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This study examines the impact of incarceration on residential mobility between
poor and nonpoor neighborhoods. Formerly incarcerated individuals move at high
rates, but little is known about if or how incarceration impacts movement between
neighborhoods of varying quality. I ground my approach in traditional accounts
of locational attainment that emphasize pathways and barriers between poor and
nonpoor neighborhoods. Results show that incarceration leads to downward neigh-
borhood mobility from nonpoor into poor neighborhoods. Incarceration does not
appear to trap formerly incarcerated individuals in poor neighborhoods. Additional
analyses show that the effect of incarceration is initially strongest among formerly in-
carcerated whites, but that there is significant racial variation in neighborhood mo-
bility across time. My results provide evidence that incarceration should be placed
alongside human capital characteristics and structural barriers as an important pre-
dictor of mobility between poor and nonpoor neighborhoods.

The 1970s saw the beginning of two prominent American social trends. First, areas of con-
centrated poverty started to grow and take on an increasingly distinct character (Wilson
1987). Currently, about 9 million Americans live in poor neighborhoods, and these neigh-
borhoods contain disproportionate numbers of minority citizens (Ludwig et al. 2012).
Second, starting in the late 1970s, the U.S. incarceration rate started to grow by about
6 percent per year, more than quadrupling in size (Wakefield and Uggen 2010). Cur-
rently, prisons hold over 1.5 million convicted offenders, and yearly cohorts of released
prisoners exceed 600,000 (Carson 2014). Much like concentrated poverty, incarceration
has become especially common in the lives of African American families and communi-
ties (Western and Wildeman 2009). The incredible growth of America’s felon class has
spurred extensive research on the diverse ways that incarceration both reflects and cre-
ates social inequalities (Wakefield and Uggen 2010).

These two literatures—one on the growth of poor neighborhoods, and the other on
the social consequences of incarceration—have only rarely intersected (Hipp et al. 2010b;
Massoglia et al. 2013). This is unfortunate because formerly incarcerated citizens are
highly mobile (Warner 2015), while also operating within a restricted housing market.

∗Correspondence should be addressed to Cody Warner, Assistant Professor of Sociology, Department of Soci-
ology and Anthropology, Montana State University, P.O. Box 172380, 2–128 Wilson Hall, Bozeman, MT 59717;
cody.warner@montana.edu.
This research was conducted through the cooperation of the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) with restricted
access to BLS data. The views expressed here do not necessarily reflect the views of the BLS.

City & Community 15:4 December 2016
doi: 10.1111/cico.12207
C© 2016 American Sociological Association, 1430 K Street NW, Washington, DC 20005

423



CITY & COMMUNITY

This may make it difficult for them to avoid poor neighborhoods. The current study uti-
lizes nationally representative longitudinal data to examine the impact of incarceration
on residential mobility into and out of poor neighborhoods. I first discuss theoretical ex-
planations of mobility pathways between neighborhoods of varying quality. I then discuss
how incarceration may impact this process via housing market barriers faced by released
prisoners. I call special attention here to the potential dual-stigma encountered by for-
merly incarcerated minority citizens. After discussing the data and analytic strategy, I
present results for both downward neighborhood mobility into poor neighborhoods and up-
ward neighborhood mobility out of poor neighborhoods. I close by noting the implications of
these findings for research on both concentrated poverty and the collateral consequences
of incarceration.

CONCENTRATED POVERTY AND LOCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

Residential inequality in America has been explained in three ways. The first, stemming
from Wilson’s The Truly Disadvantaged, maintains that class-selective outmigration took
middle-class blacks with the financial means out of innercity areas and into the sub-
urbs. This left behind neighborhoods composed largely of poor minority families (Wilson
1987). Quillian (1999) showed that migration of the nonpoor away from the poor played
a key role in the creation of poor neighborhoods in the 1970s and 1980s. Additionally,
more recent racial convergence in upward mobility aligns with Wilson’s arguments re-
garding race, class, and neighborhood mobility (see Crowder and South 2005: 1757).

A second explanation of concentrated poverty highlights the downward economic mo-
bility of people living in poor neighborhoods (Hughes 1990; Jargowsky and Bane 1991).
This explanation has received some support (see Quillian 1999), and in particular was
extended by the work of Massey and others with an emphasis on racial residential segre-
gation (Gramlich et al. 1992; Massey et al. 1994; South and Crowder 1997). Simply put,
and because of high levels of racial residential segregation in the U.S., increases in black
poverty drive increases in concentrated poverty (Massey et al. 1994). A combination of
black exclusion from white neighborhoods and white avoidance of black neighborhoods
isolates blacks both economically and socially (Massey and Denton 1993). Minority fam-
ilies that left poor areas in the 1990s tended to deconcentrate primarily to other lower-
income minority neighborhoods (Dwyer 2012). To date, blacks remain less likely than
comparable whites to leave poor areas, and more likely to leave nonpoor areas (Briggs
and Keys 2009; Gramlich et al. 1992; South and Crowder 1997; South et al. 2011).

Finally, it is important to note that racial variation in neighborhood preferences and
perceptions can shape residential inequality. When considering a move, whites mostly
consider white communities, and rarely expand searches into communities that are more
diverse (Bader and Krysan 2015). In fact, compared to comparable minority households,
white households tend to be less aware of the existence of integrated neighborhoods in
their communities (Krysan and Bader 2009). When presented with hypothetical options,
whites generally rate all-white communities as more desirable than diverse communities
(Krysan et al. 2009). Neighborhood racial composition least affects the residential pref-
erences and perceptions of African Americans.

