.While 6 percent of the
sample received public housing at the first follow-up interview ðwhich
occurred between 1999 and 2001Þ, 10 percent received public housing at
the 9-year interview. The receipt of voucher-based assistance rose from
6 percent at the first year interview to 10 percent at the 5-year interview
and then fell slightly to 9 percent at the 9-year interview.

unconditional comparisons of sociodemographic
characteristics

Table 1 provides the unconditional comparisons of sociodemographic char-
acteristics, housing instability, maternal and child health, housing assis-
tance availability, and community characteristics among families by receipt
of housing assistance. The significance tests shown in the table indicate
whether the low-income families who did not receive housing assistance
during the study period were different from those who received either type
of housing assistance. These groups were significantly different in many
characteristics. Mothers who received housing assistance were younger,
more likely to be African American, less likely to be Hispanic, less likely to
be immigrants, less likely to have a high school degree, less likely to be
married or living with their child’s father, and had a greater number of
children, on average. Mothers who received housing assistance were less
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likely to be working and more likely to have household incomes below
30 percent of the AMI.These mothers were more likely to receive welfare/
food stamps and disability benefits but had lower levels of family support.

Our analysis also demonstrates differences in housing history between
families who received and did not receive housing assistance. Those fami-
lies who received housing assistance were more likely to have had a home-
less episode,weremore often in doubled-up arrangements, andmovedmore
times on average since the last interview compared to families who did not
receive housing assistance. The availability of public housing units and
housing vouchers at the city level was similar between mothers with and
without housing assistance.

Mothers who received housing assistance were only slightly more likely
to face some of the challenges that, as previously discussed, might render
their families hard to house. Disability and depression were more prevalent
among mothers with housing assistance, but there was little difference in
the extent of having a drug or alcohol problem between mothers with and
without housing assistance. Housing assistance status was not associated
with an increased or decreased likeliness to be exposed to domestic vio-
lence. Mothers who received housing assistance were slightly more likely
to have a history of conviction of crime.

The data also reveal some differences between families who lived in
public housing and those who received voucher-based assistance. Commu-
nity environment tended to be worse, on average, for families with hous-
ing assistance receipt. Those with housing assistance were more likely to
live in census tracts with higher poverty rates, less educated residents,
higher renter-occupied housing rates, higher public assistance participa-
tion rates, and lower median household incomes.The neighborhoods of the
housing assisted also had, on average, higher percentages of non-Hispanic
black residents and lower average monthly rent. In general, those who re-
ceived voucher-based assistance tended to have more hardships than those
who received public housing. Mothers who received voucher-based assis-
tance were more likely to be African American, less likely to be married or
living with their child’s father, and more likely to receive welfare and dis-
ability benefits than those who received public housing.

multivariate results

Table 2 reports multivariate results for individual, family, and community
characteristics that were associated with the odds of obtaining housing
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table 1. Sample Description by the Receipt of Housing Assistance ðN 5 3,237Þ
Housing Assistance

Yes

No Any
Public
Housing

Voucher-Based
Assistance

No. of observations 2,276 961 534 540
SES and demographics:
Mother’s age at child’s birth
ðyearsÞ 25.0 23.7*** 23.6*** 23.6***

Mother is African American ð%Þ 41 60*** 57*** 64***
Mother is Latina ð%Þ 32 27** 29 24***
Mother is immigrant ð%Þ 21 13*** 16 9***
Mother has high school degree ð%Þ 68 56*** 52*** 56***
Mother married to father ð%Þ 31 15*** 19*** 10***
Mother living with father ð%Þ 62 42*** 45*** 38***
No. of children in household 2.2 2.4** 2.3 2.5***
Mother currently works ð%Þ 56 43*** 43*** 41***
Household income <30%
of AMI 36 61*** 62*** 63***

