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Abstract

The Creating Moves to Opportunity (CMTO) was a housing mobility program offered to families newly issued housing vouchers in the Seattle and King County, Washington region. An experimental evaluation of the program showed that it led to sizable effects on moves to high opportunity areas, or areas that offer the best prospects for children’s upward mobility.  The program also led to large effects on residence in high opportunity areas after three years. This study examines the program’s effects for up to seven years after study start on housing outcomes, parents’ employment and earnings, and children’s school performance. Impacts will be estimated using school records data and UI wage records from Washington State, public housing agency records, records from the Homeless Management Information System, and records from the King County evictions database (funding permitting).





[bookmark: _Toc208908761]Project Background
Section 8 tenant-based vouchers were developed in part given a growing concern that public housing developments were contributing to a concentration of families in high poverty, highly segregated neighborhoods, often isolated from the larger city.  This program, today referred to as the Housing Choice Voucher program, is currently the largest component of federal rental assistance, serving half of all assisted families. Supporting the policy shift towards tenant-based vouchers was a large body of research documenting that neighborhoods matter for adults’ and children’s long-term well-being. 
However, most voucher recipients still live in segregated, high poverty areas.[footnoteRef:2] Housing mobility programs were created to help families address barriers to moving. The Creating Moves to Opportunity (CMTO) demonstration launched a new experiment to compare three variations of housing mobility programs, which from 2018-2021 provided families newly issued vouchers in the Seattle and King County, Washington region with services and information to help with searching and moving to other areas.  The program focused on high opportunity neighborhoods (HOAs), or those that historically have offered children better prospects for economic mobility (meaning they earn more as adults than their parents or peers in low opportunity areas).  [2:  https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/3-5-25hous.pdf] 

CMTO was evaluated using randomized controlled trials that took place in two phases.[footnoteRef:3] In the first phase, families coming off the voucher waitlist and interested in moving to a high opportunity neighborhood (referred to as HOAs) were randomly assigned to an experimental group, eligible for [specify which] services, or a control group, eligible for typical Housing Choice Voucher services. The findings showed that more families moved in response to CMTO. In the Phase I test, 53 percent of families offered CMTO moved to HOAs, compared with 15 percent of control group families, for an increase of 38 percentage points. And the effects persisted. Three years after the initial move, 57 percent of families offered CMTO still lived in HOAs, compared with 22 percent of the control group. [3:  Bergman P, Chetty R, DeLuca S, Hendren N, Katz LF, Palmer C. Creating Moves to Opportunity: Experimental Evidence on Barriers to Neighborhood Choice. American Economic Review. 2024;114(5):1281–1337. https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.2020040 
] 

Phase II of CMTO tested the full model of the program plus two streamlined versions of the program: one that only provided information about HOAs and financial assistance, and one that provided information about high-opportunity areas and financial assistance as well as streamlined support services. Families were assigned at random to one of these three groups or to a control group. The findings showed that the full program led to much larger effects on mobility than the two less intensive models. The information and financial assistance model increased mobility to HOAs by a statistically insignificant 9 percentage points, and the streamlined model increased mobility to HOAs by 14 percentage points. CMTO’s findings resulted in increased policy investment in housing mobility programs and associated policies as a lever for promoting economic mobility and mitigating intergenerational poverty.
The proposed study examines the longer-term effects of CMTO and, thus, residing in an HOA on the outcomes of low-income adults and children. The study will assess the impacts of CMTO on children’s school progress, parents’ employment and earnings, and families’ mobility and housing stability for about 4 to 7 years after study start, also setting the stage for looking longer term at children and adult well-being. Importantly, CMTO did not provide longer-run services to families that moved to HOAs, which are a feature of many other housing mobility program models. By describing household and child outcomes in the absence of so-called “post-move” supports provided directly by housing mobility program staff, the study may offer insights on the need for such services.
[bookmark: _Toc208908763]Partners and Roles
The CMTO long-term follow-up study is being conducted by MDRC and is funded by the Constellation Lab (CoLab). Staff at Opportunity Insights, who led the original CMTO evaluation, will serve as advisory partners, as will key staff at the two participating public housing authorities (of Seattle and King County). 
[bookmark: _Toc208908765]Project Timeline
The project will continue through September 2028. An interim report, delivered in mid-2027, will present impacts on housing and homelessness through follow-up Year 6, earnings outcomes through follow-up Year 5, and school outcomes through school year 2023/24.  A final report, delivered in the Fall of 2028,will present impacts on housing and homelessness through Year 7, earnings outcomes through Year 6, and school outcomes through school year 2024/25.  
[bookmark: _Toc208908766]Institutional Review Board (IRB) Approval 
MDRC’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed and approved the project on February 7, 2026. The privacy of all data will be maintained using MDRC’s strict data security policies. The project team will pursue approval from the Washington State IRB for use of school records and UI wage records data.
[bookmark: _Toc208908767]Target Population 
The study targeted families on the two housing agencies’ waitlists for the HCV program who met the HCV eligibility requirements (including income levels, criminal justice history, and debt owed to housing authorities) at the Seattle Housing Authority and King County Housing Authority.  They also had to have at least one child under age 15 in the household with their parent or guardian at the time of enrollment. 