Behind these larger patterns of concentrated poverty are individual and household
patterns of residential mobility between neighborhoods of varying quality (South et al.
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2005). Although both stayers and movers contribute to residential inequality, residential
mobility is key to social mobility (Rossi 1980; Sampson and Sharkey 2008), and exposure
to poverty is often the result of repeated moves into poor neighborhoods (as opposed
to fewer prolonged spells) (Briggs and Keys 2009). The process of locational attainment
unfolds as individuals and households try to match their human capital and financial
resources to that of their neighborhoods. A long line of research on residential mobility
has shown that mobility decisions are shaped by life events and life-course transitions that
change housing needs (Clark and Withers 2008; Coulter and van Ham 2013; Landale
and Guest 1985; Rossi 1980; Speare et al. 1975). Individuals and households that become
dissatisfied with their current dwelling, and who have found a suitable alternative, are
more likely to move (Speare 1974).

Researchers draw on two perspectives to explain variation in the landing spots of mo-
bile households. First, the spatial assimilation model maintains that individuals use their
human capital resources to “purchase” residence in desirable neighborhoods (Massey
1985; South and Crowder 1997). Existing research provides general support for this per-
spective, as human capital and socioeconomic (SES) characteristics predict residence in
better neighborhoods for all racial and ethnic groups (Alba and Logan 1993; South and
Crowder 1997). However, access to the most desirable neighborhoods is not uniformly
available. African American households at all income levels live in less desirable neighbor-
hoods than do comparable whites, and they tend to receive smaller returns than whites
for human capital investments (Logan 1978; Logan and Alba 1993). Indeed, blacks in the
highest SES strata often reside in less desirable neighborhoods than whites in lower SES
strata (Rosenbaum and Friedman 2007). Such discrepancies extend to Hispanic groups
as well, who are less likely than whites (but more likely than blacks) to leave high-poverty
neighborhoods (South et al. 2005). These patterns are articulated in the place stratification
model, which complements the spatial assimilation model by drawing attention to housing
market barriers encountered by some groups and not others (Charles 2003; Logan and
Molotch 1987).

Studies drawing on these perspectives have created a large literature on neighborhood
sorting and locational attainment. But this research literature has largely neglected the
role that incarceration may play on mobility between neighborhoods of varying quality,
even though almost 8 percent of the adult population has experienced a felony convic-
tion. In the following section I discuss why we should consider adding incarceration to
the list of characteristics known to shape mobility into and out of poor neighborhoods.

INCARCERATION AND LOCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

Incarceration is concentrated in certain geographic areas. In Chicago, for example, the
incarceration removal rate in the highest-rate predominantly black community is 40 times
larger than the removal rate in the highest-rate predominantly white community (Samp-
son 2012). Lynch and Sabol (2001, 2004) documented similar trends in Baltimore, where
male incarceration rates in some neighborhoods are over 20 percent, and just 5 percent
of Baltimore neighborhoods account for 25 percent of yearly prison admissions. This pat-
tern continues after release. More than half of a sample of parolees followed after prison
settled in less than 10 percent of Chicago neighborhoods (Visher and Farrell 2005). Simi-
larly, in Maryland, almost 40 percent of all men and women released from prison in 2001
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returned to 6 of the 55 total Baltimore community areas (Visher et al. 2004). In both
cities, the areas that received the highest numbers of returning citizens were typified by
high rates of poverty, crime, and other indicators of disadvantage.

What these trends cannot tell us, however, is if the confinement experience impacts
residential mobility between different types of neighborhoods. The locational attainment
perspectives outlined above provide some insights on how to conceptualize a potential
incarceration effect. For instance, the spatial assimilation perspective would emphasize
the SES deficiencies of individuals with a history of incarceration. Prisoners average less
than a high school education, and unemployment at the time of incarceration is common
(Western 2006). Spending time in prison creates further difficulties in the labor market,
and released citizens often struggle to find employment after prison (Pager 2003, 2008).
For many, this results in postprison declines in earnings that last well after release (Pettit
and Lyons 2009; Western 2002). As such, those returning citizens who did not already
reside in poor neighborhoods might be expected to move there because of postprison
labor market struggles. I refer to this as downward neighborhood mobility, and expect that
individuals with a history of incarceration will be more likely than those without to exit
nonpoor neighborhoods and enter poor neighborhoods.

Alternatively, the place stratification perspective might conceptualize the incarcera-
tion experience as a housing market barrier that funnels or traps formerly incarcerated
citizens in poor neighborhoods. The information that is recorded as individuals move
through the criminal justice system can be used as a tool of social exclusion (Pager 2008).
The stigma of a criminal record has been implicated in a number of the social conse-
quences of mass incarceration (Massoglia 2008; Pager 2003; Western 2002). In this case,
the stigma could create barriers in the housing market that restrict the types of neigh-
borhoods available to returning citizens. Landlords in the private housing market often
require references and background checks, presenting obvious difficulties for recently
incarcerated citizens (Petersilia 2003). Furthermore, a criminal conviction may directly
eliminate certain types of housing. Convicted sex offenders often cannot reside in ar-
eas where children are known to congregate (Zgoba et al. 2009). Furthermore, some
convicted drug offenders are restricted from accessing public housing (Geller and Curtis
2011). Finally, many communities also actively restrict any sort of housing that might assist
returning citizens (Beckett and Herbert 2010). For individuals living in poor neighbor-
hoods, then, the expectation is that the incarceration experience will serve as a barrier
to exiting these neighborhoods. That is, incarceration will inhibit upward neighborhood
mobility.

