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1Housing Choice Voucher Mobility in Houston

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Executive Summary

This report identifies patterns in the household movements of residents who 

hold Housing Choice Vouchers (HCVs) in Harris County. It identifies who 

among the voucher holders are moving, where they are moving to and from, and 

whether or not these moves are related to attempts to access opportunity or to avoid 

pressures such as gentrification, flood risk, and high rents.

1 Tighe, Hatch, & Mead (2017); Walter et al. (2015) ; McClure, Schwartz, & Taghavi (2015); Metzer (2014); Bergman et al. (2019) 

The HCV program, formerly known as Section 8, is a fed-
eral rental subsidy from the U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development (HUD). The vouchers are allocat-
ed to localities and provided directly to qualified individu-
als by a local HCV issuing body. In Houston, the Houston 
Housing Authority (HHA) is the major voucher distribu-
tor. Voucher recipients must be very low-income, defined 
by HUD as families who make less than 50% of the HUD 
area median family income (HAMFI) to qualify for the 
voucher program. Three-quarters of recipients within 
HHA’s territory make less than 30% of the median family 
income, which classifies them as extremely low-income 
families. Residents with extremely low-incomes are the 
most cost-burdened housing group in the United States 
and this pattern holds in Houston, where 128,640 ex-
tremely low-income renter households spend more than 
30% of their household income on rent, according to the 
most recent 2016 Comprehensive Housing Affordability 
Strategy (CHAS) data. The HCV program is one of the 
federal government’s largest affordable housing interven-
tions. The program intends to give voucher recipients the 
opportunity to live in areas that offer greater opportuni-
ties they would otherwise not be able to afford. Given that 
aim, a great deal of research has looked into whether or 
not the HCV program has created better opportunities 
for voucher holders.1 This report attempts to distill some 

of that work into the context of Houston to understand 
where voucher holders in the region are living.

Methodology

The HHA provided HCV data for registered voucher 
households in 2015, 2016, and 2017. Demographic and 
neighborhood characteristics are drawn from the U.S. 
Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS) 
5-year estimates. Our analysis utilizes the locations of 
individual voucher households, identified by program 
recipients’ home addresses.

Key Findings

 ! The HCV program in the Houston area afforded some 
recipients greater access to opportunity and a chance 
to live in homes and neighborhoods they otherwise 
could not afford. Voucher holders who moved tended 
to relocate to units that had higher rent and that were 
located in census block groups with higher median 
incomes. Movers also had a larger subsidy than those 
staying. However, the mover pool is only a small 
percentage of the voucher holder population (10%), so 
not all HCV recipients are accessing homes in more 
affluent areas.



2 Rice University Kinder Institute for Urban Research

 ! In Houston between 2015 and 2017, female-headed 
households, households with children, households 
with larger family sizes, and non-Hispanic black 
households were among the most likely voucher 
holders to move.

 ! There was more movement among voucher holders to 
and within non-gentrifying and low-flood risk areas 
than to areas that were gentrifying or that had higher 
flood risks. This may suggest that voucher holders 
are choosing areas experiencing less neighborhood 
change and where flood risks are lower.

 ! Although more voucher holders are moving out of 
high-flood-risk areas than into them, a large number 
of recipients are still moving to or living in high-risk 
areas. This suggests that HHA and other agencies 
should ensure clients are educated about flood risks.

 ! Of the 16,227 voucher households within Harris 
County in 2015, 1,980 voucher households moved 
between 2015 and 2016, and 1,445 voucher households 
moved between 2016 and 2017. At least 236 of these 
households moved twice during the 2015–2017 
research years.

 ! The median moving distances of voucher movers 
were 5.3 and 5.4 miles in 2015–2016 and 2016–2017. 
Approximately half of the moves were done within a 
five-mile range.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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This study sheds light on the mobility of families with a housing choice voucher 

(HCV) subsidy by analyzing the Houston Housing Authority’s (HHA) annual 

HCV datasets from 2015 to 2017. It documents the moves of voucher recipients 

within Harris County, Texas, during that time period, and looks at their moving 

patterns in relation to broader gentrification and flooding issues. By comparing 

the characteristics of neighborhoods pre- and post-move, we can test whether the 

flexibility the HCV program gives to residents to choose where to live is resulting 

in voucher holders relocating to areas with higher incomes and likely access to 

greater opportunities. Multiple studies of HCV program mobility have focused on 

neighborhood characteristics such as racial segregation, poverty concentration, 

school quality, employment and neighborhood opportunity indicators.1 This study 

expands on existing studies that found that the voucher program by itself did not 

actively move voucher tenants to neighborhoods with greater opportunity.

It is critical to understand how the HCV program works 
in Harris County, as the program is the second-largest af-
fordable housing program in the county after the low-in-
come housing tax credit (LIHTC) program.2 Compared to 
other programs such as LIHTC that create homes in loca-
tions determined by developers and approved by public 
housing agencies, the HCV program gives direct subsidy 
to recipients and allows them to find their own housing. 
Given the relative freedom of choice inherent in the HCV 
program, understanding how recipients use the vouchers 
can say a great deal about the efficacy of the approach. 
Since 1974, the HCV program has provided direct sub-
sidy to more than two million families. Recipients of the 
subsidy are among the lowest-income residents, meaning 
that in most cases housing is just one of several pressure 
points for them. The program is an essential element of 
Harris County’s overall supply of affordable housing, and 

recent studies have shown that this supply is inadequate 
when compared to need in the county.