Study Sample Size: Between April 2018 and March 2020 (and across the two study phases), 822 families enrolled into the study, with 488 assigned to the program group and 334 assigned to the control group. Subsequently, about 100 families were determined to be ineligible for vouchers or had moved out of the Seattle/King County area.  The final sample of 712, used in earlier CMTO reports, will be identified once MDRC works with the housing authorities to flag the excluded families. The sample also includes about 1,700 children under age 18. About 1,100 of these children will be in Grades K-12 for the 2023/24 school year, and about 1,400 will be in these grades for the 2024/25 school year.  The child sample sizes are approximate and will be updated once the final sample of families is determined.
[bookmark: _Toc208908769]Description of Program/Intervention
CMTO provided a tailored and family-centered set of services that sought to address family barriers to leasing up in high opportunity areas (HOAs). Services included:
· [bookmark: _Hlk218598364]Increasing the family knowledge of HOAs;
· Training families to conduct effective housing searches;
· Coaching families on the process of applying for and leasing rental housing;
· Covering the costs of securing housing; and,
· Engaging landlords and expediting HCV lease-up processes.
The program operated between 2018 and 2020 and targeted families receiving subsidies from the federal Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) program. 
[bookmark: _Implementation_Research][bookmark: _Toc208908770]Impact Research
The study’s confirmatory research questions include the following:

1. What is the effect of the offer of CMTO on families’ persistence in high opportunity neighborhoods?
2. What is the effect of the offer of CMTO on children’s school progress?
 
The study will also examine several exploratory research questions, examining the program’s effect on:

1. Families’ experience with homelessness
2. Families’ experience with evictions (funding permitting)
3. Families’ housing mobility
4. Head of households’ employment and earnings
5. The quality of schools children attend
6. Postsecondary education outcomes
 
[bookmark: _Toc409194903][bookmark: _Toc413150946][bookmark: _Toc208908773]Eligible Population / Sampling Strategy
The eligible population is discussed in the earlier section, “Target Population.”  
[bookmark: _Toc385239437][bookmark: _Toc409194904][bookmark: _Toc413150947][bookmark: _Toc208908774]Identification Strategy (Study Design)
[bookmark: _Toc385239438]The proposed longitudinal impact study leverages a rigorous experimental design. Families screened for admission to the voucher programs at KCHA and SHA were randomly assigned to receive the offer of CMTO services before their vouchers were issued. As documented in the evaluation report, the study groups did not systematically differ on a wide range of baseline characteristics. Thus, any significant differences that emerge between the study groups can be attributed to CMTO. Note that for this project, the analysis will compare all families receiving CMTO (the full model or the more streamlined versions) with all families assigned to the control group.  Although the more streamlined versions led to more modest impacts on moving to an HOA, they are all variation on the CMTO model.  Thus, using the combined groups provides an analysis of the effect of the offer of mobility services on families and children. As a sensitivity and secondary analysis, the project will examine the effects of only the full model.

[bookmark: _Toc208908775][bookmark: _Toc409194905][bookmark: _Toc413150948]Data Sources 
The following data sources will be used as part of the analyses to examine the program’s effects: 

Baseline data. Baseline data for the CMTO study collected includes personal identifying information, demographic and household characteristics collected at the time of random assignment, such as age, highest educational attainment, place of residence, primary language, and employment information.  The data also collected information on the children in the household, including age and grade, and neighborhood and school satisfaction. These data provide a snapshot of participating families prior to receiving the CMTO intervention.  The information will also be used for subgroup analyses and as covariates in the impact model (described further later in the text). Additional baseline information will be derived from the public housing agency data. 

Public housing agency (PHA) records. All families receiving housing vouchers complete or update a HUD 50058 form as part of their initial or recertification interview.  These forms include detailed information on household demographics, income, and composition. The data also include housing unit characteristics such as address and unit size. MDRC will collect 50058 data directly from participating PHAs for all study families. The data will be used to measure several primary and secondary outcomes of interest, including voucher receipt, and housing location over time.