Two additional issues warrant consideration. First, there is extensive racial variation in
both exposure to incarceration and locational attainment outcomes. Mobility and loca-
tional attainment are strongly shaped by race and ethnicity, and these struggles may be
compounded for formerly incarcerated minorities. Black incarceration rates are gener-
ally six to seven times larger than white incarceration rates (Glaze 2011). For uneducated
black men especially, incarceration is increasingly being treated as a normative (albeit dis-
ruptive) phase in the life course (Pettit and Western 2004). Formerly incarcerated blacks
may encounter compounded housing market barriers that work to trap them in poor
neighborhoods, and I expect that incarceration will serve as a larger barrier to upward
neighborhood mobility for minorities than for whites. Of course, it could also be the
case that black offenders already reside in poor neighborhoods before prison, meaning
that postprison residence in poor neighborhoods would reflect a continuation of existing
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residential inequalities. It is formerly incarcerated whites that see the biggest declines in
postprison neighborhood quality (Massoglia et al. 2013), and it is plausible that mobility
out of nonpoor neighborhoods is driving this trend. As such, I expect that the incarcera-
tion experience will be most consequential for whites living in nonpoor neighborhoods.

The second issue is whether we should expect a consistent effect of incarceration on
locational attainment outcomes across time. The mark of a criminal label is a relatively
permanent new social status that can create long-term issues. Earnings and wage growth,
for example, are affected by exposure to incarceration well after release (Western 2002).
In addition, formerly incarcerated whites have been found to live in increasingly worse
neighborhoods across time (Massoglia et al. 2013). However, residential mobility appears
to be most pronounced early in the reentry period (Warner and Sharp 2016). While
many parolees are known to move to new neighborhoods after prison, much smaller
percentages make subsequent moves while under parole supervision (Cahill and Landale
2008; La Vigne et al. 2004; La Vigne et al. 2005). As such, my final expectation is that any
upward or downward neighborhood mobility will be concentrated early in the reentry
period.

While incarceration is typically not considered in assessments of mobility and locational
attainment, there are a few recent exceptions. In a study of postprison neighborhood out-
comes among Californian parolees, Hipp and colleagues (2010b) found significant varia-
tion in neighborhood environment by conviction offense and parolee race. Sex offenders
made postprison moves into more disadvantaged neighborhoods than individuals con-
victed of other crimes, and black parolees also entered into and subsequently moved to
more disadvantaged neighborhoods than did white or Hispanic parolees. A second study
extended these findings by examining differences between pre- and postprison neigh-
borhood quality. Massoglia et al. (2013) found that formerly incarcerated blacks were
not residing in more disadvantaged neighborhoods after prison than they lived in before
prison. Only formerly incarcerated whites, who were argued to have “more to lose” in
regard to neighborhood quality, experienced significant downward mobility into more
disadvantaged neighborhoods following release from prison.

The current study extends these findings in important ways. Like Hipp and collabora-
tors, I stress residential mobility as the impetus to residence in poor or nonpoor neigh-
borhoods. However, I build on their work in two respects. First, like Massoglia and collab-
orators, I utilize data that contain important demographic and residential information
leading up to confinement. For individuals with a history of incarceration, this means
that I can compare pre- and postprison neighborhoods. Neighborhood of origin was only
available in the California data for moves made following release from prison. Second,
because my data track the same set of respondents for almost 30 years, I am able to extend
the period of analysis past the 2-year follow-up used in the California data.

Furthermore, by focusing more directly on residential mobility patterns, I also make
important extensions to the work of Massoglia et al. Their analysis focused on within-
person change in neighborhood quality across time, but this approach neglects the strong
role that residential mobility plays in social mobility (Sampson and Sharkey 2008). I focus
explicitly on mobility, providing a clearer picture of the types of neighborhoods return-
ing citizens reside in versus the types of neighborhoods they move to. Additionally, my
analytic approach helps to clarify the “more to lose” conclusion offered by the authors.
By explicitly examining upward and downward residential mobility, all respondents start
in similar neighborhoods. The analyses thus compare formerly incarcerated whites and
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minorities that have the same amount to lose through incarceration. This eliminates the
extensive racial variation in neighborhood of origin.

DATA AND METHODS

Examining mobility between poor and nonpoor neighborhoods requires data on both
individuals and the neighborhoods in which they reside. Individual data for this study are
drawn from the 1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY79), a longitudinal
data collection overseen by the Bureau of Labor Statistics that started following a cohort
of 12,686 respondents in 1979. The original sample included nationally representative
samples of white, African American, and Hispanic males and females, as well as supple-
mentary samples of black and Hispanic males and females, and poor white males and
females. After 1991, the supplementary poor white sample was no longer interviewed.
During the period 1979–1994 interviews took place on a yearly basis, and interviews have
been conducted in even numbered years since 1994. The present study utilizes interviews
between the period 1979 and 2008.

Access to restricted data identifies the state, county, and census tract of residence for
each respondent at each interview. This allows the individual data to be appended with
data from the U.S. Census. Census tract data are drawn from the Neighborhood Change
Database (NCDB), which provides standardized census tract data (standardized to the
2000 tract boundaries) for the 1980, 1990, and 2000 census collections. Because tract
boundaries are occasionally redrawn, standardized boundaries are useful to ensure that
tracts maintain the same geographic area across time. Individual tract identifiers are also
standardized to the 2000 tract boundaries, meaning that observed mobility represents an
actual move as opposed to a shifting boundary. I use linear interpolation to estimate tract
characteristics in noncensus years.

