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Deregulating Public Housing: The Case of the Charlotte Housing Authority’s Moving to Work
Program

The federal public housing program is a major supplier of affordable housing for
America’s low-income households. It currently supports over 1.1 million public housing units
and 2.1 million Housing Choice Vouchers managed by approximately 3,300 local housing
authorities (LHAs) throughout the country. Although public housing has always been
controversial, it has come under particular criticism in recent years for undermining the work
ethic of residents, breeding dependency on government subsidies, being managed inefficiently,
and trapping residents in areas that lack job opportunities and quality education (Katz 1990,
Schwartz 2010).
In recent years, Congress has responded to these criticisms in a number of ways including
the passage of the Moving to Work (MTW) Demonstration in 1996. Designed to test innovations
in public housing management, the original authorizing legislation allowed HUD to select up to
thirty LHAs (later expanded to thirty-six), each of which is allowed to design and test their own
approaches to serving the needs of low-income households. MTW allows the selected LHAs to
“block grant” HUD funds for housing modernization, operating assistance, and Section 8
Vouchers, and to flexibly use those funds in pursuit of one or more of the three program goals: 1)
assist and encourage families to achieve self sufficiency; 2) achieve greater cost effectiveness;
and 3) increase the housing choices of low-income families. Participating housing authorities
can also request exemptions from the many federal regulations that govern both the public
housing and the Housing Choice Voucher programs.
Participating LHAs, for example, may also alter the terms of rental assistance. Rather
than setting rents at 30% of income, they may establish flat rents, or “stepped rents,” that
increase each year. They may also introduce system-wide Family Self Sufficiency program-style
escrow accounts capitalized by rent increments resulting from increased incomes. Some LHAs
participating in the MTW program are also instituting work requirements, which set a minimum
number of hours of work, schooling, or training in order to continue receiving rent subsidies
(REFERENCE). The MTW program does, however, require participating LHAs to ensure that
at least 75% of the families assisted are very-low income, to assist substantially the same number
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of eligible families, and to provide housing for a comparable mix of family sizes as would have
been served absent the program.
In late 1996, HUD solicited applications to participate in the MTW program. Applicants
were evaluated based on factors including housing authority performance, quality of the MTW
Plan submitted, the extent of resident and community involvement and support for the plan, and
the potential to inform both local and national housing policy (HUD 2010). From among the
forty-five PHAs that applied, twenty-four were selected to participate. Other agencies were
added to the program in more recent years by being specified in appropriations acts or from
subsequent, more limited solicitations. As of 2012, thirty-six LHAs were participating in the
MTW program.
MTW has its critics. Some argue that it reduces the number of families receiving housing
assistance, since most MTW authorities have used their financial flexibility to shift funding from
their Section 8 Voucher programs to social services and administrative costs (Fisher, 2011).
Others are concerned that allowing LHAs more flexibility in utilizing federal funds is a pretext
for cutting the overall amount of funding provided to LHAs (Fisher and Sard, 2006). Still others
point out that MTW was conceived and sold as a demonstration program, but it has not been
implemented in a way that allows for rigorous cross-site evaluation (Lubell and Baron, 2007).
MTW had the potential to mirror the experimentation that preceded the overhaul of the
welfare program in the mid 1990 but, unfortunately, it was not implemented in a way that was
conducive to evaluation. The Office of the Inspector General recently concluded that HUD has
not collected data necessary for program evaluation. It stated that the limited information
available “did not provide measurable and comparable results showing how activities reduced
costs, promoted self sufficiency, and increased housing choice” (Fisher and Sard, 2006). Other
than a largely qualitative assessment of MTW published by the Urban Institute in 2004 and
several reports on innovative practices adopted by participating housing authorities, we know
next to nothing about the impacts of the MTW programs. The authors of a recent article on what
works to improve self-sufficiency among public housing residents state: “While the Moving to
Work demonstration has been an impressive source of creative reform, these efforts have not
been assessed through rigorous evaluation. Thus, whether they have any substantial positive
effects on residents’ self-sufficiency remains unknown (Riccio, 2007).”
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A recent HUD report reviewing rent reforms introduced by PHAs participating in the
MTW program suggests that program staff consider their reforms to be successful both in
encouraging self-sufficiency and in reducing administrative costs (U.S HUD, 2010). There is
little hard evidence, however, to support these views. As noted by the authors of that report:
“Changing the systems without adequate research could have widespread unintended
consequences that may negatively impact residents” (p. 48). The authors also caution that the
impacts of specific rent systems may vary based on conditions in the local economy and housing
market. One rent structure may not be appropriate for all housing agencies. Allowing PHAs to
select from a limited set of rent structures may be a more effective approach.
Thus, the purpose of the research project described in this paper was to add to our
knowledge of the MTW program by assessing the impacts of the Charlotte Housing Authority’s
program, which it calls Moving Forward.
Description of the CHA’s MF Program
As of 2010, the city of Charlotte had a population of 731,000, making it the seventeenth
largest city in the U.S. Charlotte’s population has more than doubled since 1980 and, despite the
current national economic recession, it continues to be one of the fastest growing cities in the
country. Charlotte’s banking industry, which is second in size to New York City, has been the
driver of the city’s rapid growth. The recent financial crisis, however, has impacted the city
heavily and the unemployment rate in the city has hovered above ten percent.
These economic conditions have created an additional need for affordable housing among
Charlotte’s residents (University of North Carolina, Charlotte, Urban Institute, 2010). In
response the CHA to expand its mission from developing and operating conventional public
housing to “leading, developing, and executing community-wide strategies that meet the broad
range of housing needs for families who cannot otherwise obtain conventional housing.” In
addition, according to their mission statement, the CHA works “to support and encourage
families to move up and out of public housing and to integrate them into the economic
mainstream” (www.cha-nc.org).
As of 2010 the CHA owned a total of 3,343 public housing units. Of those units, 874
were in mixed-income developments and the remaining 2,469 were in conventional family and
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elderly public housing developments. The CHA also administered 4,573 Housing Choice
Vouchers, 296 of which were project based. Horizon Development, a nonprofit subsidiary of the
CHA, also owns and manages four housing developments with a total of 171 units.
The CHA’s Moving Forward program includes four major components: 1) rent reforms
that apply to all households; 2) work requirements that are being phased-in but will apply to all
able-bodied, non-elderly household heads; 3) case management and support services targeted to
those subject to the work requirements; and 4) new housing opportunities in mixed-income
developments and neighborhoods.
Rent Reform In the spring of 2011 the CHA introduced new rent policies. First,
minimum rents were increased from $50 to $75 per month and they will increase to $100 per
month in a year’s time. Second, the traditional system of basing rents on 30% of tenant incomes
will be modified to a stepped rent system in which rents will be based on 30% of the lower
bound of the $2,500 income band into which they fall. A household with annual income of
$11,000, for example, would fall into the $10,000 to $12,499 income band, so their rent would
be based on $10,000. Dividing that figure by twelve and applying the 30%-of-income rule
would result in a monthly rent of $250. The logic behind this system is that, in most instances,
modest increases in annual income will not affect the rents paid, thus removing the disincentive
to increase incomes and reducing administrative costs.
The third component of rent reform is the establishment of escrow accounts for residents
whose yearly incomes fall between $12,500 and $35,000. The monthly amounts deposited in
these accounts will also be based on the income bands and will range from $10 to $50 per month.
Residents cannot access their accounts unless they need the funds to overcome some specific
barrier to work, such as car repairs. Contributions to these accounts stop after a resident’s
adjusted annual income surpasses $35,000 or three years after a resident’s adjusted income
passes the $25,000 level. Once contributions to the accounts are stopped, residents have two
years to move off federal housing assistance if they want to draw 100% of their accrued deposits.
The incentive accounts decreases by 20% every year thereafter.
Work Requirement