The program gives a voucher to those who are income-el-
igible—generally households that make less than 50% 
of the area median family income (MFI). In most juris-
dictions there are not enough vouchers for all qualified 
households. Waitlists can stretch into the hundreds of 
thousands, as is the case in Houston.3 Households that 
ultimately receive vouchers can use the subsidy to rent a 
home within the jurisdiction of the sponsoring housing 
authority. Within Harris County, the HHA is the largest 
local agency with a voucher program, representing 76 per-
cent of all voucher holders. The Harris County Housing 
Authority and the cities of Pasadena and Baytown each 
control a smaller number of vouchers. 4 These agencies 
help set the amount of voucher subsidy for each recipient 
based on the recipient’s household income and the rental 

The Housing Choice  
Voucher Program

THE HOUSING CHOICE VOUCHER PROGRAM
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price of the home they identify. The subsidy makes up the 
gap between 30 percent of a recipient’s household income 
and the contract rent of their home. For example, if 30 per-
cent of a family’s monthly income is $300 and they live in 
a $925 per month home, their subsidy would be $625. The 
maximum subsidy permitted is determined by each local-
ity and is based off of the U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD) Fair Market Rents (FMRs). 
In 2019, HUD set the FMRs for two-bedroom units in the 
Houston metro area at $1,104.5 Additionally, HUD an-
nounced $38,150 as the very low-income limit for a four 
person family in the Houston metro area based on the 
median family income of $76,300.6

The program is intended to enable people living in pov-
erty the chance to secure an affordable home. Often, it 
is seen as a way to ensure that voucher holders can rent 
homes in areas that offer access to more opportunities in 
employment and education.7 A number of studies have 
argued that the program has not succeeded on that front. 
One study showed that in 2010, 89.4 percent of voucher 
holders in the United States lived in census tracts that had 
more than 10% of its populations living in poverty.8 Other 
research has found that voucher holders tend to live in 
more economically and racially segregated neighborhoods 

than other households whose income is less than 30 
percent of the area MFI but who do not receive a voucher.9 
There are a variety of reasons that voucher tenants do not 
move into higher opportunity areas, including voucher 
discrimination, family ties near existing homes and access 
to current jobs.10 Studies that document these obstacles 
have also shown that services such as customized search 
assistance, landlord engagement and short-term financial 
assistance can result in voucher families moving to higher 
opportunity neighborhoods at higher rates.11

Voucher discrimination is a major obstacle to the HCV 
program being used to its full extent. Although ten states 
and Washington, D.C. have state-level voucher non-dis-
crimination laws, there is no anti-discrimination law to 
prevent landlords from asking about source of income 
and refusing voucher users in Texas.12 Therefore, prop-
erty owners in Harris County can refuse voucher renters 
without fear of legal ramifications.13 The lack of anti-dis-
crimination laws can put voucher families in a situation 
where they have to choose any available home, even if that 
home is in a less desirable neighborhood, because recipi-
ents must use the voucher within 60 days of receiving the 
award in order to not lose it.

THE HOUSING CHOICE VOUCHER PROGRAM

N
el

so
n 

M
in

ar
/fl

ic
kr



5Housing Choice Voucher Mobility in Houston

Figure 1 illustrates the distribution of voucher families across census block 

groups in Harris County in 2017. Some of the biggest concentrations of 

voucher holders in Harris County are found in sets of block groups near George 

Bush Intercontinental Airport and near the intersection of State Highway 288 and 

Beltway 8. Several smaller census block groups in the downtown, northwest, and 

southwest parts of the county likewise have higher numbers of voucher holders.

Vouchers in Harris County

FIGURE 1 The number of HCV families in Census Block Groups in 2017

VOUCHERS IN HARRIS COUNTY
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As summarized in Table 1, the majority of voucher 
households with the HHA system are headed by non-His-
panic black residents. This group accounts for approx-
imately 88 percent of all the voucher recipients, a rate 
that is far above the county’s 19 percent population share 
for non-Hispanic blacks.14 Approximately 86 percent 
of voucher households are female-headed, and about a 
quarter of the voucher households have a member with 
a disability status. These proportions are not completely 
out of step with the HCV program overall, which has been 
mandated by HUD to explicitly assist very low-income 
families, the elderly, and the disabled.15

TABLE 1 Characteristics of the 2015 
Houston Housing Authority 
voucher households

HCV households Average

non-Hispanic white (Heads) 4%

non-Hispanic black (Heads) 88%

non-Hispanic Asian (Heads) 1%

non-Hispanic others (Heads) 1%

Hispanic (Heads) 6%

age (Heads) 47.21

female (Heads) 86%

disabled 26%

unit bedrooms 2.25

number in family 2.59

family with children 57%

female heads of households with children 55%

Gross annual income $13,849.79

VOUCHERS IN HARRIS COUNTY
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This research tracks the households that had vouchers in 2015. Table 2 shows 

the mobility of this group broken down by their movement or staying choice 

each year. This result does not include households that entered the voucher 

program for the first time after 2015, a group of 5,467 households in 2016 and 2017.16 

Some voucher families exited the program, and others moved out of the county 

boundary but within the HHA coverage area.17 The table classifies those who “stay” 

as voucher holders who kept the same address each year. Those classified as “move” 

are voucher holders whose addresses changed in consecutive years. Finally, “exit” 

describes households for whom no voucher address could be found after previously 

appearing on the list.

