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T
he housing crisis and record number of fore-
closures has been devastating to many com-
munities and families. At its peak in 2008, 
the housing crisis had left nearly 3.2 million 
families and upwards of 8 million children in 

foreclosure.1 Losing a home is more than a financial crisis for 
a family. It can also be emotionally wrenching, which can 
leave a different set of scars. Although the crisis has begun to 
abate, the long-term ramifications, particularly for children, 
will be lasting. 

As this brief shows, based on the recent paper, “Long-
Run Impact of Residential Moves in Childhood on Adult 
Achievement,” any move during middle childhood, and 
particularly for low-income children, can reduce later earn-
ings, work hours, and educational attainment.2 

The study followed 2,064 individuals born in 1962 through 
1982 into adulthood (as young as 24 and as old as 41). The 
study determined whether moves at various ages (pegged to 
key developmental stages) affected individuals’ later educa-
tion, earnings, and work hours. The moves were both volun-
tary, such as for a job or to move to a better neighborhood, 
or involuntary, such as being evicted or foreclosed on or 
moving because of military commitments. The study was 
rigorous enough to pinpoint that it was moves and not other 

precipitating events such as divorce or health problems that 
were predicting the later outcomes.

Moving Is Common in Childhood
The results show that the majority of children moved at 
least once during early childhood. More than one-half 
moved three or more times before age 15. For more than 
one-third of the children, the move was involuntary. Past 
research has shown that three or more moves in early child-

Frequent Moves in Childhood Can Affect 
Later Earnings, Work, and Education 

The impact of childhood moves between ages 6 and 10  
reverberates long into adulthood. 
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KEY FINDINGS

• The majority of children moved at least once 
during early childhood.

• More than half of the children moved three or 
more times before age 15.

• Any move during childhood was associated with 
nearly a half-year loss in educational attainment.

• Moving three or more times lowered later earn-
ings by nearly 52 percent.

• Middle childhood, ages 6-10, is a sensitive age 
for moving. At that age, any move is associated 
with lower earnings, fewer work hours, and less 
educational attainment later in life.

• Moving in early childhood (birth to age 5) had 
no long-term effect. 



hood —and particularly for low-income children— can be 
particularly disruptive.3 Early childhood is a period when 
children’s brains are still developing, when children are 
developing the important skills that will prepare them for 
school, and when their immune systems are developing, 
which can have long-run effects on health and develop-
ment. Disruptions to children’s environment or a sudden 
change in circumstances or parenting practices can alter 
these important milestones. 

Moves can hinder progress in school also. According to two 
recent studies, low-income children who moved three times 
in a six-year span fell one full school year behind, and those 
who moved even once lost 4-6 months.4 Schools, too, tend 
to perform less well overall if the student body is highly 
mobile.5

Moving Is Detrimental to Later Work 
and Education Outcomes 
The current study also finds detrimental effects on education 
from moving in childhood. Any move during childhood was 
associated with nearly a half-year loss in educational attain-
ment. However, there was no effect on work or earnings. 
Moving three or more times, however, negatively affected 
all three outcomes. For example, moving three or more 
times lowered later earnings by nearly 52 percent. 

The age when children move matters. While moving in 
childhood can have a long-term effect, the impact is greater 
when the moves are during middle childhood, ages 6-10. 
At that age, any move, whether voluntary or involuntary, 
is associated with lower earnings, fewer work hours, and 
less educational attainment later in life. Any moves in mid-
dle childhood, for example, lowered later earnings by 44 
percent, and three or more moves lowered earnings by 28 
percent. 

In contrast to prior research, the study found no indication 
that moving in early childhood (birth to age 5) affected any 
of the adult outcomes. Moving in early adolescence also had 
fewer long-term impacts, although it did reduce educational 
achievement by half a year. One potential reason for the dif-
fering results between this study and past work is that the 
current study, while using the same data set as many prior 
studies, ends in 2009, whereas the earlier study ended in 
1987. Both the economy and education policy has changed 
considerably between 1987 and 2009. 

Policy Implications
In the end, moving, whether to a new job or because of an 
eviction, is disruptive to children, and particularly when 
it occurs between ages 6 and 10. The findings make the 

current housing crisis even more worrisome. More than 8 
million children were caught up in the housing crisis, either 
having been forced to move because their home was fore-
closed or because they were living in homes in 2012 that 
were at risk of foreclosure.6 A recent study of the housing cri-
sis’ impact on children found that in Baltimore, New York 
City, and Washington, DC, students in foreclosed homes 
were more likely to change schools than all students.7

Children love stability in their lives. Moving can disrupt so 
many things that matter at that stage, such as caregiver ties, 
parents’ social networks, schools, and even family income. 
Moving, and especially when forced by foreclosure or evic-
tion, can also create stress for parents, leading potentially to 
harsher parenting. As noted above, moving to a new school 
is also stressful, and disruptive to learning. 

Obviously parents often do not have a choice about whether 
to move, even in instances of “voluntary” moves. A better 
job might be just too hard to turn down, and in the long run 
serve the family well. 