In the spring of 2011 the CHA introduced the work requirement in

an initial set of housing developments. Residents in those developments will have one year to
5

increase their employment readiness before the sanctions associated with this requirement take
effect. At the end of that year the head of household will be expected to work a minimum of
fifteen hours per week. At the end of the second year the work requirement increases to thirty
hours per week. If residents do not meet these requirements they have a three-month
probationary period before rent sanctions are applied. The sanctions begin with residents losing
half of their rental assistance. After six months of noncompliance they will lose all rental
assistance. There are, however, hardship exemptions for households with extenuating
circumstances such as illness.
Currents of Change

Recognizing that many of its residents have barriers that prevent

them from being hired, the CHA has assigned a case manager to each tenant in the developments
subject to the work requirements. i Some of those case managers work directly for the CHA
while others work for non-profit and for-profit agencies. Case managers assist residents in
setting goals, assessing their barriers to employment, and developing individualized work plans.
The case managers also provide ongoing support and referrals to services offered by local social
service providers including: child care services; transportation services; career mentoring
services; financial literacy and budgeting training; education and job training and/or placement;
and substance abuse treatment. Case managers meet with their clients at least monthly.
As might be expected, Charlotte’s Moving Forward program has its critics. Of particular
concern is the introduction of the work requirement during a period of unusually high
unemployment in the city. The unemployment rate in the Charlotte Metropolitan Area was 4.8
in 2007 but it jumped to 11.5 by 2009. Given this situation, some worry that the public housing
residents, even with additional job readiness and training programs, will not be able to find
employment resulting in them becoming homeless (Charlotte Observer, 1/5/09).
Program Model
The model of change implicit in the CHA’s Moving Forward program is depicted in
Figure 1. This shows that the combination of work requirements and employment-related
services will result in increased work efforts and increased incomes among residents. Increased
incomes will, in turn, lead to increased rates of transition from public to unsubsidized housing.
The hope is that this transition will result in improvements in both housing and neighborhood
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quality, and ultimately, to improvements in health, neighborhood and housing satisfaction, and
school performance. It is certainly possible, however, that the work requirements will pressure
or force some families from public housing and the program will have negative impacts on those
families.