DEPENDENT VARIABLES

I use tract poverty rates provided by the NCDB to create two measures of intertract mo-
bility between poor and nonpoor neighborhoods (see South et al. 2005: 800). At each
wave of data collection I identify respondents who live in poor neighborhoods (poverty
rate above 20 percent) and nonpoor neighborhoods (poverty rate below 20 percent). I
use this information to stratify the sample so that only those eligible to move in either
direction have a value on the respective dependent variable. For instance, a respondent
who starts an observation in a poor tract is not eligible to move to a poor tract by the end
of the observation. For respondents who live in nonpoor tracts, the dependent variable
is coded 1 if they moved to a poor tract by the next interview and 0 otherwise (did not
move or moved to a nonpoor tract). Conversely, for respondents who live in poor tracts,
the dependent variable is coded 1 if they moved to a nonpoor tract by the next interview
and 0 if they did not move or moved to a poor tract. Taken together, these two measures
capture downward neighborhood mobility (into poor tracts) and upward neighborhood mobil-
ity (out of poor tracts). Although poverty classifications are to some extent arbitrary, the
20 percent poverty cut-off is consistent with previous treatments of neighborhood poverty
(Jargowsky 1997; Wilson 1987).1
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INDEPENDENT VARIABLES

Imprisoned NLSY79 respondents are identified through a residence indicator, and are
interviewed at the correctional facility in which they are housed. This survey protocol
captures longer spells of imprisonment with certainty, but shorter spells in local jails are
more likely to be missed (see Western 2002). I use the residence indicators to create three
variables associated with incarceration and life after release. The first is a time-varying di-
chotomous indicator capturing incarceration history. This measure is coded 1 in all waves
following the last in-prison interview and 0 otherwise (i.e., before prison or for all obser-
vations among the never-incarcerated respondents). Respondents with a history of in-
carceration provide 3,172 observations before incarceration and 3,322 observations after
incarceration. The second incarceration indicator is a time-varying count of the number
of observations since a respondent was last interviewed in prison. This measure is coded
0 leading up to confinement (and in all waves for those respondents with no history of
incarceration), and then increases by 1 in each observation a respondent is interviewed
following release from prison. Finally, while not an explicit focus of the present study, I
also account for exposure to incarceration with a measure that captures the total number
of observations a respondent was interviewed in prison.

CONTROL VARIABLES

The current study adds incarceration to the list of characteristics known to impact move-
ment between poor and nonpoor neighborhoods. In the empirical models that follow, I
examine the total effect of incarceration as well as the effect net of other key correlates of
locational attainment. I control for race using dummy variables for white (the reference
category), African American, and Hispanic respondents. I include three time-varying SES
indicators. The first is a measure of the number of years of completed school. The second
is a measure of employment, coded 1 if the respondent reports having a job at the time
of the interview. The third is a dichotomous indicator of family poverty, coded 1 if the
respondent’s household income falls below the federal poverty line. I also account for
total exposure to neighborhood poverty with a time-varying count of the total number of
observations a respondent resided in a poor neighborhood. I include two time-varying
housing measures: a dichotomous indicator of homeownership (coded 1 if a respondent
reports owning or making payments on a home), and a dichotomous indicator of public
housing residence (coded 1 if a respondent reports receiving public housing assistance).
Furthermore, because mobility is strongly tied to age, I include measures of respondent
age and age-squared. I also control for marriage (with a dichotomous variable coded 1 if
respondents report their relationship status as married and 0 otherwise), and family size
(with a count of the number of resident children in the household). I control for gender
with a dichotomous variable coded 1 for males and 0 for females. Finally, I account for two
time-stable family background measures taken from the first interview: parent education
(the highest educational attainment of either parent) and in-tact family (dichotomous
variable coded 1 if respondents report growing up with both biological parents).

Mobility patterns are also shaped by a combination of neighborhood push and pull
factors, and so I include two census tracts characteristics from the tract of origin. First,
because poor places may attract residents from other poor places (Tienda 1991), I control
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for the neighborhood poverty rate in the tract of origin.2 Second, given that a greater
minority presence in a neighborhood can trigger mobility for some groups, I control for
percent non-Hispanic black in the tract of origin. Like the neighborhood poverty rate,
these tract characteristics are taken from the 1980, 1990, and 2000 census collections
using the NCDB.3

ANALYTIC STRATEGY

To make maximum use of the longitudinal data, I segment each respondent’s interview
record into a series of mobility intervals, with each interval capturing the period between
successive interviews. Initial residence in a poor or nonpoor neighborhood is measured
at the beginning of the mobility interval (or time t). Mobility into poor or nonpoor neigh-
borhoods is then measured at the next interview (or time t + 1). I limit my measure of
residential mobility to those moves that are between tracts, but within county. This is con-
sistent with the U.S. Census definition of residential mobility, or what others have labeled
interneighborhood mobility (Crowder et al. 2006; Lee and Hall 2009; Rossi 1980).4 Im-
portantly, all independent variables are taken from the beginning of the mobility interval,
which helps protect the temporal ordering of the independent and dependent variables.

I use logistic regression to examine the effect of the incarceration and control variables
on the odds of moving between poor and nonpoor census tracts. The 12,686 NLSY79
respondents provide a total of 103,539 mobility intervals that start in nonpoor tracts,
and 42,206 mobility intervals that start in poor tracts. Because the same respondent can
contribute multiple mobility intervals to the analysis, error terms within individuals are
likely correlated. I correct for the nonindependence of observations by computing robust
standard errors that are clustered within individuals. All models were estimated using
Stata v.14.

RESULTS

While not displayed, it is useful to start the results with some descriptive information
about total mobility for the NLSY79 sample. Respondents with no history of incarcera-
tion move across census tracts (but within counties), in approximately 16 percent of all
mobility intervals. Respondents with a history of incarceration are more mobile both be-
fore prison (moves in 22 percent of all preprison intervals) and after prison (moves in
28 percent of all postprison intervals). Table 1 displays the distribution of these moves be-
tween poor and nonpoor neighborhoods. In each panel of results, the row percentages
(which reflect the origin tract) sum to 100, and the diagonals provide a breakdown of
observed upward and downward mobility. Moves that start in a nonpoor tract and end in
a poor tract are least common among respondents with no history of incarceration (less
than 2 percent of all eligible moves). Respondents who eventually go to prison make
downward neighborhood moves in about 5 percent of all mobility intervals that start in
a nonpoor tract. Providing initial support for the expectation outlined above, the fre-
quency of downward neighborhood mobility increases to almost 8 percent after prison.