Household income 30%–80%
of AMI 46 32*** 32*** 31***

Mother reported welfare
receipt ð%Þ 30 63*** 58*** 70***

Mother reported SSI/disability
receipt ð%Þ 2 3* 2 4***

Mother has family who would
babysit ð%Þ 90 85*** 87 82***

Mother has family who would
loan $ ð%Þ 86 78*** 78*** 78***

Mother reported domestic
violence ð%Þ 7 9 9 9

Mother was convicted of
serious crime ð%Þ 2 3* 3 3*

Father was in jail and lives with
mother ð%Þ 3 3 3 3

Housing instability:
Mother reported homeless
spell ð%Þ 2 5*** 5*** 5***

Mother reported doubling-up
episode ð%Þ 11 17*** 17** 17***

No. residential moves since
last interview .61 .86*** .90*** .83***

Health and health behavior:
Mother’s health limits her
ability to work ð%Þ 6 10*** 9* 10***

Mother is depressed** ð%Þ 16 19* 18 21**
Mother has alcohol/drug
problem ð%Þ 2 2 3 3

Child has disability ð%Þ 2 2 1 2
Housing assistance availability:
Public housing units per
1,000 people 12.6 12.9 13.0 12.9

Housing vouchers per
1,000 people 7.3 7.5 7.1 8.0***
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assistance. African Americans were 1.6 times more likely to receive housing
assistance than those of other racial and ethnic groups.Those who received
welfare benefits had an 83 percent increase in the odds of obtaining hous-
ing assistance. Families who experienced an episode of homelessness were
3.6 times more likely to receive housing assistance than those who had not
experienced homelessness. Increased availability of housing vouchers was
also associated with increased odds of receiving housing assistance.

Certain characteristics increase the odds of receiving public housing over
voucher-based assistance, and vice versa. Those who were African Amer-
ican, had household income less than 30 percent of the AMI, received
welfare benefits, and experienced an episode of homelessness were more
likely to receive public housing. Mothers who were immigrants or married
had lower odds of receiving voucher-based assistance. Mothers who re-
ceived welfare benefits or disability benefits, and who had a greater number
of children in their household, were more likely to receive voucher-based
assistance.

table 1. (continued )

Housing Assistance

Yes

No Any
Public
Housing

Voucher-Based
Assistance

Community characteristics:
Non-Hispanic black ð%Þ 36 46*** 45*** 48***
No. of persons in household
ðmeanÞ 2.82 2.84 2.78* 2.87

25 1 year-olds with HS 1
education ð%Þ 71 67*** 67*** 67***

Housing units renter-occupied ð%Þ 47 56*** 56*** 57***
Monthly gross rent ðlog medianÞ $631 $574*** $555*** $588***
Households on public assistance
ð%Þ 7 10*** 9*** 10***

Families below poverty level ð%Þ 16 22*** 22*** 23***
Household income ðmedian; $Þ 37,691 31,647*** 31,001*** 31,677***

Note.—The individual-level characteristics were from the mother’s responses at the baseline or the
1-year interview. Community characteristics were based on the 2000 Census. Significance tests compare
means between housing assistance group and no housing assistance group. AMI 5 area median income;

HS 5 high school; SES 5 socioeconomic status; SSI 5 Social Security income.
* p < .05.

** p < .01.
*** p < .001.
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table 2. Results of the Logistic Regression Model for Discrete-Time Data with
Time-Variant Covariates

Receipt of
Housing

Assistance ðORÞ
Public

Housing ðORÞ
Voucher-Based
Assistance ðORÞ

SES and demographics ðbaselineÞ:
Mother’s age at birth .98 .98 .97*
Mother is African American 1.57* 1.72* 1.45
Mother is Latina .86 .96 1.08
Mother is immigrant .70 1.33 .33***
Mother has high school degree .82 .73 .97