Mobility Analysis

TABLE 2 The mobility analysis of the 2015 HCV families

Years Year 2015 Year15-Year16 Year 2016 Year16-Year17 Year 2017

# of HCV Families

 9,539 Stay  9,539 Stay  9,539

 1,209 Stay  1,209 Move  1,180

 238 Move  236 Move  233

 1,565 Move  1,538 Stay  1,538

 177 Move  147 Exit  –

 1,368 Stay  1,368 Exit  –

 2,131 Exit  – – –

Total 16,227 – 14,037 – 12,490

MOBILITY ANALYSIS
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TABLE

TABLE

3

4

Characteristics of HCV families:  
householders’ gender and families with disability or children

Characteristics of HCV families: age of householders & family size

Voucher families
Gender Family with disability Family with children

Female Male Total No Yes Total No Yes Total

Stayers 59% 58% 59% 57% 64% 59% 64% 54% 59%

Movers 21% 13% 20% 21% 15% 20% 14% 24% 20%

Exiters 21% 28% 22% 22% 21% 22% 22% 21% 22%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Voucher families Age Family size

Stayers 49.13 2.44

Movers 42.81 3.04

Exiters 46.06 2.57

Total 47.21 2.59

TABLE

TABLE

5

6

Characteristics of HCV families: race & ethnicity of householders

Characteristics of HCV families: rent & income

Voucher families Non-Hispanic 
white

Non-Hispanic 
black Hispanic Non-Hispanic 

Asian
Non-Hispanic 

others Total

Stayers 56.8% 58.0% 62.9% 75.0% 70.6% 58.5%

Movers 11.1% 20.6% 16.3% 9.6% 15.5% 19.8%

Exiters 32.2% 21.4% 20.8% 15.4% 13.9% 21.7%

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Voucher families Contract rent HAP (subsidy) to 
owners Tenant rent Payment standard Total gross income

Stayers 815.54 575.99 236.92 920.13 13,146.55

Movers 842.51 616.22 224.43 992.67 13,460.32

Exiters 801.58 502.91 303.76 888.36 16,107.50

Total 817.86 568.14 248.92 927.62 13,849.79

MOBILITY ANALYSIS
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In 2015, there were 16,227 households in the HHA dataset 
that we could map and analyze. In 2016, the original co-
hort had been reduced to 14,037 households and by 2017 it 
had fallen to 12,490. Again, this decline in voucher holders 
is due to households exiting the program or moving out of 
the HHA territory. Among the original 2015 cohort, a total 
of 1,980 households moved between 2015 and 2016. When 
looking at 2016 to 2017, another 1,445 households moved, 
with 236 of those being households that had moved the 
previous year as well (Table 2).

Individual characteristics of  
voucher movers

Tables 3 to 6 show the characteristics of householders, 
households, and rental units of voucher movers using 
the 2015 ACS 5-year estimates. Female householders are 
more likely to move to another location than their male 
counterparts. Voucher families with a family member 
with disabilities are less likely to move than their counter-
parts who do not have a family member with disabilities. 
Voucher families with children are more likely to move 
than their counterparts without children, which may be 
due to the education needs of the children.18

The average age of voucher families’ heads who moved is 
younger than that of stayers, although the average family 
size of the voucher families who moved is greater than 
that of the families who did not move. Younger house-
holders tend to move more because their status might not 
be as stable as older householders, but larger families also 
tend to move more because they have more issues to deal 
with for family members, such as enrolling school-aged 
children, or simply because they can afford a higher rent 
as the maximum voucher amount increases based on the 
household size.19

The non-Hispanic black population is the group most 
likely to move to another location over other racial and 
ethnic voucher groups. The non-Hispanic black popula-
tion might have the largest influence on a general mobility 
pattern of the voucher movers, given that this population 
is the largest HCV recipient group by race and ethnicity.

Voucher movers had the highest contract rent, which is 
the market rent of a home, the largest housing assistance 
payments (HAP) contract, which is the subsidy from 
HHA to homeowners, and the least tenant rent. Voucher 
movers also lived in zip codes with a higher payment 

standards, where the HHA would pay more for rent than 
non-movers. In other words, voucher holders who moved 
tended to move into areas where home prices were higher 
and where amenities and other opportunities were likely 
better. This is explored further below in this report in 
Figures 5–8. These results are consistent with a previous 
study that found voucher holders who live in economi-
cally distressed areas are less likely to move because they 
might perceive the housing availability as a barrier to 
choice. Rather than lose the voucher assistance, they stay 
in poor neighborhoods as long as their current neigh-
borhood satisfies other residential needs.20 The study 
also suggests that movers are not staying simply to avoid 
higher costs. When homes are available at higher rents, 
voucher holders will take them as long as the HAP pays 
for the higher rent. The voucher mover group’s average 
total gross income is slightly higher than the voucher 
stayer group’s income, though the difference is minimal. 
This implies that voucher holders’ income might not be a 
significant factor contributing to moves.

Where did HCV households move?

Figure 3 shows which census blocks gained and lost HCV 
holders between 2015 and 2017. The map does not include 
people who entered after 2015. Dark red census block 
groups lost more than ten voucher families, light red cen-
sus block groups lost fewer than or equal to ten voucher 
families. Yellow census block groups are areas that had 
no change in the number of voucher families. Light blue 
census block groups gained fewer than or equal to ten 
voucher families, while dark blue census block groups 
gained more than ten voucher families.

As the map illustrates, the census block groups that lost 
the most voucher families are inside of Beltway 8. On the 
whole, there is a mix of areas that lost and gained within 
the Beltway, without a clear pattern of either loss or gain. 
Those census block groups that gained the most voucher 
families are mostly outside of Beltway 8 but are clustered 
near major roadways and areas that have seen a great 
deal of recent residential growth. Large numbers of new 
homes and multi-family buildings have been built to the 
northwest of Harris County in recent years, and these 
communities may be attracting HCV holders with newer 
units in areas with access to different school districts or 
job opportunities.