A more complicated picture emerges in Table 1 for upward neighborhood mobility.
Never-incarcerated respondents make upward moves in almost 10 percent of all intervals
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TABLE 1. Upward and Downward Residential Mobility Distributions by Incarceration Status

Never Incarcerated

Destination Tract

Poor Nonpoor N

Origin tract Poor 90.14 9.86 38,977
Nonpoor 1.81 98.19 100,274

Before prison

Destination Tract

Poor Nonpoor N

Origin tract Poor 91.64 8.36 1,585
Nonpoor 5.16 94.84 1,587

After prison

Destination Tract

Poor Non-poor N

Origin tract Poor 88.18 11.82 1,644
Nonpoor 7.84 92.16 1,678

Notes: Row percentages sum to 100 percent, diagonals represent upward and downward mobility. Sample sizes (N)
correspond to characteristics of origin tracts. Statistics adjusted for survey weights and design effects.
Source: NLSY79.

that start in a poor tract. Those respondents who experience incarceration make up-
ward neighborhood moves in approximately 7.5 percent of all preprison mobility inter-
vals. After incarceration, however, the frequency of upward neighborhood moves (about
12 percent) exceeds the rates for both the never-incarcerated sample and the preincar-
ceration observations. These descriptive results do not support the expectation that for-
merly incarcerated respondents will be trapped in poor neighborhoods. The reentry pe-
riod, at least initially, is often characterized by residential instability, and this descriptive
information provides some evidence that returning citizens move fairly regularly between
neighborhoods of varying quality. After first briefly reviewing additional descriptive infor-
mation, I examine these patterns while also controlling for key correlates of mobility and
locational attainment.

Table 2 presents descriptive statistics for all of the predictors of upward and down-
ward mobility, again disaggregated by incarceration history (never, pre-, and postprison).
Incarceration history, a key independent variable, is omitted from the table because it is
necessarily coded 0 for the never-incarcerated sample, 0 before prison, and 1 after prison.
Respondents with a history of incarceration spend, on average, just over two observations
incarcerated, and are observed after prison for an average of approximately four mobil-
ity intervals. After adjusting the descriptive statistics for survey weights and design effects,
African Americans constitute 13 percent of the never-incarcerated observations, but over
one-third of the pre- and postprison observations. Males also make up the vast major-
ity of pre- and postprison observations. Individuals who go to prison are also less likely
than never-incarcerated respondents to come from an in-tact family, be married, own
homes, have a high-school education, or report having a job. They are more likely to live

431



CITY & COMMUNITY

TABLE 2. Descriptive Statistics for Independent Variables Predicting Upward and Downward Mobility; by
Incarceration Status

Never-Incarcerated Before Prison After Prison

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Time since release – – – – 4.02 5.46
Incarcerated observations – – – – 2.28 2.90
African American 0.13 0.34 0.37 0.59 0.39 0.60
Hispanic 0.06 0.24 0.12 0.39 0.10 0.37
White 0.81 0.39 0.51 0.61 0.51 0.61
Age 29.34 8.44 22.76 6.79 33.84 9.13
Male (1 = yes) 0.47 0.50 0.84 0.44 0.88 0.40
Parental education 12.58 3.02 11.16 3.64 11.12 3.35
In-tact family 0.77 0.42 0.58 0.60 0.55 0.61
Married (1 = yes) 0.48 0.50 0.16 0.45 0.27 0.54
Number of children 0.84 1.11 0.37 0.99 0.54 1.20
Homeowner (1 = yes) 0.41 0.49 0.06 0.29 0.16 0.45
Education 12.85 2.38 10.70 2.10 11.31 2.18
Employed (1 = yes) 0.76 0.43 0.54 0.61 0.62 0.60
Family poverty (1 = yes) 0.10 0.30 0.31 0.56 0.31 0.57
Public housing assistance (1 = yes) 0.03 0.16 0.08 0.34 0.07 0.32
Poverty exposure 1.27 2.94 1.53 3.16 2.73 5.14
Tract % poor 12.13 10.43 18.80 16.88 19.22 16.28
Tract % African American 12.09 22.77 26.93 41.35 28.12 40.89
N of mobility intervals 139,251 3,172 3,322

Note: Means and standard deviations adjusted for survey weights and design effects.

in poverty, reside in public housing, and reside in neighborhoods with higher levels of
poverty and greater concentrations of African Americans.

Table 3 presents the results from a series of logistic regression models predicting down-
ward neighborhood mobility. I estimate a total effect of incarceration on downward mo-
bility by starting with only the measure of incarceration history in model 1. In model 2,
I add the other incarceration measures: time since release and total observations incar-
cerated. Preliminary analyses suggested that allowing for a nonlinear trend in time since
release from prison resulted in a better model fit. As such, all models include both time
since release and the squared term for time since release. In model 3, I build up the loca-
tional attainment model by adding individual and tract controls discussed above. Finally,
in model 4 I examine if incarceration history and time since release vary by respondent
race and ethnicity through a series of interaction terms. I then present a parallel set of
models predicting upward mobility in Table 4.