Figure 1: Pathways Model
MF Program
Participation

--work requirements
--currents of change

--Increased
human capital
--Increased
work effort and
income

Higher rates of
transition to
unsubsidized
housing

Improved
housing and
neighborhood
quality

Improved health,
satisfaction, and
child school
performance

Evaluation Design
This evaluation was designed to address several questions that have to do with both the
process of implementing the innovations that are part of the Moving Forward program as well as
its impacts. The questions include:
•

What are the major obstacles to implementing the Moving Forward program and how
were they overcome?

•

What impact is the Moving Forward program having on:
o Assisting residents move toward self-sufficiency;
o Improving cost effectiveness;
o Increasing the range of housing opportunities for lower-income families?

•

How has Moving Forward impacted the characteristics of the units available and the
households served?

Data for the evaluation of the Moving Forward program come from four sources: 1) annual
key informant interviews with CHA staff and board members; 2) bi-annual surveys of CHA
tenants; 3) administrative data; and 4) the Charlotte Neighborhood Quality of Life Report and the
U.S. Census Bureau.
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Key Informant Interviews
To date, two rounds of key informant interviews have been conducted with key
administrative staff members and one round of interviews with key board members. A total of 40
interviews have been conducted. The first round of interviews focused on the development and
implementation of the Moving Forward program, while the second round of interviews focused
on program changes, perceptions of program impacts and lessons learned. The data from the
interviews was analyzed to reveal common patterns of response.
Resident Surveys
In late 2009 and early 2010, before the program was implemented, we developed and
administered a baseline survey of all residents in family Section 9 developments. The survey
asked the residents about the quality of their units, developments, and neighborhoods. It also
asked residents about their satisfaction with CHA management, their own health, how well their
oldest child was doing in school, their employment status, and their perceived barriers to
employment. The data from the surveys will serve as a basis for assessing program impacts over
time.
The survey was administered in a two-stage process. The first stage was to administer
the survey to residents at a group meeting held at each development. For residents who did not
attend those meeting or complete the survey at that time, we followed up with a mail survey,
with three mailings to maximize the response rate. Overall, we received 933 responses from
1,252 residents surveyed, a response rate of 75%. A second round of resident interviews is
scheduled to be sent later this fall.
Administrative and Other Data
Data on the characteristics of the CHA’s tenants and housing units is being drawn from
the CHA’s YARDI database management system. YARDI is proprietary software designed for
the management of public housing development. Data on CHA expenditures are being drawn for
the CHA’s financial database. Indicators of neighborhood conditions surrounding the CHA
housing developments and Section 8 voucher holders are being drawn from the Charlotte
Neighborhood Quality of Life Reports and the U.S. Census Bureau.
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Preliminary Findings
Challenges in Implementing the MTW Program
The MTW program represents a radical shift in the public housing program. Rather than
HUD controlling almost every aspect of the development and management of public housing,
MTW allows PHAs to suggest how best they can achieve the program’s three objectives. This
requires PHA boards and staffs to move beyond administering housing programs based on HUD
regulations to developing and implementing their own programs. These new activities require
new ways of thinking, new skills, and new levels of cooperation both within housing agencies
and with community partners.
As reviewed above, the CHA has embraced the flexibility offered by the MTW program
and has adopted a large number of new initiatives and procedures. The pace of organizational
change has been dramatic. Thus, it is not surprising that not all the initiatives have gone as
planned, and that some plans had to be reconsidered. This section of the paper discusses some of
the challenges that the CHA faced in the first three years of MTW participation.
Communication Issues During our initial set of interviews, the most frequently
mentioned challenge to program implementation was inadequate communication among staff
members. Important to the success of any collaborative activity, communication is particularly
important when new organization-wide initiatives, like those described above, are being
designed and implemented. Good communication is needed among separate organizational units
such as operations, development, and finance; among different levels within the organizational
hierarchy, such as management and field staff; and between the staff and the board.
The CHA sought to facilitate communication about its MTW program through several
means. First, in developing its annual plans, the responsible staff consulted with senior staff in
the major CHA divisions. Second, the Moving Forward coordinator holds quarterly meetings
with the division liaisons to discuss potential new initiatives and to update them on program
progress.
In spite of those efforts, however, many of the staff members interviewed thought that
communication about the Moving Forward program needed to be improved. Interviewees
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offered several examples of communication challenges among staff members, including times
when:
•

changes in program design—and the reasons for these changes—were not communicated
to lower-level staff;

•

the suggestions of lower-level staff for the Moving Forward program were not being
communicated to upper-level management; and

•

departments made decisions that affected the Moving Forward program without
consulting other impacted departments.