MOBILITY ANALYSIS
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FIGURE

FIGURE

2

3

The mobility of the voucher families from 2015 to 2017

The mobility of the voucher families in gentrifying neighborhoods  
from 2015 to 2017

MOBILITY ANALYSIS
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The mobility of HCV families in gentrifying 
neighborhoods

The fast pace of neighborhood change and development 
in many parts of Houston and Harris County have put 
issues of gentrification and potential displacement at the 
forefront of many discussions around housing in Houston 
in recent years. The Kinder Institute conducted an anal-
ysis of gentrification and neighborhood change in 2018 to 
try to understand how those processes have played out 
in the region over the past 30 years. That work identified 
268 census block groups that were classified as gentri-
fying.21 Getting a better picture of whether HCV holders 
are responding to development pressures by moving can 
shed light on the ways gentrification is changing Houston. 
Figure 4 shows the gains and losses of HCV families in 
those 268 gentrifying neighborhoods. The red-toned cen-
sus block groups lost voucher holders. Blue tones gained 
voucher households. Overall, gentrifying neighborhoods 
lost more voucher holders than they gained. Some areas 
perceived as undergoing a great deal of neighborhood 
change—such as the Third Ward and Independence 

Heights—saw losses of voucher households in some cen-
sus block groups but gains in others. There are few areas 
where the pattern is one of complete departure or growth. 
The two are often intertwined.

Table 7 shows the breakdown of voucher holders in gen-
trifying and non-gentrifying census block groups in 2015. 
A total of 3,616 voucher families lived in the 268 gentrify-
ing census block groups, averaging 13.49 voucher house-
holds per block group. A total of 12,611 voucher families 
are identified in the 1,876 non-gentrifying census block 
groups, averaging 6.72 voucher households per block 
group. Overall, voucher families are more concentrated in 
gentrifying census block groups.22

However, voucher holders are leaving gentrifying areas in 
greater numbers than they are moving in. As summarized 
in tables 8 and 9, voucher households that moved in either 
2016 or 2017 were more likely to move to non-gentrifying 
areas. Households that began in a gentrifying area were 
more likely to move within that area or to another gentri-
fying area, doing so at 36 percent for moves in 2016 and 

TABLE 7 Gentrifying census block groups and voucher families

Gentrification Gentrifying Non-gentrifying

# of Census Block Groups (BGs) 268 (12.5%) 1,876 (87.5%)

# of the 2015 HCV families 3,616 12,611

Average of the 2015 HCV families per BG 13.49 6.72

MOBILITY ANALYSIS

TABLE

TABLE

8

9

The mobility between gentrifying and non-gentrifying areas in 2015 and 2016

The mobility between gentrifying and non-gentrifying areas in 2016 and 2017

2015 to 2016 Gentrifying (2016) Non-Gentrifying (2016) Total

Gentrifying (2015) 153 (36%) 272 (64%) 425 (100%)

Non-Gentrifying (2015) 232 (16%) 1,189 (84%) 1,421 (100%)

2016 to 2017 Gentrifying (2017) Non-Gentrifying (2017) Total

Gentrifying (2016) 77 (30%) 176 (70%) 253 (100%)

Non-Gentrifying (2016) 143 (13%) 958 (87%) 1,101 (100%)
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30 percent in 2017. Households that began in a non-gen-
trifying area were far less likely to move into a gentrifying 
community, with 16 percent of such movers in 2016 and 13 
percent of such movers in 2017.23

One explanation for this pattern could be that voucher 
movers are looking for new homes outside of gentrify-
ing areas due to growing rents in gentrifying areas. Data 
showing that movers tend to move to more expensive 
homes seem to complicate that rationale, however, as 
does the reality that many non-gentrifying areas actually 
have higher median incomes and, in all likelihood, higher 
rents. It could also be that there are simply more non-gen-
trifying areas, such as those in Northwest Harris County, 
which are absorbing new voucher holders seeking differ-
ent opportunities. While many voucher households are 
leaving gentrifying areas, it is hard to determine a single 
reason for this shift, and pressures related to neighbor-
hood change do not appear to be the reason for this shift. 
Indeed, at least for voucher holders that are moving, 
gentrification may not be directly leading to displacement 
since many are moving to homes with higher costs.

The mobility of HCV families in high-flood-
risk neighborhoods

When the voucher households’ movement patterns are 
analyzed for flood risk, an overall pattern of voucher 
holders moving to areas of lower risk emerges. Similar to 
gentrification, there are still many HCV holders mov-
ing into areas of high flood risk, a reality that HHA and 
other public agencies should note for the purposes of 
resident education and preparation. Figure 5 illustrates 
the movement patterns of voucher holders around areas 
of high flood risk with the same red/blue designations as 
previous maps. The categorization of flood risk is based 
on the concentration of multi-family units and flood-
plains. Areas classified as high flood risk are areas where 
more than 50 percent of multi-family housing in the block 
group is in the floodway, 100-year floodplains or 500-year 
floodplains.24 There are 394 census block groups that fit 
this classification. Since most voucher recipients live in 
homes within multi-family structures, this definition cap-
tures the voucher households most at risk. Note that sev-
eral block groups that experienced flood impacts in recent 

MOBILITY ANALYSIS

FIGURE 4 The mobility of the voucher families in high-flood -risk neighborhoods  
from 2015 to 2017
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storms—places like Kashmere Gardens, Trinity/Houston 
Gardens, and Greater Greenspoint—have seen losses of 
voucher households, which is perhaps occurring because 
some of the voucher holders were capable of moving to 
another neighborhood where flood risk is lower.