The results in model 1 of Table 3 suggest that incarceration is a strong predictor of
downward residential mobility into poor neighborhoods. The likelihood that a respon-
dent will leave a nonpoor area for a poor area is nearly quadrupled if that respondent
has a history of incarceration (e1.368 = 3.9). Adding the additional incarceration measures
in model 2 suggests initial stability in the effect of incarceration history, followed by de-
clines as a respondent spends more time out of prison (as indicated by the significant
coefficient of the squared term for time since release). Across all the models, there is no
indication that greater exposure to incarceration is related to downward neighborhood
mobility.
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The addition of time-stable and time-varying controls in model 3 reflects well-known
predictors of locational attainment. Both black and Hispanic respondents are more
likely than white respondents to leave nonpoor neighborhoods for poor neighbor-
hoods. More educated respondents and employed respondents are less likely to leave
nonpoor neighborhoods, while individuals who live in poor households—but nonpoor
neighborhoods—are more likely to leave these areas. Because homeownership promotes
stability, respondents who own homes in nonpoor neighborhoods are unlikely to leave.
Married respondents are less likely than unmarried respondents to leave nonpoor ar-
eas. Greater exposure to poverty increases the likelihood of downward neighborhood
mobility, even for those living in nonpoor neighborhoods at the start of a mobility inter-
val. The effect of incarceration history is reduced by nearly 70 percent from model 2 to
model 3. This implies that returning citizens are more likely to move into poor neighbor-
hoods, in part, because of preexisting disadvantages and SES disadvantages that emerge
following incarceration. That said, the odds of downward mobility are still increased by
approximately 60 percent in any given postprison observation (e0.475 = 1.61). The time
trend from model 2 is also observed, although the coefficient for the squared term of
time since release is reduced just under conventional levels of statistical significance
(p = 0.08).

In model 4, I examine if incarceration history and time since release interact with
respondent race/ethnicity. The results from the interaction models show significant dif-
ferences between African American and white respondents with a history of incarcera-
tion. The main effect of incarceration history is positive and significant, which represents
the effect of incarceration history on downward neighborhood mobility for white respon-
dents. The odds of downward mobility for whites who experience incarceration are nearly
three times greater than the odds of downward mobility for whites who never go to prison
(e1.059 = 2.88). The black*incarceration history interaction term is negative and signifi-
cant. The interaction between incarceration history and Hispanic respondents is also
negative, but not statistically significant (p = 0.09). In supplementary analyses, I shifted
the race/ethnicity reference category to examine if downward neighborhood mobility
was more common among formerly incarcerated blacks and Hispanics compared to their
respective never-incarcerated counterparts. These results showed that, while postprison
downward mobility is more common among all racial subsamples, the difference is only
statistically significant for formerly incarcerated whites (as displayed by the main effect of
incarceration history in model 4).

In addition to the significant interaction with incarceration history, model 4 also shows
that time since release shapes downward neighborhood mobility differently for white
and black respondents. The main effects (in this case, the effect for formerly incarcer-
ated whites) are not significant, although the negative coefficient for time since release
suggests a gradual decay of the incarceration effect for whites over time. For blacks, on
the other hand, the likelihood of downward neighborhood mobility increases in the ob-
servations following prison, and then starts to level off. The coefficient for the squared
measure of time since release nears, but does not reach, conventional levels of statisti-
cal significance (p = 0.08). The same trend is observed for Hispanic respondents with a
history of incarceration, although none of the interaction terms reach statistical signifi-
cance. As a whole, the results in model 4 suggest that the effect of incarceration history
on downward neighborhood mobility is initially stronger for whites than it is for African
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FIG. 1. Predicted probability of mobility from a non-poor to a poor tract by incarceration history, race, and
time since release.

Notes: All covariates from model 4 of Table 3 (except race, incarceration history, time since release, and age) at
their mean value. Prison release set to age 25 so probability of downward mobility can be estimated for

respondents with no history of incarceration.
Source: NLSY79; 1979–2008.

Americans, but that the trends diverge as formerly incarcerated blacks and whites spend
more time released from prison.

To provide greater context to these interactions, I plot in Figure 1 the predicted prob-
abilities of downward neighborhood mobility for white, African American, and Hispanic
respondents with and without a history of incarceration. So that probabilities can be esti-
mated regardless of incarceration history, I set the age of release from prison to 25. The
lines for respondents with a history of incarceration mark the first six observations fol-
lowing release, while the lines for respondents without a history of incarceration mark
the probability of downward mobility from age 25 to 30. All other model covariates from
model 4 of Table 3 are held at their mean values.

It should be noted that mobility from nonpoor to poor tracts is rare, and the predicted
probabilities here do not exceed 0.10 for any group. That said, the figure illustrates both
the main effects and interactions from model 4. Whites who go to prison are signifi-
cantly more likely to make a downward move than whites who do not go to prison. This
difference, however, starts to narrow across time. Both formerly incarcerated blacks and
Hispanics are also more likely to make a downward neighborhood move than their never-
incarcerated counterparts, but sensitivity analyses discussed above indicated that the dif-
ference between respondents who do and do not go to prison is only statistically signifi-
cant among whites. Indeed, at least early in the reentry process, all formerly incarcerated
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respondents are expected to make downward moves at about the same rate. But while the
postprison trend for whites is a declining probability of downward mobility, there is an
upward trend for Hispanics and (especially) African Americans. And even with the more
pronounced incarceration effect among formerly incarcerated whites, eventually whites
with a history of incarceration are less likely than African Americans or Hispanics without
a history of incarceration to move into poor neighborhoods.

In Table 4 I turn my attention to upward neighborhood mobility; or to moves that
begin in poor neighborhoods and end in nonpoor neighborhoods. I present a parallel
series of models in Table 4 as I did in Table 3.