In our second set of interviews, staff members generally agreed that communication had
improved. They credited the new management team’s less-structured, more open staff meetings,
the creation of cross functional project teams and the creation of both a CHA intranet and CHA
University for that progress. But staff members interviewed generally felt that cross-division
communication needed further improvement.
Priority Differences In the initial set of interviews, a majority of staff members identified
differing opinions on the relative importance of the three MTW objectives and the allocation of
funds to those objectives as a challenge. One of the biggest differences concerned the relative
importance of increasing the number of affordable housing units and of assisting existing
participants become self sufficient. The Board and Real Estate Development was said to favor
producing more units, while the CEO and other CHA staff members favored expanding the selfsufficiency program. After considerable discussion the board agreed to increase funding for both
housing production and self-sufficiency services by using funds that pre-MTW had been
allocated to the Section 8 program. (More will be said about this below.)
In the second round of interviews, several staff members felt that this difference of opinion
had intensified due to funding cutback resulting from the drying up of American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act funds, changes in HUD programs, and a higher than anticipated cost of
providing client services. Funding constraints forced the CHA to limit the rollout of the work
requirements and the case management to six of the CHA's 15 Section 9 developments.
Changing Economic Environment The implementation of the work requirement was
slowed by the sluggish economy and by the lack of resources to provide the case management
and support services. The idea for a work requirement was developed before the recent
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recession. As unemployment in the Charlotte area jumped to over 10% there was much
discussion as to whether it was the right time to introduce a work requirement. In addition, the
cost of providing case management and limitations in the availability of services, particularly
funding for day care, forced the authority to phase in the requirement. This led the CHA to limit
the implementation of the work requirement to public housing developments that had a higher
proportion of residents, which, based on income and other factors, were closer to achieving self
sufficiency. The rationale was that targeting the enhanced services to this group was more likely
to lead to move outs, thereby opening up units for other low-income families on the waiting list.
This decision was questioned, however, by some staff members who felt that the work
requirement and enhanced services should be targeted to residents in the developments with the
greater needs for services.
Database Management In the first round of interviews, staff members identified the
need to revise the authority’s database management system as a serious challenge. The CHA has
relied on the YARDI proprietary software system for data management and analysis. This system
had to be reprogrammed by the company to accommodate the new MTW 50058 Form and a new
locally-designed Housing Choice Voucher form similar to HUD’s Form 52646. The data
management system also had to track information on MTW obligations such as attendance at
mandatory training programs and work requirements. In addition, YARDI needed to
accommodate detailed data on client progression toward self sufficiency. A variety of new
computer-generated reports were also needed by CHA departments to track progress toward
benchmark goals. These changes required numerous discussions between YARDI representatives
and CHA staff. Until those changes were made several Moving Forward initiatives, including
rent reform, could not be implemented. Many of the needed changes were made between 2009
and early 2011 when the rent reforms were implemented.
In our second set of interviews, a majority of those interviewed felt that the database
management system had been improved, but they continued to express considerable frustration
over what they described as a complicated interface, the inability of staff member to generate
customized reports, and as new initiatives were introduced, the software’s poor adaptability to
new data recording requirements. Staff members felt limitations in the database management
program hampered their abilities to judge the effectiveness of new initiatives.
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Staffing Issues In our first set of interviews staffing issues, including vacancies and skill
mismatches, were identified as posing challenges to implementing the Moving Forward program.
At one point in 2010, the positions of CHA’s Chief Operating Officer, the Director of Section 8,
and Chief Development Officer were vacant at the same time. This put considerable pressure on
other staff members who had to assume additional responsibilities. Staff turnover was an even
bigger issue in the second round of interviews as the CEO had left to become the Director of the
Chicago Housing Authority more than six months prior. While all interviewees praised the
individuals who have stepped into interim leadership positions, there was almost universal
agreement that the lack of a permanent CEO had negatively impacted CHA and the Moving
Forward program by hindering CHA’s ability to communicate with the larger community, and
making it tough to make big, potentially contentious decisions such as raising minimum rents or
sanctioning those who are not in compliance with the work requirements. The former CEO had
been a major champion of and spokesperson for these initiatives. Interviewees also saw the
absence of a permanent CEO as contributing to the lack of an overall vision for Moving Forward
program, and suggested that this unclear vision had left some CHA staff members confused
about both the goals of the program and how their responsibilities contributed to the program.
During the first set of interviews several staff members felt that some CHA staff
members did not have the required skills and attitudes, such as entrepreneurship, program
development and program evaluation, suitable for a flexible program like MF. Nor were these
skills reflected in the CHA’s traditional position descriptions and personnel evaluation criteria.
This led to some staff turnover, while others took advantage of training opportunities to expand
their skills. In the second round of interviews this seemed to be less of a problem as those who
were less comfortable with the MF program had moved on.
In the second round of interviews we also asked staff members to comment on how the
implementation of the work requirements, client services and rent reforms had gone. The staff
members interviewed fully supported the work requirement, including raising rents on residents
who are not working toward self-sufficiency. Their concern was that approximately 25 persons
were out of compliance with this requirement but no action had been taken. They worried that
this lack of action would undercut CHA’s credibility both with the residents and the larger
community. Interviewees credited the lack of action to the harsh economic climate, a fear of
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backlash from the public and local advocacy groups, the upcoming Democratic National
Convention, and to CHA’s lack of a permanent CEO who could defend these policies in the
media.
Almost all interviewees also expressed support for the minimum rent policy and thought
the increases that had taken place had gone well. Staff cited statistics that showed Charlotte is on
the low-end of national minimum rents, especially when compared to Housing Authorities in
other large cities. Several staff members expressed concern, however, over the delay in
implementing the latest planned increase in minimum rents. Similar to the enforcement of the
work requirements, the reasons offered for this delay included the difficult economic
environment, and the lack of a permanent CEO and criticism from homelessness advocacy
groups who argue that any rent increases will lead to additional homelessness. Interviewees
familiar with the Moving Forward incentive accounts said that they were popular with residents
and believed them to be effective incentives to work.
Interviewees were also in general agreement that supportive services are critical for
residents. They fully support the expansion of childcare and transportation subsidies to clients
subject to the work requirements, as they believe they have helped many residents move towards
self-sufficiency. Looking to the future, they hope those services can be offered to more clients.
Baseline Budget and Expenditures Data
An important element of the Moving to Work demonstration is the single-budget
flexibility, which allows the authority to move money among certain categories of expenditures.
Under the pre-MTW rules, money allocated for traditional Section 9 public housing could only
be used for that purpose. Under MTW flexibility, money can be moved among major categories,
including public housing, Section 8, and capital projects. That is, CHA could decide to spend
more on Section 8 vouchers using funding that, absent the MTW flexibility, would have had to
be spent on public housing.
Analysis of the financial statements from the past two fiscal years shows how CHA has
used the flexibility to transfer funding from the Section 8 Program to traditional public housing,
largely to cover the cost of providing case management and additional social services to residents
of the housing developments subject to the work requirements. This financial transfer, however,
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was done without decreasing the number of Section 8 Vouchers available because the Section 8
budget allocation is based on the amount the CHA received in 2006. That year, CHA had both
high Section 8 usage and costs, resulting in a relatively high base allocation. With the recent
recession and decline in rents, the average subsidy per voucher has declined, leaving an apparent
surplus. Without the MTW flexibility, CHA would not have been able to shift funds to support
public housing. The surpluses transferred out of administrative, capital fund, and Section 8 that
were not transferred to public housing have been added to CHA’s equity fund, for use in future
real estate development, additional support services for clients, and/or other MTW eligible
activities.
Table 1: Source and Uses of MTW Funds, FY 2008-09 and FY 2009-10
FY 2008-09