A total of 3,909 voucher families live in the 394 high-
flood-risk census block groups, resulting in an average of 
10 voucher households in high-flood-risk block groups 
(Table 10). A total of 12,318 voucher families are identified 
in the 1,750 lower-flood-risk census block groups, which 
equates to, on average, about 7 voucher households per 
block group. Higher concentrations of voucher house-
holds can be found in block groups facing significant 
flood risk.25

As summarized in tables 11 and 12, voucher movers tend-
ed to move to block groups with less flood-risk. However, 
significant minorities of voucher holders moved from 
both high- and low-flood-risk block groups into high-
flood-risk areas, with those already living in high-flood-
risk areas being more likely to move to other areas at 
risk.26 Similar to gentrification, while it seems that many 

TABLE

TABLE

TABLE

11

12

10

The mobility between high-flood-risk and low-flood-risk areas in 2015 and 2016

The mobility between high-flood-risk and low-flood-risk areas in 2016 and 2017

High-flood-risk census block groups and voucher families

2015 to 2016 High-flood-risk (2016) Low-flood-risk (2016) Total

High-flood-risk (2015) 152 (32%) 325 (68%) 477 (100%)

Low-flood-risk (2015) 265 (19%) 1,104 (81%) 1,369 (100%)

2016 to 2017 High-flood-risk (2017) Low-flood-risk (2017) Total

High-flood-risk (2016) 146 (40%) 221 (60%) 367 (100%)

Low-flood-risk (2016) 189 (19%) 798 (81%) 987 (100%)

Flood risks High-flood-risk Low-flood-risk

# of Census Block Groups (BGs) 394 (18.4%) 1,750 (81.6%)

# of the 2015 HCV families 3,909 12,318

Average of the 2015 HCV families per BG 9.92 7.04

MOBILITY ANALYSIS
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TABLE

TABLE

TABLE

TABLE

13

15

14

16

The moving distance between gentrifying and non-gentrifying areas  
in 2015 and 2016

The moving distance between high-flood-risk and low-flood-risk areas  
in 2015 and 2016

The moving distance between gentrifying and non-gentrifying areas  
in 2016 and 2017

The moving distance between high-flood-risk and low-flood-risk areas  
in 2016 and 2017

2015 to 2016 Gentrifying (2016) Non-Gentrifying (2016)

Gentrifying (2015) 2.957 5.632

Non-Gentrifying (2015) 5.856 5.536

* unit: miles 

** median value in 2015 to 2016: 5.343 miles

2015 to 2016 High-flood-risk (2016) Low-flood-risk (2016)

High-flood-risk (2015) 3.171 5.814

Low-flood-risk (2015) 5.667 5.644

* unit: miles 

** median value in 2015 to 2016: 5.343 miles

2016 to 2017 Gentrifying (2017) Non-Gentrifying (2017)

Gentrifying (2016) 1.151 6.779

Non-Gentrifying (2016) 5.562 5.454

* unit: miles 

** median value in 2016 to 2017: 5.415 miles

2016 to 2017 High-flood-risk (2017) Low-flood-risk (2017)

High-flood-risk (2016) 1.365 6.031

Low-flood-risk (2016) 6.111 5.720

* unit: miles 

** median value in 2016 to 2017: 5.415 miles

MOBILITY ANALYSIS
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voucher movers were making choices to locate in low-
er-risk areas, the significant number of HCV households 
that remained in high-flood-risk areas makes it difficult to 
assert that there is a clear pattern of voucher holders flee-
ing risk. The reality that many voucher holders remain in 
high-risk areas also suggests that HHA and other agen-
cies should continue to push for education about flood 
risk and work with voucher holders to find safe homes.

HCV movers’ moving distances

The distance that an HCV holder moves can shed some 
light onto the types of moves that are being made. 
Anecdotally, many renters move to follow rental deals. 
Many renters also hope to remain close to existing net-
works of friends and family when looking for homes. The 
relatively large distances that HCV holders are moving 
suggest that accessing opportunities may be a larger draw 
than remaining close to existing homes. Almost half of 
the voucher movers (47.9%) moved within 5 miles, and ap-
proximately 71.1% moved within 10 miles between 2015 and 
2016.27 The percentages of the voucher movers by distances 
between 2016 and 2017 were similar to those between 2015 
and 2016: 47.9% within 5 miles and 70.5% within 10 miles. 
The average moving distance shows that many voucher 

holders, while not moving to distant neighborhoods, are 
finding homes in different neighborhoods in proximity 
to where they lived previously. At the same time, a 5-mile 
move is a significant one. Clearly, the majority of HCV 
holders that move are not relocating within their existing 
community. Voucher movers who moved more than 20 
miles are less than 10% of each year’s movers.

The 2015–2016 movers in gentrifying areas have the short-
est moving distance, while other groups of movers have 5 
to 6-mile range distances, which are close to the median 
value of voucher movers (Table 13). In 2016 and 2017, the 
voucher movers who moved within gentrifying areas had 
the shortest moving distance (Table 14), which is similar 
to the previous year’s moving patterns. This suggests that 
many of those within quickly changing communities are 
attempting to remain within or near that community even 
with their move.