If the general theme from Table 3 was that incarceration increases the likelihood of
downward neighborhood mobility, the results from Table 4 show few significant relation-
ships between incarceration and upward mobility. The baseline coefficient for incarcer-
ation history is significant in model 1, reflecting the descriptive association displayed in
Table 1. Across the rest of the model specifications, however, none of the incarceration
measures reach conventional levels of statistical significance. Model 4 of Table 4 does
suggest that formerly incarcerated whites might be better equipped than formerly incar-
cerated minorities to exit poor neighborhoods, but again these effects fail to reach statis-
tical significance. The effects of many of the control variables are consistent with existing
research on locational attainment. Moves to nonpoor neighborhoods are more common
among whites than among African Americans or Hispanics. Respondents who are em-
ployed and respondents with higher educations are more likely to be upwardly mobile.
Married respondents are more likely to escape poor neighborhoods, but homeowners—
as with downward mobility—are unlikely to move out of poor neighborhoods. Respon-
dents receiving housing assistance and respondents with greater exposure to poverty are
less likely to leave poor neighborhoods. The tract poverty rate is also negatively related
to mobility out of poor neighborhoods, reflecting the difficulties in escaping very poor
neighborhoods.

Overall, the results presented here provide mixed support for the research expecta-
tions outlined above. I did find that incarceration history is a robust predictor of down-
ward neighborhood mobility, but I did not find that incarceration works to trap formerly
individuals in poor neighborhoods.5 Given that residential mobility is most pronounced
early in the reentry period, I expected that any upward or downward mobility would
be most likely during this period. In support of this expectation, I found that the com-
bination of the incarceration history and time since release measures suggest a consis-
tent effect early that then starts to decline. Finally, there is evidence of racial/ethnic
heterogeneity in especially downward neighborhood mobility. As expected, I found that
formerly incarcerated whites living in nonpoor neighborhoods are most affected by the
experience of incarceration. But I did not find that incarceration is more consequential
for upward mobility among minorities. However, as shown in Figure 1, the trends over
time vary for formerly incarcerated whites and formerly incarcerated minorities.

DISCUSSION

Individuals who become incarcerated are concentrated in poor and disadvantaged neigh-
borhoods before prison, and emerging evidence is shedding light on the role incarcera-
tion plays in further channeling these individuals into such neighborhoods. The current
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study extends this line of research by examining the impact of incarceration on residen-
tial mobility between poor and nonpoor neighborhoods. In doing so, I merge research
on the consequences of incarceration with an extensive line of research on mobility, at-
tainment, and concentrated poverty. I advance here two main conclusions.

First, going to prison increases the likelihood that an individual will experience down-
ward neighborhood mobility from a nonpoor to a poor neighborhood. This effect is ro-
bust to a host of individual and neighborhood characteristics known to be associated with
residential mobility and locational attainment. Furthermore, additional analyses showed
that the relationship between incarceration and mobility is initially stable, then starts to
slowly decline as individuals spend longer periods of time released from confinement. In-
carceration appears to work as a barrier that prohibits continued residence in nonpoor
neighborhoods following prison. I did not find evidence of the opposite pathway. That is,
the incarceration experience does not trap individuals in poor neighborhoods. Indeed,
the residential instability tied to incarceration and reentry seems to result in movement
between neighborhoods of varying quality, but the downward trend is stronger than the
upward trend.

Second, there is significant racial variation in the effect of incarceration on downward
neighborhood mobility, both initially and across time. Previous research has established
that minority households encounter barriers limiting their locational attainment. My re-
sults show, however, that formerly incarcerated whites lose their housing market advan-
tage over minority households. Indeed, only whites with a history of incarceration are
significantly more likely than their never-incarcerated counterparts to experience down-
ward neighborhood mobility. In addition to racial variation in the average effect of in-
carceration, the results also show that patterns of downward neighborhood mobility play
out differently for formerly incarcerated whites, blacks, and Hispanics across time. For
African Americans with a history of incarceration, the likelihood of downward mobility
increases as they spend longer periods of time released from incarceration. Thus, while
blacks with a history of incarceration are not significantly more likely than blacks with-
out a history of incarceration to initially move to poor neighborhoods, their locational
attainment patterns start to diverge across time.

This pattern of racial variation provides additional evidence that average effects of in-
carceration documented in the literature mask important nuances in the ways that incar-
ceration reinforces and creates inequality. Because of exiting racial residential inequality,
whites are said to have the most to lose through incarceration (Massoglia et al. 2013).
That is, the residential trajectories of nonwhites are less affected following incarceration
because of preincarceration neighborhood stratification across racial groups. Indeed,
and consistent with recent research, my results show that formerly incarcerated whites
are, at least initially, most affected by a spell of incarceration. But over the long-term,
however, the mark of incarceration remains a sticky barrier for nonwhites, making it dif-
ficult for formerly incarcerated minorities to avoid poor neighborhoods. Ultimately, the
racial residential inequality observed before prison is reinforced in the years following
prison as formerly incarcerated whites become less likely and formerly incarcerated non-
whites more likely to leave nonpoor neighborhoods.

What are we to make of these trends? Research on incarceration and families has shown
that incarceration is most consequential for those families with the lowest propensity of
experiencing the event in the first place (Turney 2014; Turney and Wildeman 2013).
Perhaps a similar dynamic plays out in terms of neighborhoods. Incarceration rates vary

438



INCARCERATION AND RESIDENTIAL MOBILITY DESTINATIONS

widely by race, and minority neighborhoods experience much more criminal justice con-
tact than white neighborhoods (Sampson 2012). A criminal conviction, and the resulting
stigma, may make it harder for white residents to avoid neighborhoods that fall outside of
their typical preferences (Bader and Krysan 2015; Krysan and Bader 2009). It is still the
case, however, that formerly incarcerated whites are not especially disadvantaged com-
pared to minority respondents with or without a history of incarceration (see Figure 1).
Initial similarities in downward mobility quickly diverge as formerly incarcerated whites,
African Americans, and Hispanics spend more time out of prison. Thus, the compounded
disadvantage of incarceration and race grows across time, as opposed to the gradual
downward trend for whites. Others have noted how incarceration damages attachments
to stabilizing institutions, ultimately helping to perpetuate residential inequality (Alexan-
der 2012; Goffman 2014). Formerly incarcerated blacks are the least likely to see initial
increases in residential mobility decline across time (see Warner 2015), and this appears
to increasingly lead them into poor neighborhoods.