FY 2009-10

$ 1,897,213

$ 1,969,045

803,861

1,205,258

1,093,352

763,787

4,427,353

13,396,732

360,435

1,846,172

4,066,918

11,550,560

HUD grants for public housing

10,869,389

11,738,706

Transferred to public housing

10,869,389

11,738,706

1,404,580

3,113,093

Total transferred to public housing

12,273,969

14,851,799

Total CHA public housing budget

22,086,481

24,636,435

Administrative Fees and Expenses
HUD grants for administration
Admin expenses paid from MTW
Surplus transferred out

Capital Fund
HUD grants for capital fund
Transferred to capital fund
Surplus transferred out

Public Housing

Additional MTW Funds
Transferred In

Section 8
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HUD grants for Section 8

36,883,698

40,913,369

Transferred to Section 8

31,200,150

30,786,369

Surplus transferred out

5,683,548

10,126,929

$31,615,766

$35,272,688

Total CHA Section 8 budget

Baseline Tenant Characteristics
One of the issues that concerns advocates is that the flexibility that MTW provides will
result in housing authorities moving away from providing housing to the neediest families.
Tracking the characteristics of the participants in public housing and the Section 8 program will
show how the mix of participant incomes and household characteristics change over time.
As of March 2009 the Charlotte Housing Authority’s Section 9 program provided
assistance to 1,273 households, containing 3,569 residents. Its Section 8 program supported
3,992 households, containing 11,446 residents.
Almost 75% of households in public housing units have gross incomes under $10,000;
while less than 3 percent have incomes over $25,000 (see Figure 1). Section 8 households, by
comparison, have generally higher incomes. Only about half of Section 8 households have gross
incomes less than $10,000 and nearly 7% have incomes over $25,000.
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Figure 1: Gross Household Income

Gross Household Income
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
<$5,000

$5,000 - $9,999

$10,000 $14,999

$15,000 $19,999

$20,000 $24,999

>$25,000

Public Housing

45%

30%

Section 8

19%

33%

12%

7%

3%

3%

19%

13%

9%

7%

Data source: YARDI Main statistical summary, created June 5, 2009.
Changes in Unit Characteristics (2008 – 2012)
Over the five years between FY 2008 through FY 2012 the CHA has increased the total
number of housing opportunities for low-and moderate-income households from 8,475 to 10,512,
an increase of 2,037 units (See Table 2). Thus, the CHA’s Moving Forward program coincides
with a substantial increase in the number of housing units subsidized by the CHA. Moreover, the
numbers of all five types of assisted housing increased, with the largest increases being in the
affordable housing (945) and project-based Section 8 categories (366). The largest percentage
increases were in the project-based Section 8 and the market-rate categories.
Beyond the issue of the number of units available to low-and moderate-income families
is the availability of four and five bedroom units to accommodate large families. Data on the
change in unit sizes, as measured by the number of bedrooms, indicates a loss of four and five
bedroom units between 2008 and 2012. More specifically, there was a loss of 37 four bedroom
units and 18 five bedroom units over this time period. Thus, CHA’s ability to house large
families has declined since participating in the Moving to Work program.
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Table 2: Characteristics of CHA housing units (2008-2012)