The 2015–2016 movers in high-flood-risk areas have the 
shortest moving distance, while other groups of movers 
have 5 to 6-mile range distances, which are close to the 
median value of voucher movers (Table 15). In 2016 and 
2017, the voucher movers who moved within high-flood-
risk areas had the shortest moving distance (Table 16), 
which is similar to the previous year’s moving patterns.28
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HCV movers’ changes in subsidy and the 
surrounding median income

Using the same gentrification and flood-risk categories, 
we can also analyze whether voucher movers tended to 
move to areas with higher average incomes and to areas 
that needed additional subsidy. In both these cases, it is 
clear that the voucher program makes it possible for some 
voucher movers to find a more affluent neighborhood 
than their previous neighborhood, although since vouch-
er movers represent only 10% of total voucher families, the 
number of households moving into such areas is limited.

Tables 17 and 18 use the subset of gentrifying movers to 
show that voucher movers tended to move to higher-in-
come areas, based on median household income of new 
census block groups.29 The only exception was the vouch-
er movers who moved from a gentrifying area in 2016 to 
another gentrifying area in 2017, where there is a slight 
decrease from $29,338 in 2016 to $29,167 in 2017. Except 
for this case, every group of voucher movers shows an 
increase in the census block group’s median household 
income after the move.30

Figures 5 and 6 show the levels of payment standards 
(zip code) and contract rents (individual housing unit) by 
gentrification pre- and post-move (Figure 5 for changes 
between 2015 and 2016 and Figure 6 for changes between 
2016 and 2017). Across the board, these charts show that 
voucher movers moved to new homes in higher payment 
standard zip codes, and to new homes that charge a 
higher rent (higher contract rent), based on the median 

values of the payment standards and contract rents of the 
voucher movers. The raised payment standards indicate 
that voucher movers’ mobility is toward zip codes with 
higher rental costs. The increased average contract rents 
also indicate that individual voucher movers actually 
settled in a home with a higher rent than their previous 
homes. Such a move also leads to a greater subsidy from 
the HHA as long as a voucher families’ income has not 
significantly increased.31

TABLE

TABLE

17

18

The median value of census block groups’ median household income of voucher 
movers between gentrifying and non-gentrifying areas in 2015 and 2016

The median value of census block groups’ median household income of voucher 
movers between gentrifying and non-gentrifying areas in 2016 and 2017

2015 to 2016 Gentrifying (2016) Non-Gentrifying (2016)

Gentrifying (2015) $25,780 -> $31,250 $30,063 -> $31,465

Non-Gentrifying (2015) $31,907 -> $32,639 $34,375 -> $35,250

2016 to 2017 Gentrifying (2017) Non-Gentrifying (2017)

Gentrifying (2016) $29,338 -> $29,167 $32,639 -> $34,667

Non-Gentrifying (2016) $31,484 -> $33,333 $36,445 -> $41,536
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FIGURE

FIGURE

5

6

Changes in payment standards and contract rents by gentrification between 
2015 and 2016

Changes in payment standards and contract rents by gentrification between 
2016 and 2017

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

1,200

1,400

1,600

Contract Rents (Median)Payment Standard (Median)

Year
2016

Year
2015

Year
2016

Year
2015

Year
2016

Year
2015

Year
2016

Year
2015

Year
2016

Year
2015

Year
2016

Year
2015

Year
2016

Year
2015

Movers
(total)

from gentrifying 
to gentrifying

from gentrifying 
to non-gentrifying

from non-gentrifying 
to gentrifying

from non-gentrifying 
to non-gentrifying

from Harris Co. 
to Outside of the Co.

from Harris Co. 
to N/A

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

1,200

1,400

1,600

Contract Rents (Median)Payment Standard (Median)

Year
2017

Year
2016

Year
2017

Year
2016

Year
2017

Year
2016

Year
2017

Year
2016

Year
2017

Year
2016

Year
2017

Year
2016

Year
2017

Year
2016

Movers
(total)

from gentrifying 
to gentrifying

from gentrifying 
to non-gentrifying

from non-gentrifying 
to gentrifying

from non-gentrifying 
to non-gentrifying

from Harris Co. 
to Outside of the Co.

from Harris Co. 
to N/A

MOBILITY ANALYSIS



18 Rice University Kinder Institute for Urban Research

A similar pattern holds for movers when breaking down 
patterns based on flood-risk. Tables 19 and 20 demonstrate 
that voucher movers, in general, move to higher-income 
areas whether they are leaving a high-flood-risk area or a 
low-flood-risk area. The two exceptions were the voucher 
movers who moved from a low-flood-risk area to a high-
flood-risk area in both the 2015–2016 and 2016–2017 years.32

Similarly, figures 7 and 8 show the levels of payment 
standards (zip code) and contract rents (individual hous-
ing unit) by high-flood-risk between pre- and post-move 

(Figure 7 for changes between 2015 and 2016 and Figure 8 
for changes between 2016 and 2017). The results are simi-
lar to those from the gentrification charts, with almost all 
voucher movers relocating to areas with higher payment 
standards and higher contract rents. Movers from low-
flood-risk areas to both high-flood-risk areas and other 
low-flood-risk areas between 2016 and 2017 have the same 
payment standard. Other than these two cases, voucher 
movers raised the payment standard and the contract rent.