SES and demographics ðlaggedÞ:
Mother married to father .90 1.22 .59*
Mother living with father .75 .87 .80
No. of children in household 1.08 1.00 1.12*
Mother currently working .86 .73 .96
Household income <30% of AMI 1.54 1.98* 1.19
Household income 30%–80% of AMI 1.22 1.69 .92
Mother reported welfare receipt 1.83*** 1.79*** 1.98***
Mother received SSI/disability receipt 1.31 .27 2.65**
Mother has family who would babysit .90 .98 1.08
Mother has family who would loan $ 1.02 .93 .88
Mother experienced domestic violence 1.03 .92 1.02
Mother has been convicted of serious crime 1.23 .75 1.06
Father has been in jail .93 .96 .78

Housing instability ðlaggedÞ:
Mother reported homeless spell 3.63*** 3.40*** 1.90
Mother reported doubling-up episode 1.06 1.01 .94
No. residential moves since last interview .98 .94 1.03

Health and health behavior ðlaggedÞ:
Mother’s health limits her ability to work 1.03 1.08 .89
Mother is depressed .96 .94 1.05
Mother has alcohol/drug problem 1.60 1.59 1.96
Child has disability .56 1.05 .45

Housing assistance availability ðtime-varyingÞ:
Public housing units per 1,000 people .96 .97 .98
Housing vouchers per 1,000 people 1.03* 1.03 1.02

Community characteristics ð2000 CensusÞ:
Non-Hispanic black ð%Þ 1.00 .99 1.00
No. of persons in household ðmeanÞ .94 .99 .87
25 1 year-olds with HS 1 education ð%Þ 1.00 1.02 .99
Occupied housing units renter-occupied ð%Þ 1.01 1.00 1.01*
Monthly gross rent ðlog medianÞ .90 .62 1.56
Households on public assistance ð%Þ 1.00 1.00 1.00
Families below poverty level ð%Þ 1.02 1.01 1.03
Household income ðlog medianÞ 1.13 .60 2.19

No. of observations 4,744 5,371 5,360
No. of individuals 2,113 2,289 2,312

Note.—Observations after first housing assistance were censored. All regressions included a constant
term. Multiple imputation estimates ðm 5 20Þ presented. AMI 5 area median income; OR 5 odds ratio;
SES 5 socioeconomic status; SSI 5 Social Security income.

* p < .05.
** p < .01.
*** p < .001.
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We estimated whether the associations between the covariates and the
measures of housing assistance were the same at all points in time. Depar-
tures from this assumption would correspond to interactions between the
covariates and the time dummies.We subsequently conducted tests for all
the possible two-way interactions for significantly associated covariates. For
the outcomes of receipt of housing assistance overall, no interaction term
had a significant coefficient. For the outcome of public housing, the inter-
action term with the receipt of welfare had a significant coefficient, which
suggests its effect varied across points in time. The coefficient of the re-
ceipt of welfare we estimated should be considered an average effect over
the range of times observed in our data.

When we conducted the analysis including the sample who were hous-
ing assisted at baseline, the results had roughly the same coefficients and if
anything, a few additional marginally statistically significant results due to
the increased sample size. Although the women in the analysis sample have
slightly more earning potential than those in the full sample of low-income
households, it appears that omitting those with housing assistance at base-
line does not bias our results.

discussion

Thirty percent of the families in the Fragile Family Study whose income
indicated eligibility for housing assistance received either public housing
or voucher-based assistance at some point during the 9-year study period.
Low-income families, particularly those with income less than 30 percent
of the AMI, those receiving public assistance benefits, and those who had
experienced episodes of homelessness, were more likely to receive housing
assistance than those who did not have these characteristics. The availabil-
ity of rental vouchers in cities had a weak but significant association with
the likelihood of receiving housing assistance, and the health, criminal jus-
tice involvement, and community characteristics measures examined here
were not significantly associated with the likelihood of receiving housing
assistance.