Public
Year
Housing
2008
3071
2009
3320
2010
3342
2011
3105
2012
3288
20122008
217
%change
7%

Project
Affordable Market Based
Other
Housing
Rate
Section 8 Section
Units
Units
Units
8 Units Total
1050
104
114
4136
8475
1431
196
192
4058
9197
1893
336
234
4018
9823
1817
336
296
4277
9831
1995
338
480
4411
10512
945
90%

234
225%

366
321%

275
7%

2037
24%

Baseline Resident Survey Data
We conducted a survey of residents in Section 9 developments to establish baseline
indicators for resident satisfaction, health, and other social indicators. Selected findings from the
baseline resident survey are presented below.
Employment Status
A full 75% of the residents surveyed were not working for pay (See Table 3). When
asked if they had looked for work in the past twelve months only 45% said they had (See Table
4).
Table 3: Currently Work for Pay
Do you currently work for

Frequency

Percent

Yes

215

23.47

No

701

76.53

Total

916

100.00

pay?
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Table 4: Looked for Work in Past Twelve Months
Have you looked for work in

Frequency

Percent

Yes

410

44.91

No

503

55.09

Total

913

100.00

past twelve months?

Perceived Employment Barriers
Residents were asked, “Thinking about your own experience looking for work during the
last 12 months, have any of the following been factors that have made it difficult for you to find
work?” Residents responded that lack of jobs in the neighborhood was the primary reason for
their inability to find employment (See Table 5). Other frequently mentioned reasons include
not having enough education, lack of child care, lack of transportation, and not having work
experience.
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Table 5: Perceived Barriers to Employment
Employment Barriers

Yes (%)

Lack of jobs in the neighborhood

54.00

Not having enough education

44.00

Not having childcare

42.46

Lack of transportation

37.47

Not having work experience

29.88

Having a criminal record

14.85

Discrimination

13.92

Having a disability

12.28

Not speaking English well

4.00

Having a drug problem

0.99

How Long Do Residents Want to Continue Living in Their Current Homes?
Roughly equal numbers of residents want to stay a long time, and want to move as soon
as possible (See Table 6). Almost 37% of residents responded that they would like to move from
their current home as soon as possible, while about 35% of residents said they would like to live
there as long as possible. However, the results vary greatly by development; approximately half
the of residents in Tall Oaks, Sunridge, Southside Homes, and Mallard Ridge said they would
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like to stay in their current home as long as possible. Less than 20% said they would like to
move as soon as possible. In contrast, less than 25% of residents in Cedar Knoll, Claremont,
Dillehay Court, Boulevard Homes, and Leafcrest said they wanted to stay as long as possible,
while at least 50% said they would like to move from their current home as soon as possible.
Table 6: Desire to Move from Current Home
Frequency

Percent

306

35.38

78

9.02

A few more years

163

18.84

I would like to move as soon

318

36.76

865

100.00

As long as possible

Several or a few more years

as possible

Total

Health of Residents
The rates of asthma, high blood pressure, or diabetes among residents are all substantially
higher than comparable national figures (See Table 7). The rate of asthma among residents is
three times the national figure.
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Table 7: Health of Residents
Frequency

Percent

National Average
(%)

Asthma

231

25.08

7.85

High blood pressure

406

43.80

31.60

Diabetes

166

17.97

11.30

Perceived Neighborhood Safety
Overall, the residents did not view social conditions in their neighborhoods favorably.
The responses indicate that drugs and violence are widely perceived problems (See Table 8).
Table 8: Perceptions of Crime
Big Problem

Some

Not a

Problem

Problem

Police not coming when called

98 (10.96%)

209 (23.38%)

587 (65.66%)

People being attacked or robbed

132 (15.09%)

268 (30.63%)

475 (54.29%)

People selling drugs

277 (31.41%)

264 (29.93%)

341 (38.66%)

People using drugs

275 (31.50%)

246 (28.18%)

352 (40.32%)

Gangs

147 (17.27%)

192 (22.56%)

512 (60.16%)

77 (9.07%)

151 (17.79%)

621 (73.14%)

285 (32.28%)

248 (28.09%)

350 (39.64%)

Rape or other sexual attacks

Shooting and violence
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Neighborhood Characteristics
We have also collected baseline data on the characteristics of neighborhoods surrounding
CHA Section 9 developments. The data comes from the Neighborhood Quality of Life Study
conducted every two years by UNC-Charlotte. This study measures quality of life at the
neighborhood level using twenty indicators, which are then aggregated to create an overall
quality of life score for each neighborhood. Individual neighborhoods are classified as “stable,”
“transitioning,” or “challenged,” based upon the cumulative scores. In broad terms, the stable,
transitioning, and challenged classifications indicate the following conditions:
Stable: Neighborhoods that exhibit few neighborhood level problems. Compared to
other neighborhoods, stable neighborhoods have a significantly higher quality of life than other
neighborhoods in Charlotte.
Transitioning: Neighborhoods that display a significant weakness in one or more
indicators. A neighborhood classified as transitioning can be either improving or declining.
Challenged: Neighborhoods that have generally low to moderate scores across most of
the quality of life variables. A challenged neighborhood presents “at risk” conditions with
average quality of life indicators well below the average for the city as a whole.
Table 9 and Figure 2 below show each neighborhood’s overall classification and the
location of CHA traditional public housing developments. A majority of both MTW and nonMTW developments are located in neighborhoods classified as either stable or transitioning.
Only one development is located in a challenged neighborhood and that is currently being
redeveloped with the assistance of a HOPE VI grant.
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Table 9: CHA Neighborhoods and Development Location
Pilot