TABLE

TABLE

19

20

The median value of census block groups’ median household income of voucher 
movers between high-flood-risk and low-flood-risk areas in 2015 and 2016

The median value of census block groups’ median household income of voucher 
movers between high-flood-risk and low-flood-risk areas in 2016 and 2017

2015 to 2016 High-flood-risk (2016) Low-flood-risk (2016)

High-flood-risk (2015) $27,772 -> $30,320 $27,357 -> $34,053

Low-flood-risk (2015) $32,117 -> $27,883 $34,114 -> $35,250

2016 to 2017 High-flood-risk (2017) Low-flood-risk (2017)

High-flood-risk (2016) $27,558 -> $33,100 $28,911 -> $39,460

Low-flood-risk (2016) $35,095 -> $31,452 $36,857 -> $39,655
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FIGURE

FIGURE

7

8

Changes in payment standards and contract rents by high-flood-risk between 
2015 and 2016

Changes in payment standards and contract rents by high-flood-risk between 
2016 and 2017
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More than 10% of voucher holders moved within the HHA service area each 

year between 2015 and 2017. Most of these movers relocated to areas where 

homes cost more to rent and where the median income of the surrounding block 

group was higher. This suggests that the voucher program is successfully enabling 

many of these families to move to areas with potentially higher opportunities.

Houston’s voucher movers did not move far from their 
previous home. Approximately 50 percent of moves were 
made within 5 miles, and 70 percent were made within 10 
miles. Voucher families’ moving distances within gentri-
fying and high-flood-risk areas were shorter than other 
groups. This suggests that a voucher subsidy does not 
radically change voucher recipients’ residence.

Voucher holders’ movements also tell us about how 
Houstonians are responding to flood-risk and neighbor-
hood change. In both cases, voucher holders tended to 
move out of gentrifying areas and out of high-flood risk 
areas, although smaller percentages of voucher holders 
moved into each type of area. This finding suggests that 
HHA and other agencies serving HCV holders must con-
tinue to work with voucher holders and other clients to 
ensure they are aware of flood-risks and are able to cope 
with any potential impacts of gentrification and neigh-
borhood change. This additional work could be a part of 
general wraparound services already offered by HHA and 
be instituted through new programs that research has 
shown help voucher programs succeed.33

Future research on voucher movers, or with voucher 
holders as a whole, can shed more light on the decisions 
that families make to move or not move. Such additional 
work could explore how the quality of education is asso-
ciated with pre-locations and post-locations of voucher 
movers. The relationship between voucher holders and 
the locations of jobs broken down by pay-level could also 
show if voucher holders are locating near concentrations 
of particular jobs. Claims of voucher discrimination or 
code violations/inspections could also be analyzed within 
the larger subset of moves. Trends in fair market rents 
and their growth are another way to measure whether 
a voucher subsidy is allowing the program’s recipients 
to access areas with high-priced homes. Finally, future 
research could connect voucher movers’ mobility to resi-
dential stock changes by housing structure and built year, 
so that it can show what neighborhoods are preferred by 
voucher movers and what housing conditions in neigh-
borhoods attract voucher movers.

Conclusion

CONCLUSION
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2013; Basolo, 2013), school quality (Basolo, 2013), employment 
(Lens, McClure, & Mast, 2019), and neighborhood opportunity 
indicators (Walter, Li, & Atherwood, 2015; Feins and Patterson, 
2005). Especially, the research conducted by Feins and Patterson 
(2005) explains the geographic mobility of the HCV program. It 
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elderly nor disabled. The sample families include those who had 
entered the HCV program only during the research years. They 
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who exited the program, which is those who ended the participation, 
and families who were no longer available from the sample for some 
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2 The Greater Houston Flood Mitigation Consortium (2019)

3 According to a 2016 Houston Chronicle article, only 30,000 
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among more than new 60,000 voucher applicants in 2016. The 
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voucher subsidies would be available for 1,500 to 2,500 vouchers 
annually, and some families on the waiting list might have to wait 
for five years, depending on how many current voucher holders exit 
the program. The original article was retrieved from https://www.
houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/Odds-
are-long-for-housing-vouchers-9243176.php?t=8b090e733f438d9cb
b&cmpid=twitter-premium. The Greater Houston Flood Mitigation 
Consortium (2019) explains that 112,000 families are currently on the 
voucher program’s waiting list in Houston. 

4 As of the fourth quarter of 2016, the HHA, the Harris County 
Housing Authority (HCHA), and the City of Pasadena Housing 
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family and jobs in voucher families’ existing residences are some 
potential reasons for voucher families to live in neighborhoods with 
limited opportunity and that moving to opportunity areas could 
benefit the voucher families substantially, such as increased college 
attendance rates, reduced teen birth rates, and low incarceration rates. 

12 Bell, Sard, & Koepnick (2018)

13 Tighe et al. (2017) also have reviewed existing literature that 
had explored anti-discrimination laws and regulations in many 
jurisdictions. More than ten states are regulating discriminations 
based on the source of income (SOI) of renters that attempt to use a 
voucher subsidy. Additionally, several local governments passed the 
ordinances that prohibit property owners from refusing renters based 
on renters’ SOI, such as in New York City and Chicago. Conversely, 
the state of Texas prohibits local governments from passing the SOI 
anti-discrimination ordinances in order to protect homeowners.

14 We used the 2015 5-year estimates for the comparison mainly because 
we trace the locational changes of the 2015 voucher holders in the 
following analysis sections. The majority of voucher holders are non-
Hispanic black populations and show a specific locational selection 
tendency, which is that these voucher families live in neighborhoods 
in which non-Hispanic black populations mainly reside. The 
Hispanic voucher holders are about 6% among the total voucher 
holders, whereas its county’s populations are approximately 42%, 
which is the racial/ethnic majority in the county. 