These results add to a growing body of research documenting the link between incar-
ceration and residential outcomes. There are, however, some limitations that should be
addressed by additional research. The NLSY79 is commonly used to examine deleterious
outcomes associated with incarceration, but the data provide only limited criminal jus-
tice information. The data lack criminal history or conviction information; an important
shortcoming because some offenses (sex offenses especially) trigger residential restric-
tions. Furthermore, because the incarceration measures are derived from residential in-
dicators taken at each survey, start dates, end dates, and method of release are unknown.
Individuals released on parole supervision often face housing restrictions that include
where and with whom they may live (Petersilia 2003). Some offenders are also released
to transitional housing, such as a halfway house. Postrelease restrictions and stipulations
could create upward or downward mobility by default. To have confidence in the re-
sults found here, additional research should examine locational attainment with more
detailed criminal justice data.

Even with these limitations, results from this study have important implications for
existing knowledge on mobility, attainment, and life after release from prison. Neigh-
borhoods are a core organizing feature of American life, and neighborhood quality is
tied to a number of important indicators of well-being (Sampson et al. 2002). This ex-
tends to the reentry process, as returning citizens who reside in poor and disadvantaged
neighborhoods after prison have elevated recidivism rates (Hipp et al. 2010a; Kubrin and
Stewart 2006). This association should be further examined given the apparent contribu-
tion of incarceration to downward mobility. Researchers should also ask if the postprison
residential context contributes to the later life consequences of incarceration. For ex-
ample, incarceration damages both mental and physical health functioning (Massoglia
2008; Schnittker and John 2007). Residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods (in which
ex-inmates are disproportionately located) also suffer from poor health outcomes (Ross
2000; Ross and Mirowsky 2001). Additional research is needed to determine what role
neighborhood quality plays in the well-being of citizens with a history of incarceration.
Finally, given the impact of incarceration on families (Massoglia et al. 2011; Turney and
Wildeman 2013), and to the extent that mobility is a household decision (Rossi 1980;
Speare 1974), future research should examine if postprison mobility patterns are a func-
tion of shifting family dynamics (such as divorce) during or following incarceration.
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These results also speak to the potential impact of incarceration on larger patterns of
racial residential inequality. In some cases, such as the labor market, incarceration works
to mask inequality by removing a disproportionate number of low-skill black males from
official data sources (Pettit 2012; Western and Pettit 2005). In this case, however, incar-
ceration might work to reduce residential inequality by channeling formerly incarcerated
whites into poor and minority neighborhoods. The next logical question, then, is what
(if any) impact this pattern has on aggregate residential inequality? The answer to this
question depends on a combination of where released prisoners go and in what con-
centration. Approximately 600,000 individuals are released from prison each year, where
they join about 6 million former prisoners already living in neighborhoods and commu-
nities (Uggen et al. 2006). Thus, as a share of the total U.S. population, these correctional
flows might not have a large average effect on residential inequality, but may profoundly
impact those neighborhoods and communities where incarceration and reentry are geo-
graphically clustered (Burch 2013).

Finally, to the extent that postprison mobility and neighborhood quality are tied to re-
cidivism, these findings could help direct housing-based reentry interventions. Address-
ing individual needs for employment or substance abuse treatment can be complicated
without a stable residential situation (Bradley et al. 2001). Furthermore, while a resi-
dential move after prison can help facilitate successful reentry (Kirk 2009), too much
mobility is a risk factor for recidivism (Steiner et al. 2015). This is especially the case for
parolees living in disadvantaged neighborhoods (Kubrin and Stewart 2006), and my find-
ings provide further evidence that incarceration makes it difficult to avoid these types of
environments. Thus, policymakers and practitioners must navigate a fine line in terms
of postprison housing. It is important to help returning citizens find stable housing in
neighborhoods that will help them address their distinct and diverse needs.

Notes

1In supplementary models I replicated my results using alternative definitions of poor and nonpoor neigh-

borhoods (including 30 and 40 percent cut-off points). The results were largely consistent with those presented

in Tables 3 and 4, but it should be noted that the interactions between incarceration history and race-ethnicity

are only observed using the 20-percent poverty definition (results available upon request).
2Neighborhood of origin poverty rates are restricted by the outcome. It is necessarily less than 20 percent

when examining downward mobility and greater than 20 percent in examining upward mobility.
3Two additional controls are included but not presented. First, because the timing of the interviews shifts af-

ter 1994, I include a dummy variable coded 1 for all observations after 1994. Second, because never-incarcerated

respondents remain in the models and contribute to the parameter estimates, I include a dummy variable

coded 1 if the respondent was never interviewed in prison.
4Respondents who make moves cross county or state boundaries are omitted from the analyses. This is done

to maintain the focus on local moves, as opposed to internal migration. The treatment of extra-local moves

does not impact the pattern of results, as the effect of incarceration is consistent for both within-county and

between-county moves.
5It is important to note that individuals who go to prison may disproportionately select themselves (or are

selected) into poor neighborhoods. However, supplementary analyses suggest that any selection effects are not

biasing the results. I replicated all models using only the “at-risk” sample, or those who experience incarcera-

tion at some point across the nearly 30 years of data collection. While there is some loss of significance with
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the reduced number of observations, the main effects and interactions are consistent with those plotted in

Figure 1.
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