Neighborhood

Developments
Boulevard Homes

# on Non-pilot

Neighborhood

map Developments
Boulevard

# on
map

7 Dillehay Courts

Tryon Hills

8 Gladedale

Old

2

Homes

Cedar Knolls

Yorkmount

13

Providence
North

Claremont

Briarcreek-

1 Mallard Ridge

Woodland

Leafcrest

Starmount

Tarlton Hills

Biddleville

Victoria Square

Third Ward

Starmount

15

Forest

14 Meadow Oaks

East Forest

12

5 Robinsdale

College Downs

10

6 Savanna Woods

Sedgefield

3

Southside Homes

Southside Park

9

Sunridge

Oak Forest

Tall Oaks

Cherry

Wallace Woods

East Forest
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11

4

12

Figure 2: Map of Neighborhood Quality of Life and Location of CHA Developments

Comparison Between Neighborhoods Surrounding CHA Developments and Charlotte
Neighborhoods as a Whole

The Table 10 presents a comparison of selective neighborhood quality indicators for
neighborhoods surrounding CHA developments and the city as a whole. Among the selected
indicators, median household income is about 24% lower in neighborhoods surrounding CHA
developments than it is for the city as a whole. The average house value in neighborhoods
surrounding CHA developments is also about two thirds of the average house value of the city as
a whole. Neighborhoods surrounding CHA developments also have more teen problems and are
considered less safe than the city as a whole.
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Table 10: Comparison of Selected Neighborhood Characteristics Surrounding CHA
Developments and the City of Charlotte
Profile

CHA Development

Charlotte

Neighborhoods
Population

65,504

722,483

1,105

191,761

$39,770

$52, 148

$157, 520

$202,694

High school dropout rate

7.4%

5.8%

Percent of births to

8.2%

7.5%

1.5

1.0

27.0

18.8

0.5

1.1

Youth population

Median household income

Average house value

adolescents

Violent crime rate

Percent of persons receiving
food stamps

Percent change in income
between 2007-2009

Analysis of Neighborhoods Surrounding Section 8 Properties
As of March 2008, CHA administered 4,681 Section 8 vouchers. As shown in Figures 3
and 4, the housing units selected by voucher holders are located throughout Charlotte but
concentrated in several neighborhoods east and west of downtown Charlotte.
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Figure 3: Location of Section 8 Units

The analysis of the distribution of Section 8 units indicates that there are a total of 173
neighborhoods in Charlotte but about half of the Section 8 units are located in just twenty-two
neighborhoods and 20% are located in just six neighborhoods. On the other hand, twenty-six
neighborhoods (15% of total neighborhoods) have no Section 8 units and another thirty-five
neighborhoods (20% of total neighborhoods) have less than five Section 8 units.
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Figure 4: Concentration of Section 8 Units in Charlotte’s Neighborhoods

Table 11 compares selective measures of neighborhood quality between those with high
and low concentrations of Section 8 units. Group 1 includes the twenty-two neighborhoods in
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which half of Section 8 units are located, while Group 2 includes the remaining 151
neighborhoods in Charlotte.
Table 11: Comparison of Selected Neighborhood Characteristics Between Neighborhoods
with High and Low Levels of Section 8 Concentration
Profile

Group 1

Group 2

Charlotte Average

Violent crime rate per 1,000 (%)

1.9

1.4

1.5

Juvenile arrest rate per 1,000 (%)

1.6

1.2

1.2

Home ownership (%)

44.5

53.2

52.1

Persons with access to public

78.6

61.7

63.9

26.3

17.7

18.8

Median household income

$38,299

$54,469

$52,148

Average house value

$90,876

$219,094

$202,694

8.2

5.5

5.8

10.1

7.1

7.5

transportation (%)

Persons receiving food stamps
(%)

High school student dropout rate
(%)

Births to adolescents (%)

Table 10 shows there is a substantial difference between two groups on all measures.
The biggest difference is the average house value: the average house value in Group 1
neighborhoods is only $90,876, while the Group 2 average value is $219,094. Moreover, the
median household income in neighborhoods with concentrations of Section 8 units is about 27%
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less than the city’s median household income, while the median income for non-concentrated
neighborhoods is slightly higher than the city-wide median. Similarly, the percent of persons
receiving food stamps is 26.3% in areas with concentrations of Section 8 units but only 17.7% in
other areas.

Discussion
The MTW program allows selected LHAs the flexibility to meet the housing needs of
lower-income residents in ways they deem to be most effective and efficient. They have the
ability to move funds among the major budget categories, to seek waivers from a wide variety of
HUD regulations, thereby allowing LHAs to experiment with new ways of assisting low- and
moderate-income families find decent, affordable housing. As such, the MTW program offers an
opportunity to assess the impacts of innovations in public housing management.

