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When cities strive to improve the lives of their residents, they often focus on issues such as schools, parks, jobs, 
or, health. Yet often overlooked is something equally fundamental. Trace the lineage of many social welfare 
issues today, and you will likely uncover a history of substandard, unaffordable housing. As research increas-
ingly shows, housing that is safe and affordable and in a strong and thriving neighborhood is a launching 

pad to upward mobility for families.

For more than a decade, the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation has supported research on the role of housing 
as a platform for opportunity among families. As the following summary of findings from more than 20 studies shows, 
housing shapes our lives in critical and long-lasting ways. Through this and others’ work, our understanding has expanded 
and continues to grow, providing greater nuance and insight into the specific pathways through which housing makes a 
difference in people’s lives and in communities. These pathways include housing stability, affordability, quality and location.

The findings are organized for audiences who daily see the direct impact of poor-quality, unaffordable housing but who at 
the same time may not realize housing’s role in those outcomes: educators, health professionals, and those working to expand 
economic opportunity.

Housing: Why Educators, Health 
Professionals and Those Focused on 

Economic Mobility Should Care About It
LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE MACARTHUR FOUNDATION’S  

INVESTMENT IN HOUSING RESEARCH
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Why Educators Should Care  
About Housing

Safe, stable, and affordable housing during childhood sets the stage for later success in school. Children are profoundly 
affected by their environments during key developmental stages. Chaos in their neighborhood, frequent moves, exposure to 
pollutants, and unhealthy conditions inside the home all leave a deep and lasting imprint. When housing consumes too much 
of a household’s budget, kids may not have enough nutritious food to eat to be ready to learn. Teachers see the ramifications 
of these conditions all too clearly in the classroom.

As MacArthur Foundation-supported research shows:
• Adolescents living in poor-quality housing have lower 

math and reading scores, and math skills in standardized 
achievement tests, even after adjusting for parenting and 
other factors.1

• Among young children in high-poverty neighborhoods, 
substandard housing is the strongest predictor among 
several housing-related conditions of behavioral or 
emotional problems.2

• Improving housing stability has long-term benefits for 
children. Any residential move during childhood is 
associated with nearly half a year loss in school.3 Each 
additional move is associated with small declines in social 
skills.4 A majority of US children move at least once during 
childhood—and a sizable group moves three or more 
times.5 The negative effects, however, fade with time.6

• Moving three or more times in childhood is associated 
with lower earnings, fewer work hours, and less educa-
tional attainment later in life.7

• Moving between ages six and ten is a particularly sensitive 
time. At that age, any move, voluntary or not, is linked 

to lower educational attainment and lower earnings later 
in life.8

• Families who spend 30 percent of their household income 
on rent—considered “affordable”— spend more on child 
enrichment than those who spend either more or less than 
that on rent.9

• Homelessness is linked to behavioral problems in chil -
dren, though thankfully, it is a relatively rare and often a 
one-time experience.10

• Too few families are able to move to higher-performing 
neighborhood schools, even with housing vouchers to 
help with rent.11 One-third of public housing families 
and one-fourth of those using housing vouchers live near 
schools that are ranked in the bottom 10th in their state.12

• The Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) does 
better than housing vouchers in locating families nearer 
higher-performing schools, though LIHTC serves slightly 
better off families.13
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Why Health Care Professionals  
Should Care About Housing

It is no coincidence that both neighborhood and health 
disparities are stark in the United States. It is widely cited 
that one’s zip code is as important if not more so than one’s 
genetic code in determining health status or life expectancy. 
The disparities are linked because where you live offers access 
to those things that make you healthy or unhealthy, from 
housing without lead or asthma triggers to grocery stores 
with fresh vegetables, to parks and sidewalks, and access to 
jobs. Physicians, nurses, and public health experts recognize 
this, and increasingly they are doing more to ensure that the 
residents they serve live in homes and neighborhoods that 
promote their health and well-being.