Education Research and Data Center (ERDC). ERDC maintains Washington State’s P–20W data system, which integrates administrative records from early childhood education, K–12, postsecondary institutions, and the workforce. MDRC will obtain individual-level education and employment data from ERDC, including school enrollment records, attendance, grades, standardized test scores, postsecondary enrollment and completion, and quarterly wage records from the state’s Unemployment Insurance system. ERDC also provides access to certain school-level indicators that will be used to construct school quality measures.

Homeless Management Information System (HMIS). This data system is used to collect client-level information on the provision of housing and services to people experiencing homelessness. It is operated by each region’s Continuum of Care and includes data from participating service providers. While participation in the HMIS is not universal, MDRC will gather available data on overnight shelter stays, transitional housing, and other homelessness services accessed by study families. 

King County Evictions Database (funding permitting). This database, developed by the Washington State Department of Community and Human Services, includes data on all formal evictions that are initiated with an eviction filing in housing court in King County. The dataset pulls from three sources to describe filings and estimated outcomes, court clerks’ records, data generated by sheriff’s office (when a writ of restitution is ordered to initiate a forcible eviction), and court records assembled by a data scraping service using court-generated PDFs. Coverage begins in 2015 and runs through the present day. 
 
Washington state report cards. The Washington State Report Card, maintained by the Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI), provides publicly available data on school and district performance. These include information on school demographics, test score proficiency rates, student growth, graduation rates, and measures of school. MDRC will use the data to construct school quality metrics and neighborhood educational context variables. These indicators will help assess the types of schools the children in the study are attending and whether mobility is associated with changes in school quality.

[bookmark: _Toc385239440][bookmark: _Toc409194907][bookmark: _Toc413150950][bookmark: _Toc208908777]Outcome Variables
[bookmark: _Toc385239441][bookmark: _Toc409194908][bookmark: _Toc413150951]The confirmatory outcome, neighborhood persistence, is defined as the percentage of families residing in HOAs in the final follow-up year. The confirmatory outcomes for children’s school progress include: average attendance rate; on-grade status for age; and scores on state standardized math and English Language Arts tests. 

The study will also look at a range of exploratory outcomes to provide context for confirmatory findings and to generate hypotheses for further research. For children’s schooling these outcomes include: proficient or higher score on standardized tests, attendance rates, and on-grade for age in each observed follow-up year; attendance rate of 90% or higher (the threshold for chronic absenteeism) in each year; and high school graduation rate and college enrollment (among older students).  Impacts on school “quality” will also be assessed, using report cards created by Washington State but also other aspects of the schools to provide additional context. These other factors include size, racial and ethnic composition, percent free lunch, percent proficient on standardized test, and teacher retention (if available). At the family level, exploratory outcomes include: housing stability (e.g., percent still receiving housing assistance after six and seven years, incidence of eviction filings and evictions, and parents’ employment and earnings (e.g., percent ever employed, number of quarters employed, and average earnings) for every follow-up year and over the entire follow-up period. 

[bookmark: _Toc385239439][bookmark: _Toc409194906][bookmark: _Toc413150949][bookmark: _Toc208908776]Minimum Detectable Effect (Sizes)
Minimum detectable effects (MDEs) are presented in Exhibit 1 for the confirmatory outcomes: Persistence in high opportunity neighborhood, attendance rate in Year 4, on grade for age in Year 4, and average test scores in Year 3 or Year 4. (Note that test scores in a given year are only available for students in grades 3 through 8, and grade 10. To capture more of the student sample, test score data will be used for students who were not in the relevant grade for testing in a given year (e.g., 2023/24) but took the test in the prior year (i.e., 9th and 11th graders in 2023/24).  

MDEs are based on the following assumptions: a significance level of 10%; a standard deviation of the attendance rate of .20; an R-squared for the impact model of .10; and mean values for the control group outcome of .50 (the most conservative assumption). The assumption of 10% significance reflects a growing recognition in evaluation research that the “strength of the evidence,” as represented by the p-value, runs along a continuum and does not provide a yes/no answer for program impact. In addition, much of the literature on housing mobility and effects on children’s long-term outcomes includes indicators for statistical significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% level.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  See, for example:  Lubell, J., Gubits, D., Paulen, L., Dastrup, S., Travis, A., McInnis, D., Fisman, L., Greenwood, Z., Reddy, N., Levy, D. K., & Lo, L. (2025). Rapid cycle evaluation report: An early look at the community choice demonstration. U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Office of Policy Development and Research. Chetty, Raj, Nathaniel Hendren, and Lawrence F. Katz. "The effects of exposure to better neighborhoods on children: New evidence from the moving to opportunity experiment." American Economic Review 106, no. 4 (2016): 855-902.] 


Exhibit 1 presents the MDEs. Note that the MDEs will be adjusted once MDRC identifies from the housing authorities which of the over 800 families should be dropped from the analytic sample. 