Unfortunately, systematic evaluations of the innovations being adopted by the
participating LHA’s have been lacking. Thus, the objective of the study described in this article
is to provide a careful evaluation of the innovations being introduced by the Charlotte Housing
Authority, one of the MTW local housing agencies. We are particularly interested in addressing
questions such as: What are the major obstacles to implementing the Moving Forward program
and how were they overcome? What effect is the Moving Forward program having on resident
self sufficiency, the cost effectiveness of proving housing, and increasing the range of housing
opportunities available to lower-income families? How has Moving Forward impacted the
characteristics of the units available and the households served?

Although it is still early in the evaluation, we have learned a lot about obstacles to
implementing the MF program in Charlotte, which may be helpful to other LHAs implementing
the MTW program. In addition, we have collected baseline data on the tenants, units and
neighborhoods surrounding CHA supported public and Section 8 housing, which will be used to
assess the impact of the program over the next several years. We will be conducting a second
round of resident interviews later this year.
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The CHA’s early experience with the MTW program suggests several lessons for other
housing authorities adopting the program:
•

The greater flexibility provided by the MTW program challenges PHAs to develop their
own initiatives, which require skills beyond those traditionally needed by PHA staff.
MTW housing authorities need to provide additional staff-training opportunities, revise
job descriptions and hire employees with more appropriate skills.

•

Given the major new initiatives as well as the smaller changes in regulations and
procedures resulting from participation in the MTW program, good communication
among PHA staff members, and between the staff and the Board becomes all the more
important. MTW authorities need to introduce new mechanisms for facilitating
communication among different departments and between lower level and high level
staff.

•

Expect differences of opinion among both staff and Board members on the relative
importance of the three MTW objectives as well as on the wisdom of major new
initiatives such as work requirements and rent reforms. Open discussion of the pros and
cons of emphasizing one objective over another and willingness to compromise are
essential in addressing these differences. Those discussions need to go beyond the LHA
itself and involve the larger community.

•

Expect MTW initiatives to evolve over time as local conditions change and program
evaluations provide information on the impacts of those new initiatives. MTW is
designed to foster experimentation, so changes in initiatives are to be expected.

•

Implementing the MTW program will require major changes in PHA database
management systems, which may be both time-consuming and costly. The database
system needs to be flexible to accommodate the inclusion of new data on innovative
programs.

•

When possible, implement major new program initiatives on a pilot basis so that actual
impacts can be assessed before authority-wide implementation.

•

Educate the public about the MTW program and major new initiatives in order to
maintain community support.
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A budget analysis of CHA expenditures indicates that the CHA is using its budget flexibility
to move funds from the Section 8 budget to the public housing budget and to build up its capital
fund. The transferred funds were particularly important in funding the case management and
additional social services designed to assist residents meet the work requirements. Due to
declining costs associated with the Section 8 program, the CHA was able to do this without
reducing the number of Section 8 vouchers available. If the costs of the Section 8 program
increase the CHA will be faced with a more difficult decision as to how to allocate its funds.

To answer the questions on the impacts of the CHA’s Moving Forward program on residents
we have collected baseline data on the characteristics of families served at baseline. Almost 75%
of households in public housing units have gross incomes under $10,000, while less than 3%
have incomes over $25,000. Section 8 households, by comparison, have somewhat higher
incomes. About half have gross incomes less than $10,000, while only 7% have incomes over
$25,000.

Based on our survey data, over 75% of the tenants were not working for pay and less than
half had looked for work in the past twelve months. Lack of jobs, education, child care and
transportation were offered by residents as the major obstacles to their employment. Roughly a
third of the survey respondents said they would like to stay in their current homes as long as
possible, while another third said they would like to move as soon as possible. Residents
reported rates of asthma, high blood pressure and diabetes that are substantially higher than the
national averages for those health problems.

We also have baseline information on the neighborhood characteristics surrounding their
homes. The neighborhoods surrounding CHA housing developments tend to have substantially
lower median incomes, average house values, high school dropout rates, violent crime, and other
social problems. The analysis of the location of Section 8 households indicates that more than
half are clustered in twenty-two of Charlotte’s 151 neighborhoods. Moreover, those
neighborhoods tend to have substantially higher rates of crime and high school dropout rates, and
lower levels of household income and home values.
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Over the next several years we will be collecting additional waves of data on each of
these indicators to assess the success of this program in assisting residents move toward self
sufficiency, provide a wider range of housing choices, and producing more affordable units,
while maintaining its commitment to serving low-income families and providing housing for a
comparable mix of family sizes.
i

The service providers include Genesis Project 1, Lutheran Family Services, Melange health Services, Symmetry
Behavioral Health Solutions, and Children’s Home Society-Youth Homes Division.
ii
The Philadelphia Housing Authority was selected to participate in the Move to Work program and over several
years used its financial flexibility to move $300 million out of its Section 8 program and used it for employee gifts,
social events and excessive and unnecessary improvements to both administrative buildings and housing
developments. The authority has been placed under administrative receivership and their or ongoing
investigations (Office of Inspector General, U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2010).
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