As MacArthur Foundation-supported research shows:
• Substandard housing contributed to children’s poor 

health at age 6, and developmental delays by age 2.14

• Housing affects mothers’ health. Poor housing conditions 
and overcrowding (even just perceived overcrowding) are 
associated with more depression and hostility among a set 
of Latino mothers.15

• Moving to lower-poverty neighborhoods can lead to some 
important improvements in physical and mental health 
for adults, including diabetes and obesity.16

• Neighborhood pollution has clear health consequences.17 
Reducing prenatal exposure to the pollutants from traffic 
congestion alone could mean 8,600 fewer preterm births 
annually, for an annual savings of at least $444 million.18

• Among Latinos living in public housing in the Bronx, the 
prevalence of cardiovascular disease is significantly higher 
than for either Section 8 voucher holders or low-income 
Latinos in general. Nationwide, public housing residents 
tend to live in poorer neighborhoods than do voucher 
holders.19

• Neighborhood social cohesion reduces the risk of depression 
or hostility among low-income Latinos in New York City.20 
About 10 percent of low-income children in a nationally 
representative survey of urban families were homeless at 
one point in their childhoods. These children relied more 
on emergency rooms for health care and had more behav-
ioral problems.21

• Housing for homeless families and rental assistance for 
food-insecure families improves the health outcomes of 
vulnerable children and lowers health care spending.22
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These findings underscore the need to invest in healthy, affordable housing for all Americans. Opportunities are 
shaped by an individual’s housing, neighborhood, and environment. Policy that addresses housing and neighbor-
hood’s role in creating and sustaining opportunities—or its opposite, disadvantage—may therefore be one of the 
most effective ways to fight poverty and promote upward economic mobility in America.

Why Those Focused on Ensuring Greater Economic 
Security and Mobility Should Care About Housing

Housing is a launching pad to successful lives. High-quality housing in strong neighborhoods positions residents to capitalize 
on the opportunities before them. And investing in communities reaps benefits beyond the particular neighborhood in 
lower social, health, and economic costs city and region-wide. Because of this, cities nationwide are working to reverse 
entrenched poverty and provide the needed opportunities for all residents in a city.23 The findings below demonstrate the 
strong connection between housing, neighborhood, and upward mobility.

As MacArthur Foundation-supported research shows:
• Improving neighborhood social cohesion and access to 

jobs, and reducing environmental hazards have a strong 
effect on health, earnings, and well-being.24

• Housing affordability and stability encourage work. 
Families using housing vouchers were working more 
consistently after five years than similar low-income 
families without vouchers.25

• But, policies that focus on moving families to better 
neighborhoods are not enough to address every problem 
related to poverty. Families need additional supports if 
they are to overcome their circumstances.26

• Siblings who lived in public housing as teenagers fared 
better than their siblings who had spent less time in public 
housing. They earned more as young adults and were less 
likely to be incarcerated.27 More room in family budgets to 
invest in children may be one reason for the better results.

• Improving housing stability for children has long-term 
benefits. Moving three or more times in childhood—

and especially between ages six and ten—lowered later 
earnings by nearly 52 percent.28

• In Milwaukee, 16 households are evicted every day. Poor, 
black women are especially vulnerable. Evictions disrupt 
children’s schooling and perpetuate economic disad-
vantage in cities.29

• Racial segregation and a tight rental market constrain 
housing choice for low-income families and may be one 
reason that voucher holders live nearer lower-performing 
schools.30

• Inclusionary zoning policies are effective in expanding 
access to more economically diverse neighborhoods and 
better performing schools, though IZ is currently only a 
small slice of the affordable housing pie.31

• For low-income seniors, reverse mortgages can be a 
lifeline. The most effective strategy to reduce default 
rates is escrowing funds for property tax and insurance 
payments for borrowers with low FICO scores.32
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ABOUT THE HOW HOUSING MATTERS TO FAMILIES AND COMMUNITIES RESEARCH INITIATIVE
This brief summarizes research funded by the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation as part of its How Housing 
Matters to Families and Communities Research Initiative. The initiative seeks to explore whether, and if so how, having a 
decent, stable, affordable home leads to strong families and vibrant communities. By illuminating the ways in which housing 
matters and highlighting innovative practices in the field, the Foundation hopes to encourage collaboration among leaders 
and policymakers in housing, education, health, and economic development to help families lead healthy, successful lives. 
The views expressed herein are not necessarily those of the MacArthur Foundation.

MacArthur supports creative people, effective institutions, and influential networks building a more just, verdant, and 
peaceful world. MacArthur is placing a few big bets that truly significant progress is possible on some of the world’s most 
pressing social challenges, including over-incarceration, global climate change, nuclear risk, and significantly increasing 
financial capital for the social sector. In addition to the MacArthur Fellows Program, the Foundation continues its historic 
commitments to the role of journalism in a responsible and responsive democracy, as well as to the strength and vitality of 
our headquarters city, Chicago. More information is available at www.macfound.org.
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