	Exhibit 1: Minimum Detectable Effects
	
	
	

	
	Sample size
	MDES
	MDE

	Still living in HOA
	712
	.177
	.089

	Attendance rate, Year 4
	1174
	.146
	.029

	On-grade for age, Year 4
	1174
	.146
	.073

	Average test scores (Years 3 or 4)
	884
	.168
	-



The minimum detectable effect sizes are all less than .20, which is generally considered small to moderate in the evaluation literature. The study could detect a 9-percentage point increase in persistence, which is well within the expected impact, given the much larger impact observed at Year 3. In addition, a review of effects sizes for a range of education interventions found effects sizes on student outcomes of about .20 or larger, suggesting that this study is adequately powered to find effects on student progress.[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  Hill, Carolyn J., Howard S. Bloom, Alison Rebeck Black, and Mark W. Lipsey. "Empirical benchmarks for interpreting effect sizes in research." Child development perspectives 2, no. 3 (2008): 172-177.] 

 
[bookmark: _Toc2347063][bookmark: _Toc208908778]Subgroup Definitions
We plan to conduct subgroup analyses to assess whether the effects of the CMTO intervention vary for different types of families and children. Given the relatively small sample sizes for subgroups, these analyses will be considered exploratory. They will be used to assess variation in impacts across subgroups that are of policy interest and warrant further research, but they will not be used to assess the success of the overall program. 
[bookmark: _Toc385239442][bookmark: _Toc409194909][bookmark: _Toc413150952][bookmark: _Toc208908779][bookmark: _Toc385239443][bookmark: _Toc409194910][bookmark: _Toc413150953]Impact Model Specification
An ordinary least squares (OLS) model will be used to estimate the effect of eligibility for CMTO (or Intent-to-Trest estimates).  For effects on children’s outcomes, for example, we will estimate the following model:

				
Where:
· : Outcome Y for child c in family f
· : Treatment assignment indicator for family f (1 = intervention, 0 = control)
· β₁: Parameter of interest representing the average (intent-to-treat) treatment effect
· : Vector of baseline covariates at the child and family level
· : PHA fixed effects (accounting for randomization within PHAs)
· : Error term
This equation will be estimated separately for each primary and secondary outcome. Standard errors will be adjusted for the clustering of child outcomes at the family level. The equation for family-level outcomes, such as persistence in a HOA or head of household’s earnings, is similar to the equation above, with the exception that the variables are only indexed by family (f) and not children within families.

[bookmark: _Toc208908780]Covariates
To increase precision of estimates, the regression model will include pre-specified baseline covariates.  To the extent possible, the model will include the same covariates that were used for the original evaluation. At the family level, covariates might include income, parents’ employment, and demographic characteristics. At the child level, covariates might include family level covariates plus demographic data, and prior years’ test scores and attendance.

[bookmark: _Toc208908781][bookmark: _Toc385239447][bookmark: _Toc409194914][bookmark: _Toc413150957]Attrition and Missing Data
[bookmark: _Toc385239448][bookmark: _Toc409194915][bookmark: _Toc413150958]Baseline variables to be used for the impact model are missing for less than 5 percent of the sample. Missing values for these data will be imputed to the mean value for the sample, and the regression model will include indicator variables to denote this imputation.

The outcome of persistence in high opportunity neighborhoods will be derived from administrative records from KCHA and SHA and will not be measurable for families who have left the voucher programs at these two agencies. The earlier evaluation report suggested that most families were still receiving vouchers at the three-year point, with no difference between the program and control groups. We will explore the possibility of using school records data to track residence in high opportunities areas for families who have left the voucher program. 
Similarly, education records will be missing for children who move out of state or attend private schools.  Outcomes will calculated only over those students found in the records data. Although we do not expect to find differences in ERDC coverage between the research groups, we will examine coverage rates, assess the characteristics of students missing these records, and place appropriate caveats around the findings, if necessary.

For employment and earnings, data from Unemployment Insurance (UI) records cover employment in the state of Washington and will be missing for those who have moved or work outside of the state. We will explore the possibility of using school records data to determine if families may have moved out of state by the various follow-up points. In the absence of this information, and as is commonly done, earnings and employment will be calculated for the full sample, with those missing UI wage records assumed to be unemployed. 

[bookmark: _Toc208908782]Accounting for Multiple Inference (Multiple Hypothesis Testing)
The study will examine one confirmatory outcome in housing and four confirmatory outcomes for children’s school performance, at each of the two follow-up points.  For each analysis, we will account for multiple hypothesis testing in the school performance domain using the Westfall-Young method. For ease of presentation, unadjusted p-values will appear in the main report tables and adjusted p-values will appear in appendix tables and will help guide the interpretation of the findings.
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