The substantially increased likelihood that the most financially desti-
tute households would receive housing assistance is consistent with poli-
cies mentioned earlier that mandate that preference be given to very low-
income families. Whether having worst case housing needs, as defined by
HUD ðSteffen et al. 2011Þ, further increased the likelihood of receiving
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housing assistance is unclear, as there was insufficient data available on
rental amounts. Sixty-one percent of families with incomes under 30 per-
cent of the AMI received housing assistance over the 9-year study period.
Yet even at this rate, substantial housing need can be presumed to remain
among this subgroup, given the limited housing options these families have
in the absence of housing assistance ðJacob and Ludwig 2008Þ. The de-
scriptive findings also provide some evidence that, conversely, families
with greater economic stability, as indicated by having a working mother,
parents who finished high school, and parents who are married or cohabi-
tating, are less likely to obtain housing assistance than families who do not
exhibit these indicators of economic stability. If working families are given
preferences by housing authorities, it is not reflected in the findings.Work-
ing families may move out of the pool of housing assistance applicants as
their housing choices increase by virtue of their increased income, perhaps
seeking to avoid the stigma associated with obtaining subsidized housing
ðShroder 2002Þ.

Families who had experienced an episode of homelessness were consid-
erably more likely to receive housing assistance than those who had not.
While current federal policy does not give homeless families preference for
housing assistance, localities may still make these families a priority, either
formally or informally. Additionally, while they are sheltered, homeless
families may be in close contact with caseworkers who advocate on their
behalf for housing assistance. This contrasts with doubled-up households,
who also show residential instability but are not more likely to obtain hous-
ing assistance, perhaps because they are less likely than homeless families
to have caseworker support.

Our study finds no evidence that the factors included in Susan Popkin
and colleagues’ ð2005Þ description of hard to house families provided any
advantage or disadvantage in obtaining housing assistance. In this case,
the factors that affect families once they have received housing assistance
are not necessarily the same as those shaping their initial receipt of hous-
ing assistance. The hard to house factors examined here included measures
of physical and mental health, substance abuse, criminal justice involve-
ment, domestic violence, and large household size. While there were sig-
nificantly higher rates of self-reported health problems that inhibited abil-
ity to work, receipt of welfare benefits, and depression among the women
in the study group who received housing assistance, none of these factors
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was significant in the multivariate analyses. A slightly higher proportion
of women receiving housing assistance reported being convicted of a seri-
ous crime, but this was also not significant in the multivariate analyses.

African American women in the study group were significantly more
likely to receive housing assistance, particularly in public housing. This
difference did not extend to neighborhood-level factors, as the racial com-
position of the census tracts where the women were living before housing
placement was not associated with the likelihood of receiving housing as-
sistance. Taken together, race appears to be a factor in receiving housing
assistance, which should be expected given the endemic nature of racial
segregation in US housing, but the results offer little insight about the
specific dynamics of this association.

Finally, there are some differences in the dynamics associated with
receipt of public housing as compared to receipt of voucher-based assis-
tance. Our study finds that those who received voucher-based assistance
tended to have more hardships than those who received public housing,
which is inconsistent with Newman’s and Schnare’s ð1993Þ conclusion that
different types of housing assistance served “different clienteles” ð424Þ, and
that those receiving public housing were less socioeconomically advan-
taged than their counterparts who received voucher-based assistance. On
the other hand, the larger effect sizes of coefficients on measures of dis-
advantage, such as receipt of welfare benefits and homeless episodes, sug-
gest that women in the study with these characteristics may have been
somewhat more likely to receive public housing. The disparity in the find-
ings between Newman’s and Schnare’s study and ours may be due to
changes in federal housing assistance policies in the 20 years between
these studies, particularly the large-scale transfer of former public housing
residents to rental assistance-based units resulting from initiatives such
as HOPE VI.