15 HUD Housing Choice Vouchers Fact Sheet. Retrieved from https://
www.hud.gov/program_offices/public_indian_housing/programs/
hcv/about/fact_sheet

16 Voucher families that are newly subsidized by HHA are 2,907 
households in 2016 and 2,560 households in 2017.

17 We found these other cases in Missouri City in the northeastern 
Fort Bend County or a neighborhood in the southern Montgomery 
County, which is outside of Spring, a Census-Designated Place, in the 
northern part of Harris County. We could not include these voucher 
families in our analyses because the spatial locations of these 
voucher holders were identified beyond the geographic boundary of 
Harris County Appraisal District datasets that we primarily utilized, 
although the voucher subsidies were assisted by the HHA.

18 Ingrid and Turner (1997) and Turner (1998) have explained that the 
education for children is particularly important for families with 
children as because it may help parents become more economically 
self-sufficient and may offer better quality education to children. 

19 Walter et al. (2015) has explained that a positive association of 
moving with a greater household size might be attributed to school-
aged children. Families tend to move to neighborhoods with better 
opportunity for their children. Otherwise, it is simply that larger 
households are able to afford a higher rent as the voucher subsidy is 
adjusted to account for the larger household size.
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20 Basolo and Yerena (2017)

21 Choudary, Wu, & Zhang (2018)

22 The total number of voucher families, including newly entered 
voucher families in 2016 and 2017, in gentrifying census block groups 
has increased to 3,745 families (average: 13.97 families per block group) 
in 2016 and 3,845 families (average: 14.35 families per block group) in 
2017. The total number of voucher families, including newly entered 
voucher families in 2016 and 2017, in non-gentrifying census block 
groups has also increased to 13,084 families (average 6.97 families 
per block group) in 2016 and to 13,553 families (average 7.21 families 
per block group) in 2017. The total number of voucher families has 
increased every year, and non-gentrifying census block groups have 
a slightly higher increase relatively than gentrifying census block 
groups during the 2015–2017 years although the difference between 
the two gentrifying and non-gentrifying areas is minimal. 

23 The percentages of the gentrifying and non-gentrifying census 
block groups among the county’s total census block groups are 
12.5% and 87.5%, respectively. Voucher movers moving within the 
gentrifying areas are approximately 36% between 2015 and 2016 
and 30% between 2016 and 2017. These percentages are higher 
than the percentage of the gentrifying census block groups (12.5%) 
over the total census block groups in the county. On the other 
hand, approximately 16% and 13% of the voucher movers in the 
non-gentrifying areas moved to the gentrifying areas in 2015–2016 
and 2016–2017, respectively. These percentages are close to the 
percentage of the gentrifying census block groups (12.5%) of the 
county’s total census block groups.

24 The Greater Houston Flood Mitigation Consortium (2019) defined 
394 census block groups in Harris County as the neighborhoods that 
have many multi-family housing at flood risk. These block groups 
have more than 50 percent of multi-family units in flood-risk areas, 
such as the floodway, 100-year floodplains, or 500-year floodplains. 
Collectively, there are more than 150,000 multi-family units in the 
flood-risk census block groups. 

25 The total number of voucher families, including newly entered 
voucher families in 2016 and 2017, in high-flood-risk census block 
groups has increased to 3,989 families (average: 10.12 families per 
block group) in 2016 and 4,102 families (average: 10.41 families per 
block group) in 2017. The total number of voucher families, including 
newly entered voucher families in 2016 and 2017, in low-flood-risk 
census block groups has also increased to 12,840 families (average 
7.34 families per block group) in 2016 and to 13,296 families (average 
7.60 families per block group) in 2017. The total number of voucher 
families has increased every year, and low-flood-risk census block 
groups have a slightly higher increase relatively than high-flood-risk 
census block groups during the 2015–2017 years.

26 The percentages of the high-flood-risk and low-flood-risk census 
block groups among the county’s total census block groups are 
18.4% and 81.6%, respectively. Voucher movers moving within the 
high-flood-risk areas are approximately 32% between 2015 and 2016 
and 40% between 2016 and 2017. These percentages are higher than 
the percentage of the high-flood-risk census block groups (18.4%) 
over the total census block groups in the county. On the other hand, 
approximately only 19% of the voucher movers in the low-flood-
risk areas moved to the high-flood-risk areas every year during the 
research time periods. These percentages are close to the percentage 
of the high-flood-risk census block groups (18.4%) of the county’s 
total census block groups.

27 We calculated the air distance based on voucher families’  
addresses in two consecutive years using the latitudes and 
longitudes of the addresses.

28 Loughran and Elliott (2019) have analyzed that Houston’s buyout 
homeowners moved a median distance of less than 10 miles. In 
general, on undertaking the moving decisions, maintaining or 
increasing the socioeconomic status after their movement to a  
new neighborhood is more impactful than the current 
environmental threat. 

29 The result is also similar to the finding of Eriksen and Ross (2013), 
showing that vouchers allowed renters to move away from high-
poverty areas although it took several quarters for voucher movers 
to move to low-poverty neighborhoods.

30 The annual median household income in the county has increased 
during the 2015–2017 research period: $54,457 in 2015, $55,584 in 
2016, and $57,791 in 2017.

31 In case existing voucher families start to make more than 50% of the 
MFI, they are no longer able to qualify for the voucher subsidy.

32 As noted in the gentrification analysis, the annual median 
household income in the country has slightly but continuously 
increased during the 2015–2017 research period. 

33 Bergman et al. (2019).
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