Therefore, to help mitigate some of the harmful effects of 
childhood moves, policymakers should consider strength-
ening bridges between housing policy and education pol-
icy. One option, for example, could be to design policies 
that allow children who move to remain in their old school, 
at least until the end of the school year. One model is the 
McKinney-Vento Education for Homeless Children and 
Youth program, which provides schools with resources to 
identify homeless students and allow them to stay in their 
schools even if they are forced to move outside their home 
district.

Other school–housing policies could improve intake pro-
cedures for new students, update data-sharing practices to 
ensure transcripts follow students immediately, target addi-
tional resources to highly mobile students or schools with 
a highly mobile student body. Students with three or more 
moves could be flagged in transcripts (while also ensuring 
privacy safeguards are intact). To date, 17 states have insti-
tuted a statewide student identification system and share 
course transcripts and grades across districts in the state. 

Professional development for teachers to effectively integrate 
new students in the classroom and meet their needs would 
also be helpful. Some have also advocated for a standard-
ized curriculum nationally, like the Common Core, to limit 
interruptions in education for those who move. Finally, Title 
I funds of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 
which support low-income and disadvantaged students, are 
sources of funding for programs to support highly mobile 
student populations. 
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Well-designed family supports could also go a long way to 
mitigating some of the negative effects of mobility in child-
hood, especially middle childhood. The military offers sev-
eral positive models, although the context of the moves is 
often quite different than non-military moves. Nonetheless, 
the supportive environment, including family life counsel-
ors, helps children settle in more quickly after a move. The 
military also offers supports that help parents understand 
the social strain and recognize problems early.8 

Endnotes
1. Realty Trac, “2008 U.S. Foreclosure Market Report.™” Available 

at: www.realtytrac.com/content/press-releases/foreclosure-
activity-increases-81-percent-in-2008-4551

2. Ariel Kalil and Katherine Ziol-Guest, “Long-Run Impact 
of Residential Moves in Childhood on Adult Achievement.” 
(working paper, under review, 2013).

3. R. Haveman, B. Wolfe, and J. Spaulding, “Childhood Events 
and Circumstances Influencing High School Completion,” 
Demography, vol. 28 (1991): 133-57; G. Cunha, J. Heckman, 
L. Lochner, and D. Masterov, “Interpreting the Evidence on 
Life Cycle Skill Formation.” In Handbook of the Economics of 
Education, edited by E. Hanushek and F. Welch (North Holland: 
Elsevier, 2005).

4. David Kerbow, “Patterns of Urban Mobility and Local School 
Reform,” Journal of Education for Students Placed at Risk, 
volume 1, no. 2 (1996): 147-169; Russell Rumberger et al., “The 
Educational Consequences of Mobility for California Students 
and Schools.” (Berkeley, CA: Policy Analysis for California 
Education, 1999).

5. Eric Hanushek, John F. Kain, and Steven G. Rivkin, “Disruption 
Versus Tiebout Improvement: The Costs and Benefits of 
Switching Schools,” Journal of Public Economics, vol. 88 (2004): 
1721-46.

6. Julia Isaacs, “The Ongoing Impact of Foreclosures on Children” 
(Washington, DC: Brookings/First focus, 2012). Available at 
www.firstfocus.net/sites/default/files/Foreclosures%202012_0.
pdf.

7. Kathryn L. S. Pettit et al., “The Foreclosure Crisis and Children: 
A Three-City Study.” Research report (Washington, DC: Urban 
Institute, January 2012).

8. Major Latosha Floyd (U.S. Army) and Deborah A. Phillips, “ 
Child Care and Other Support Programs,” Future of Children: 
Military Children and Families, vol. 23 (2013).

Kathleen Ziol-Guest is Research Associate Professor, New York University. Ariel Kalil is Professor at the Harris School of Public 
Policy Studies, University of Chicago. The authors gratefully acknowledge Barbara Ray of Hired Pen, Inc. for assisting the authors 
in drafting this brief.

3

http://www.firstfocus.net/sites/default/files/Foreclosures%202012_0.pdf
http://www.firstfocus.net/sites/default/files/Foreclosures%202012_0.pdf


The MacArthur Foundation supports creative people and effective institutions committed to building a more just, verdant, 
and peaceful world. In addition to selecting the MacArthur Fellows, the Foundation works to defend human rights, advance 
global conservation and security, make cities better places, and under stand how technology is affecting children and society. 
 
For more information or to sign-up for news and event updates, please visit www.macfound.org.

John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation 
140 South Dearborn St., Suite 1200 
Chicago, Illinois 60603-5285
Telephone: (312) 726-8000 

www.macfound.org

twitter.com/macfound

youtube.com/macfound

www. macfound.org

twitter.com/macfound

youtube.com/macfound

4

ABOUT THE HOW HOUSING MATTERS TO FAMILIES AND COMMUNITIES RESEARCH INITIATIVE
This brief summarizes research funded by the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation as part of its How Housing 
Matters to Families and Communities Research Initiative. The initiative seeks to explore whether, and if so how, having a 
decent, stable, affordable home leads to strong families and vibrant communities. By illuminating the ways in which housing 
matters and highlighting innovative practices in the field, the Foundation hopes to encourage collaboration among leaders 
and policymakers in housing, education, health, and economic development to help families lead healthy, successful lives. 
The views expressed herein are not necessarily those of the MacArthur Foundation.