This study draws on a large, geographically diverse sample of families.
While the families were recruited from 20 different US cities, the sample is
not nationally representative. If dynamics for the receipt of housing were
different in smaller cities or rural areas, this is not captured here. The
study also assesses factors influencing housing assistance on a geographi-
cally aggregate level. Thus, we are unable to show local variation in selec-
tion dynamics, although a set of covariates that control for location was
included in the regression models. The results for these covariates ðnot
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shown in table 2Þ indicate significant variation in only three of the 20 cit-
ies. Further research that replicates this study with larger local samples
may yield results on dynamics in particular jurisdictions that may vary
from the results found here. Additionally, we only include heads of family
households, and these results cannot be used to draw conclusions about
selection dynamics for other populations that receive housing assistance,
such as low-income households consisting of persons who are disabled or
elderly. Finally, it is conceivable that families who experienced greater
hardship and instability, such as homelessness, may be more likely to be
lost to follow up in a panel study. How this would affect the results is a
matter of speculation, but it may be that families who were lost to the
study were also less likely to maintain the ongoing contact with housing au-
thorities needed to successfully navigate the housing assistance process.

conclusion

This study presents a unique overview of which eligible, low-income fam-
ilies wind up receiving housing assistance. The process of applying for and
obtaining housing assistance is labyrinthine, and success hinges on factors
on both individual and structural levels, which may also vary across local-
ities. The upshot of this complex process, as summarized by the current
study, is that,while housing assistance only reaches a minority of those who
are eligible, the minority who do receive assistance is disproportionately
comprised of the most economically disadvantaged families and those with
histories of homelessness. The former finding confirms a basic intent of
federal housing assistance programming, and the latter finding may also
reflect a favoring of the extreme poor. Alternately, the increased likelihood
that families who have experienced homelessness will receive housing
assistance may reflect a remnant of federal policy that once gave homeless
families preference for housing assistance. Beyond income and homeless-
ness, across the 20 cities studied here, little was found that advantaged or
disadvantaged families in the process of gaining housing assistance. Addi-
tional factors, such as employment, health, criminal justice, and race, po-
tentially influence selection for housing assistance, but we found none that
did so systematically. This may reflect the way in which the overwhelming
demand for the scarce supply of housing assistance makes it impossible to
refine targeting beyond anything but the most extreme need.
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appendix

F IGURE A1 . Average no. of public housing and rental vouchers per 1,000 people in 20 large
US cities.

table a1. Time Frame of Explanatory Variables

Variable Timing Timing

Mother’s age at birth Wave 1
Mother is African American Wave 1
Mother is Latina Wave 1
Mother is immigrant Wave 1
Mother has high school degree Wave 1
Mother married to father* All waves
Mother living with father* All waves
No. of children in household* All waves
Mother currently working* All waves
Household income < 30% of AMI* All waves
Household income 30%–80% of AMI* All waves
Mother reported income from public assistance* All waves
Mother received SSI/disability* All waves
Mother has family who would babysit* All waves
Mother has family who would loan $* All waves
Mother experienced domestic violence* All waves
Mother has been convicted of serious crime* All waves ðretrospectively covers waves 1–2Þ
Father has been in jail* All waves ðretrospectively covers waves 1–2Þ
Mother reported homeless spell* Waves 2–5
Mother doubled-up with family/friends* All waves
No. of residential moves since last interview* All waves
Mother’s health limits her ability to work* Waves 2–5
Mother is depressed* Waves 2–5
Mother has alcohol/drug problem* All waves
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table a1. (continued )

Variable Timing Timing

Child has disability* Waves 2–5 ðcan use low birth weight for wave 1Þ
Non-Hispanic black ð%Þ 2000 Census
No. of persons in household ðmeanÞ 2000 Census
25 1 year-olds with HS 1 education ð%Þ 2000 Census
Occupied housing units renter-occupied ð%Þ 2000 Census
Monthly gross rent ðlog medianÞ 2000 Census
Households on public assistance ð%Þ 2000 Census
Family below poverty level ð%Þ 2000 Census
Are household income ðlog medianÞ 2000 Census

Note.—The table provides time frame of explanatory variables. The time-constant demographic
variables were from the baseline interview. The community characteristics were from the 2000 Census.

The time-varying variables were available in all interview waves with a few exceptions noted below. AMI5
area median income; HS 5 high school; SSI 5 Social Security income.

* Time-varying explanatory variable.
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